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There is not a truth existing which I fear . .. or would wish un-
known to the whole world.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

Must one be senseless among the senseless? No; but one must
be wise in secret.

—DIDEROT
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[ PREFACE |

EXOTERIC and ESOTERIC, adj. (History of Philosophy):
The first of these words signifies exterior, the second, interior.
The ancient philosophers had a double doctrine; the one ex-
ternal, public or exoteric; the other internal, secret or esoteric.
—Encyclopedia of Diderot

... the distinction between the two doctrines so eagerly re-
ceived by all the Philosophers, and by which they professed
in secret sentiments contrary to those they taught publicly.
—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU

We moderns are believers in progress. But as even we must admit, the pas-
sage of time brings not only intellectual advance but also decline —discovery
but also ossification, denial, and forgetting. There is a natural tendency, how-
ever, to notice and be impressed with the former, to neglect the latter. Dis-
coveries stand out, while forgettings are invisible.

Countless books have been written celebrating the discovery of some im-
portant phenomenon. The present work examines the forgetting of one.

xi



xii Preface

A LOST METHOD OF WRITING—AND READING

In a letter to a friend, dated October 20, 1811, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
speaks of an act of forgetting taking place before his eyes: “I have always con-
sidered it an evil, indeed a disaster which, in the second half of the previous
century, gained more and more ground that one no longer drew a distinc-
tion between the exoteric and the esoteric.”’ The intellectual life of the West,
Goethe reports here, has gradually been undergoing a strange and unfortu-
nate transformation. Through a slow act of collective amnesia, a well-known
phenomenon has quietly been dropping out of awareness: the philosophic
practice of esoteric writing. By this is meant the practice of communicating
one’s unorthodox thoughts primarily “between the lines,” hidden behind a
veneer of conventional pieties, for fear of persecution or for other reasons.

Although unheeded, Goethe’s warning turned out to be remarkably pre-
scient, pointing to a philosophical forgetting that would continue to spread
and deepen for another hundred years. For during the first half of the eigh-
teenth century, esoteric writing was still very well known, openly discussed,
and almost universally practiced (as it had been since ancient times), as can
be seen from the epigraphs. These two statements could be multiplied a
hundred times—and will be. And yet this well-established phenomenon was
somehow slowly forgotten in the course of the nineteenth century and, in
the twentieth, confidently declared a myth.

It was rediscovered principally by Leo Strauss—the University of Chi-
cago political philosopher —who began publishing on the subject in the late
1930s. As Alexandre Kojeve declared in recognition of this achievement:
“Leo Strauss has reminded us of what has tended to be too easily forgotten
since the nineteenth century—that one ought not to take literally every-
thing that the great authors of earlier times wrote, nor to believe that they
made explicit in their writings all that they wanted to say in them.”? Still,
Strauss’s efforts at recovery also went largely unheeded.

The present study is an exercise in historical recollection and retrieval.
It attempts to more clearly display, document, and, above all—if possible —
reverse this extraordinary act of forgetting. It aims to reestablish a general
recognition of the several reasons for and the near-universal prevalence of
esoteric writing among the major philosophical writers of the West prior to
the nineteenth century. My goal here is not to get people to like esotericism
(Iam no great lover of it myself ), or to engage in it themselves (as I do not),
but simply to recognize, understand, and accept it as a historical reality —
indeed a monumental one affecting the whole conduct of intellectual life in
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the West over two millennia. I seek a restoration not of esoteric writing but
of esoteric reading—the recovery of a crucial but long-lost element of philo-
sophical literacy.

What I also do 7ot attempt to do is determine the particular esoteric
teaching of everyone (or anyone) in this long line of thinkers—something
that cannot be done in a general work of this kind, but only with meticulous
care, one philosopher at a time. My book is not: The Esoteric Secrets of All Ages
Revealed! It is simply, if you like: Awareness of the Forgotten Practice of Esoteric
Writing Restored. That is project enough.

WHAT IS AT STAKE

Naturally, the reader, who has yet to be shown much evidence for the reality
of this strange practice, will want to reserve judgment on the merits of the
project. Still, the great importance of the issue itself should at least be clear.
Here is what is at stake.

If it turns out to be true that most philosophers of the past routinely hid
some of their most important ideas beneath a surface of conventional opin-
ions, then surely we had better know that. If they wrote esoterically and we
do not read them esoterically, we will necessarily misunderstand them. We
will systematically cut ourselves off from their thought precisely in its most
unorthodox, original, and liberating part.

But the damage, great as it is, does not stop there. Not only will we mis-
understand all these thinkers as individuals, but through the accumulation
of such errors, we will also form mistaken ideas about the relations among
thinkers, about how ideas develop over time, about the whole movement
and meaning of Western intellectual history. This misunderstanding would
be especially damaging to modern philosophy, which tends to rest, im-
plicitly or explicitly, on a “theory of history,” an interpretation of the stages
and trajectory of philosophical thought.

But the damage may, in fact, extend yet one crucial step further. If, for
these reasons, we misunderstand earlier philosophers and, because of that,
the history of philosophical thought, don’t we also run a great risk of finally
misunderstanding the character of human reason as such—especially how
it relates to the political and cultural environment in which it is embedded?
For we can know how the faculty of reason works and what it is capable of
primarily by seeing what it has done—by its history, its concrete record of
failures and achievements. Thus, to systematically misconstrue the history
of reason puts one in great danger of misunderstanding reason itself.
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It is this fear that, for example, particularly animates Strauss’s great pre-
occupation with the issue of esotericism. Let me illustrate with one strand of
his complex argument on this issue. The ignorance of esoteric writing, which
causes us to misinterpret the history of philosophy, does not do so, he argues,
in simply random ways. In addition to the various particular errors we may
make regarding particular thinkers, there is also a common mistake that we
commit again and again in our interpretation of all thinkers. We mistake the
philosopher’s surface, exoteric teaching for his true one. And again, these
surface teachings, however much they may vary from thinker to thinker, all
have one essential thing in common: they are carefully designed to create the
false appearance of conformity to the most powerful dogmas of the time,
which it is too dangerous to question openly.

Therefore, the established custom of reading esoteric writers nonesoteri-
cally has a very precise and predictable effect on the practice of scholar-
ship. It gives rise to a systematically recurring misimpression: everywhere
we look, we see the dispiriting spectacle of the human mind vanquished by
the hegemonic ideas of its times. It appears that even our most celebrated
geniuses—our Aristotles and Shakespeares—with all their extraordinary
gifts and agonized efforts, always end up just confirming the myths of their
particular “cave.” It is difficult to overstate the profound influence of this
recurring experience. It forms a crucial but unseen part of the intellectual
background of our times, motivating the late modern or postmodern pre-
disposition to the radical critique and disempowerment of reason. In the
age of the forgetfulness of esotericism, it comes to seem obvious to everyone
that the human mind is not free but wholly contextualized, culture-bound,
socially determined. And if that is so, then all our truths are ultimately local,
accidental, and temporary; our highest wisdom, only the hometown ethno-
centrism polished up.

The awareness of esotericism, by contrast, reveals the falseness, the cal-
culated insincerity of this ubiquitous facade of philosophical conformity —
which now comes to sight as an ironic and artful act of resistance. Behind
this defensive wall, sheltered and encouraged by it, thrives a secret under-
ground of daring and dissent, a freewheeling speak-easy of the mind. But
we, who should celebrate this, are somehow reluctant to believe it. Yet, as
an old Ethiopian proverb observes, “When the great lord passes, the wise
peasant bows deeply —and silently farts.” Every subject class has its silent
arts of resistance—the philosophers too. For where force is lacking, fraud
and secrecy are the primary agents of freedom.* If modern scholars thought
more like wily peasants, they would be less resistant to the essential truth
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that there is always more freedom in the world than the compliant surface of
things would lead one to suppose.* Thus, the true history of human reason is
of necessity a secret history: when the practice of philosophic secrecy is once
seen, then the faculty of human reason no longer appears quite as servile and
culture-bound as it inevitably does to us.

In short, the ignorance of esotericism, by blinding us to the hidden world
of freedom, keeps us in ignorance of ourselves —of the surprising power and
independence of the human mind, of its unsuspected capacity to resist time
and place’®

One last point. If it should turn out that this tradition of philosophical
esotericism is indeed a reality, that immediately brings to light a second cru-
cial reality: the fact of our long blindness and denial regarding the first. We
are compelled to wonder: how in the world could we have missed something
so big and so (formerly) well-known? In other words, at stake, finally, in the
question of esotericism is also a crucial question regarding oxrselves: what
are the particular defects or biases of the modern worldview such that we
became incapable of seeing a reality as massive and important as this one?

As phenomena to be studied, discoveries are interesting, but forgettings
are profound. Through the one, we explore and celebrate our insights, but
through the other we discover our blindness. It is only through the en-
counter with a reality that we could not perceive that we see the limitations
of our perception—and so begin the slow process of transcending them.

As intriguing as all of this might seem, however, many will object that a long-
forgotten tradition of secret writing by Western philosophers sounds rather
fanciful. It seems less like a forgotten truth and more like an academic urban
legend started, perhaps, by scholars too steeped in medieval ideas or Talmu-
dic habits or longings for privileged access to secret wisdom.

The exchange of charges and countercharges on this issue has been
heated. But amid all this controversy, three things may be said to be certain:
First, if the theory of esotericism is true, it is a matter of the greatest impor-
tance. Second, we today are viscerally inclined to believe that it is false. And
thus third, there is urgent need for a new, more considered examination of
the question.

The stars, moreover, seem well aligned for this venture. The last few de-
cades have seen a veritable explosion in hermeneutical theory. Everywhere
there is a heightened consciousness of rhetoric, audience, reader response,
playfulness, and other new or long-forgotten issues of textual interpretation.
All our Enlightenment presuppositions about the nature of writing, reading,



xvi Preface

and publication—about the whole relation of thought to life—have been
subjected to a searching critique. The crumbling of long-impregnable para-
digms has freed the current age for a new, more original encounter with the
question of esotericism.

The present work attempts such a reexamination, first by gathering and
displaying the concrete historical evidence for esotericism, second by ex-
ploring the broad background of philosophical assumptions underlying this
practice, and third by examining the contrary assumptions underlying the
powerful modern denial of its existence.
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[ INTRODUCTION ]

What Is Philosophical Esotericism?

It is said that Anacharsis the Scythian [a sixth-century BC
philosopher], while asleep, held his secret parts with his left
hand, and his mouth with his right, to intimate that both
ought to be mastered, but that it was a greater thing to mas-
ter the tongue than voluptuousness.

—CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA, Stromata

Forgotten fields, like unweeded gardens, grow a bit wild. Thus, it is neces-
sary to begin by trying to state with greater precision the thesis being de-
fended here. “Philosophical esotericism” needs to be distinguished from the
profusion of related phenomena that surround it—after which its internal
divisions or variations need to be clearly identified.

In common parlance, “esoteric” is often used synonymously with “recon-
dite” or “abstruse,” simply to denote any kind of knowledge that, by virtue of
its inherent difficulty, profundity, or specialized focus, surpasses the under-
standing of most people —like quantum mechanics. But in a stricter sense —
and the one intended here —it is something difficult to understand because
hidden or secret. The term derives from the Greek esoterikos, meaning inner
or internal. An esoteric writer or writing would involve the following char-
acteristics: first, the effort to convey certain truths—the “esoteric” teach-

1



2 Introduction

ing—to a select group of individuals by means of some indirect or secre-
tive mode of communication; second, the concomitant effort to withhold or
conceal these same truths from most people; and third (a common but not
strictly necessary characteristic) the effort to propagate for the sake of the
latter group a fictional doctrine—the “exoteric” teaching—in place of the
true doctrine that has been withheld.

On this understanding of the term, there are a variety of movements that
today and for centuries have pointedly emphasized a long Western tradition
of “esotericism.” All the most prominent of these are forms of mysticism:
Theosophy, Gnosticism, Hermeticism, Rosicrucianism, Kabbalah, Neo-
platonism, Neo-Pythagoreanism, and others. In one manner or another, all
of these movements hold that there exists a single, secret body of “Esoteric
Knowledge” that is of a mystical or occult nature and that links together the
brotherhood of esoteric thinkers across the ages.

When Leo Strauss began writing about esotericism in the late 1930s, he
was acutely aware that the only unbroken remembrance or living aware-
ness of the phenomenon was in the mystical tradition. As he put it, in the
present age “the phenomenon in question [esotericism] . . . is discussed

under the title ‘mysticism™”*

—a statement that, despite the efforts of Strauss
and others, still remains largely true today. If one does an internet search or
a title search in the Library of Congress catalog for “esotericism,” the over-
whelming majority of replies concern Theosophy.

But the mystical version of esotericism is a very small part of a larger phe-
nomenon. Esotericism is actually a practice to be found throughout the
mainstream Western philosophical tradition and the mainstream literary
and theological traditions as well. This larger phenomenon is the esoteri-
cism that Strauss may be said to have rediscovered.?

In this larger sense, esotericism does not imply (as the mystical sense
does) that there is a single “Esoteric Philosophy” linking all genuine esoteri-
cists. Here “esoteric” denotes not a particular body of secret or occult knowl-
edge but simply a secretive mode of communication —not a specific set of be-
liefs, but the practice of partly revealing and partly concealing one’s beliefs,
whatever they may be. It is not a philosophical doctrine but a form of rbeto-
ric, an art of writing (although the belief that it is necessary to employ such
rhetoric is typically rooted, as I will argue, in larger, philosophical views).

In this broader sense, esoteric writers will naturally differ from one an-
other far more widely than in the mystical sense: they will all employ a secre-
tive art of communication but on behalf of different doctrines, moved by
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different motives and purposes, and employing different esoteric techniques
and strategies.

Furthermore, within the subcategory of philosophical esotericism, which
is our interest here, there are important differences. The primary source of
these differences is to be found in the larger philosophical views just alluded
to. For philosophical esotericism, while not a mystical phenomenon, is also
not simply a literary or rhetorical one either —not merely a technique em-
ployed to deal with an occasional, practical problem (such as persecution).
In its several distinct forms, it grows out of the fundamental and abiding
philosophical problem of theory and praxis—especially the question of the
relation between philosophic rationalism and political community, or be-
tween “the two lives™: the vita contemplativa and the vita activa. Are the two
fundamentally harmonious (essentially the Enlightenment view) or antago-
nistic (the dominant classical view)? Clearly, a thinker’s position on this
philosophical question will largely determine his stance regarding the act
of writing— his stance, that is, regarding the true purpose of and the proper
rhetorical method for the public communication of philosophical thought.

In writing their books, most thinkers during and after the Enlighten-
ment, for example, were motivated largely by the belief that philosophy,
properly communicated, could remake the practical sphere in its own image:
it could bring the political world into harmony with reason. And based on
this harmonizing motive and assumption, they tended to employ a certain
form of esotericism —a relatively loose concealment or dissimulation—for
two reasons: partly as a propagandistic rhetoric to aid them in their ambi-
tious projects for political and religious transformation and partly as a de-
fensive expedient to shield them from the persecution that these revolution-
ary projects would inevitably (but only temporarily) provoke.

Classical and medieval thinkers, by contrast, tended to practice a more
concealed, more thoroughgoing esotericism—esotericism in the fullest
sense—because they were motivated, not by the hope that philosophic
rationalism could enlighten and reform the political world, but by the fear
that, to the contrary, rationalism, if openly communicated, would inevitably
harm that world by subverting its essential myths and traditions. And, again,
they were also motivated by fear of the persecution that this harm would
naturally provoke. Their purpose for publishing books of philosophy was
rooted not primarily in political schemes, as with the Enlightenment think-
ers, but in educational aims. And these aims in turn gave them a further,
pedagogical motive for esotericism: a text that presents hints and riddles in-
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stead of answers practices the closest literary approximation to the Socratic
method —it forces readers to think and discover for themselves.

We may distinguish, then, four primary kinds of philosophical esoteri-
cism. To state the point in more analytical fashion, a philosophical writer
will purposely endeavor to obscure his or her true meaning either to avoid
some evil or to attain some good. The evils to be avoided are essentially two:
either some harm that society might do the writer (persecution) or some
harm that the writer might do society (“dangerous truths”), or both. The
effort to avoid these two dangers gives rise to what I will call defensive and
protective esotericism, respectively.

But of course a still easier way to avoid the dangers of writing would be
to avoid the act of writing. If philosophers choose to publish in spite of these
considerable dangers, it is for the sake of some good, of which there are pri-
marily two: either the political (cultural, intellectual, religious) reform of
society in general or the philosophic education of the rare and gifted indi-
vidual (or both). And each of these positive aims also turns out to require an
artful rhetoric—either propagandistic or educational. From these arise what
I will call political and pedagogical esotericism.

Not only has the motive for employing esoteric concealment varied from
thinker to thinker, but so also has the basic form. A philosopher might write
nothing at all, for example, and confine himself entirely to oral teaching, say-
ing one thing in public and another to initiates, as Pythagoras was widely re-
puted to have done. He might confine his true views to an oral teaching but
write books setting forth a salutary public or exoteric doctrine. He might
produce two different sets of writings for different audiences, one exoteric,
the other esoteric (although, given the easy transmissibility of books, the
esoteric writing could not dare to be completely open). Or his writings may
contain multiple levels, with an exoteric teaching on the surface and an eso-
teric one conveyed “between the lines,” that is, indirectly, through hints and
insinuation.

The primary focus in what follows will be on multilevel writing, which
seems to have been the most prevalent form of esotericism. But it is impor-
tant to keep all these possibilities in mind.?

Esotericism also varies widely in degree. In some cases, the exoteric doc-
trine may merely be a popularized or sanitized version of the esoteric doc-
trine. In others, it will be radically different, even opposite. Again, some eso-
teric authors will withhold or conceal parts of the truth (as they see it), but
say nothing contrary to it. They will not tell “the whole truth,” but they will
tell “nothing but the truth.” They will, if you like, be esoteric but not exo-
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teric. Other authors will both conceal the truth and present falsehoods or
“noble lies” as if they were true.

Although the particular content, motive, form, and degree of esotericism
has thus varied, the existence of esotericism of some kind has nevertheless
been strikingly constant. Virtually all scholars today are willing to admit
that, here and there, a philosopher or two can be found who engaged in
esoteric writing. It is almost impossible to avoid such an admission because,
as will be seen, there is such widespread evidence in the philosophic tradi-
tion for esoteric writing that there is almost no spot where a scholar may
dig without eventually unearthing some tattered piece of testimony to this
practice. But the typical response to such finds is to declare esotericism a
real but rare, strange, and uncharacteristic practice that arises now and then
from eccentric circumstances. In this way, we tend to dismiss the practice
in the very act of acknowledging it. It is our most common way of denying
the real phenomenon.

To repeat, the real phenomenon, the idea that was once well-known and
now forgotten, is this: through most of history, philosophical esotericism
has not been a curious exception—it has been the rule. It has been a near-
constant accompaniment of the philosophic life, following it like a shadow.
Furthermore, it has had such relative universality precisely because it de-
rives not from occasional or eccentric circumstances but somehow from the
inherent and enduring character of philosophy itself in its relationship to
the practical world —from the issue of “theory and praxis.”

That, at any rate, is the thesis of this work. The question is: Is this a curi-
ous myth or a strangely forgotten truth?

HOW TO DEMONSTRATE THE EXISTENCE
OF ESOTERICISM

Proving the reality of philosophical esotericism in a manner that will be con-
vincing to most scholars presents a daunting task, and for at least two rea-
sons. First, as a secretive activity, esotericism is obviously resistant, by its
very nature, to open and clear disclosure. Most evidence pertaining to it is
likely to fall far short of perfect clarity and thus to require, on the part of
the investigator, a high degree of sensitivity, judiciousness, and sympathy.
But, second, as a secretive activity —as well as an alien, deceptive, and elitist
one—it inspires in most people today the very opposite of these necessary
sentiments. Thus, it has a particularly hard time getting the fair and sympa-
thetic hearing that it particularly requires.
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In view of these difficulties and especially the uncertainty of the evi-
dence, it is clearly necessary to address the issue of esotericism carefully, one
philosopher at a time, so that the evidence can be sifted as closely as possible,
placed in historical context, and evaluated in dialogue with the secondary
literature. Such work has been going on for some time now and is making
real if slow progress.*

But the one-philosopher-at-a-time approach, while necessary, also has in-
evitable shortcomings. It needs to be guided as well as supplemented by the
opposite method: an effort to display the phenomenon of esotericism as a
whole, in its full theoretical and historical sweep. That is what I attempt to
do here. For the evidence concerning a particular philosopher will often re-
main stubbornly ambiguous when examined —no matter how carefully —in
the context of that thinker alone. But it can take on new dimensions when
linked to similar evidence in other thinkers. There are patterns in the big
picture invisible at the level of individual works.?

Furthermore, this more synoptic perspective allows one to see how the
practice of esotericism has changed over time and, conversely, to see what
is enduring and essential in it—its underlying basis and unity. Finally, it is
essential to realize that a person’s judgment on the question of esotericism
is ultimately not a freestanding thing, It is inseparably tied to a larger world-
view—to deep assumptions regarding the nature of philosophic truth, po-
litical life, and the communication of the one to the other. Thus a persua-
sive case for esotericism ultimately requires a larger philosophical narrative
that is able to address these deep assumptions. It demands something like a
Kuhnian paradigm shift.

Thus, in attempting the more global approach, I make use of three pri-
mary forms of evidence or argument. First, on the empirical level, I present
explicit “testimonial evidence”: the hundreds of statements by philosophers
from every historical period openly testifying to the use of esoteric writing,
either in their own works or in those of others. This massive body of empiri-
cal evidence forms the foundation for the rest of the argument.

Second, on the philosophical level, I try to explain this surprising evi-
dence: what causes could have led so many philosophers in such different
times and places to engage in such strange behavior? I explore the endur-
ing philosophical concerns—the fundamental tensions and contradictions
subsisting between thought and life, philosophy and society, theory and
praxis—that motivate philosophical esotericism in all its various forms.

But a third level of analysis is necessary owing to that other historical fact
from which we began: our forgetting of esotericism. This remarkable event is
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strong evidence for the suggestion, made above, that the modern worldview
somehow involves a deep aversion to esotericism that will not easily be dis-
pelled by the facts and explanations presented on the first two levels. Thus
it is necessary, on what might be called the “self-knowledge level,” to turn
our gaze back on ourselves and attempt to identify, address, and overcome
the sources of this cultural resistance.

In what follows, chapters 1, 3, and 4 present these three different levels
of evidence or argument. (Chapter 2, a short interlude, supplements this
effort by providing two brief examples of esoteric writing and reading—
to make the phenomenon under discussion a bit more concrete.) Yet these
three chapters remain on a somewhat abstract level because, to avoid need-
less complexity at the beginning, they speak about philosophical esoteri-
cism in general, without separating it out into its several distinct varieties.
Chapters 5 through 8 descend from this abstract plane to explore the four
distinct forms of esotericism —defensive, protective, pedagogical, and po-
litical. Here, the description and proof—which combines all three levels of
argument—can become more fine-grained and concrete.

Chapters 9 and 10, proceeding on the assumption that some readers will
have found these arguments for the reality of esotericism persuasive, go on
to draw the consequences. What exactly follows if the tradition of philo-
sophical esotericism is real? Chapter 9 elaborates the practical consequence
by providing some introductory instruction in the art of esoteric reading.
This exercise will also help to give a more concrete picture of esotericism,
showing what this practice looks like and how it works.

Chapter 10 turns from the practical to the philosophical consequences of
the recovery of esotericism. Drawing upon the thought of Leo Strauss, it
explores how this rediscovery, if correct, changes the whole philosophical
landscape in important ways. In particular, it shows how it makes possible,
in Strauss’s view, a new defense of reason or philosophic rationalism against
the powerful modern forces threatening to undermine it, especially radical
historicism.

There is no doubt that this work brings unwelcome news. If it really is
true that the strange practice of esotericism was, through most of history, as
widespread and important a phenomenon as is claimed here, that will pose
a whole new set of problems for scholarship. Still, if it is true, we had better
get used to it.

And there is, after all, a bright side to it. A veritable lost continent has
been rediscovered in our time. Against all odds, here in our jaded, seen-it-
all postmodernist world, suddenly a fresh new frontier lies open before us,



8 Introduction

a practically untouched field of study where there is much groundbreaking
work to be done by those with the ambition to do it. Large issues need to be
reopened: the relation of philosophical truth to political life, the purpose
of philosophical publication, the role of ideas in history, the true charac-
ter of philosophical education, the forgotten premises of modern “progress-
philosophy,” and many other weighty matters. The whole course of West-
ern philosophical thought is not so well-known and settled as we have long
thought it to be. Beneath its conventional exterior, it is more daring, origi-
nal, and alive.

“Listen; there’s a hell of a good universe next door: let’s go.”
—E. E. CUMMINGS



PART ONE

The General Evidence and Argument
for the Reality of
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The Testimonial Evidence for Esotericism

The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any
chance ever observes.

—SHERLOCK HOLMES

If a long and now-forgotten tradition of philosophical esotericism really
did exist in the West, how could we ever prove that? How could we even
know it?

The surest way would be if the philosophers themselves told us. And so
they have. For what is necessarily secret in esotericism is the content of the
hidden doctrine, but not its existence. For a whole variety of reasons, one
philosopher may choose to report on the esoteric practices of another. And
sometimes, less often to be sure, a philosopher may speak of his own eso-
tericism. He might be moved to do so, for example, to explain to those who
would dismiss his text as problematic and contradictory that these defects
are not accidental, or to positively encourage his readers to pay closer atten-
tion and find the secret teaching if they can, or to give them some small
guidance regarding how to go about it. Of course, all of this would be visible
to the censors too—but not necessarily in a way that would allow them to
prove anything. Moreover, in certain sophisticated times or indulgent ones,
such an acknowledgment might even be reassuring to the ruling class, being

11
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an open display of the author’s deference to their authority and a declaration
of his commitment to hide from the impressionable multitude anything that
might be misunderstood or corrupting. There is no necessary inconsistency
in speaking openly about secrecy.

Thus, philosophic testimony to esotericism is definitely possible. The only
question is: does it actually exist—beyond some isolated instances? Once
one makes up one’s mind to go looking for it, it turns out to be surprisingly
easy to find. There are hundreds of such statements, stemming from every
period and strain of Western thought, testifying to the reality of esotericism.

Since it would be tedious to read a long list of such quotations, I will
present here just a brief representative sample running to about thirty pas-
sages that roughly cover the span of Western philosophical thought prior
to 1800. Many more passages will be found woven into the argument of
the chapters to follow. And in an online appendix (available at http://www
.press.uchicago.edu/sites/melzer/), I present the full, chronological compi-
lation of the testimony that I have been able to find up to this point. Al-
though certainly not exhaustive, it runs to well over seventy-five pages. Al-
most every major thinker from Homer to Nietzsche is included, as either the
source or the subject of such testimony (or both).

To be sure, quotations of this kind presented with little context will lack
the scholarly solidity and persuasive force of more detailed and contextual-
ized presentations. For present purposes, I do not even distinguish among
the four different variants of or motives for esoteric writing (although, I
do select one example— Aristotle—to discuss in fuller detail). These short-
comings will be remedied (to the extent possible in a synoptic work of this
kind) in chapters 5 through 8 with their greater concreteness and specificity.

But for the moment, I rely on the sheer power of numbers. One context-
less quotation will lack persuasive power; but if it is followed by another and
still another, all making the same general point, the effect becomes cumula-
tive. The effect is also retrospective: the solidity of the whole lends new plau-
sibility to each component part. On a second reading, we are less reluctant
to take each passage at face value. Dots can be powerful when connected.

Let us consider the evidence then. Afterward we will press the question
of what it does and does not prove.

A SURVEY OF THE TESTIMONIAL EVIDENCE

Perhaps the most obvious way to begin our search for the open acknowl-
edgment of esotericism is to proceed as any schoolchild would: let us look
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it up in the encyclopedia. That is where one hopes to find, not the possibly
idiosyncratic or obscure speculations of some one thinker, but what a larger
group, even a given society holds to be general knowledge. Yet, if one looks
at contemporary encyclopedias, or even goes back a century, one will not
find much or anything about esoteric writing. This is the period of the great
forgetting.

But if one goes back to around 1750, to the famous Encyclopedia written
and edited by Diderot and other leading figures of the French Enlighten-
ment, suddenly the situation is completely different. This influential work,
the centerpiece of the Enlightenment, makes mention of esotericism in no
less than twenty-eight different articles, by many different authors, includ-
ing one expressly devoted to the subject and bearing the title “Exoteric and
Esoteric.” The thesis of this article, from which we have quoted before, is
that “the ancient philosophers had a double doctrine; the one external, pub-
lic or exoteric; the other internal, secret or esoteric.’! What is more, the au-
thor, one Samuel Formey, appears to see no need —and indeed makes no
effort— to marshal evidence for this assertion. He treats it as noncontrover-
sial, a matter of general knowledge —which indeed it was. If one consults, for
example, the Dictionary of the Academy Frangaise, fifth edition (1798), under
the word exoteric one finds a brief definition —“exterior, public” —to which
is appended a short phrase to help illustrate the use of the term. The phrase
chosen is: “The exoteric dogmas of the ancient philosophers.”

More evidence of this practice as an item of common knowledge will be
seen if we continue to work our way backward in time. In England, about a
decade before the Encyclopedia, we find a short but perfectly explicit disqui-
sition on esotericism, running to about twenty-ﬁve pages, contained within
Bishop William Warburton’s Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated (1738),
a famous critique of Deism. Warburton argues at length that “the ancient
Sages did actually say one Thing when they thought another. This appears
from that general Practice in the Greek Philosophy, of a two-fold Doctrine;
the External and the Internal; a vulgar and a secret.”? Today it may seem un-
remarkable that this statement, indeed this lengthy disquisition, appeared
in Warburton’s book, which has now been forgotten along with its author.
Thus, it is important to recall: this book was one of the single most influen-
tial and widely read works of the eighteenth century.?

About twenty years before that, John Toland, an important English Deist
and friend of Locke, published an entire treatise on esotericism. A short
work, it bore the lengthy title: Clidophorus, or, of the Exoteric and Esoteric Phi-
losophy; that is, Of the External and Internal Doctrine of the Ancients: The one



14 Chapter One

open and public, accommodated to popular prejudices and the Religions establisbed
by Law; the other private and secret, wherein, to the few capable and discrete, was
taught the veal Truth stripped of all disguises (1720). According to Toland, eso-
tericism “was the common practice of all the ancient philosophers.”*

A bit earlier, in Germany, we find the philosopher Leibniz speaking along
the same lines: “The ancients distinguished the ‘exoteric’ or popular mode
of exposition from the ‘esoteric’ one which is suitable for those who are seri-
ously concerned to discover the truth” (1704).°

Earlier still, a similar claim can be found in Pierre Bayle’s encyclopedic
Historical and Critical Dictionary (1695-97). In his article on Aristotle, he
states: “the method of the ancient masters [i.e., philosophers] was founded
on good reasons. They had dogmas for the general public and dogmas for the
disciples initiated into the mysteries.”®

At about the same time (1692), Thomas Burnet, the English cosmological
and theological thinker, much admired by Newton, published his Archeolo-
gi philosophice, in which he remarks:

It is well known, that the ancient wise Men and Philosophers, very seldom
set forth the naked and open Truth; but exhibited it veiled or painted after
various manners; by Symbols, Hieroglyphicks, Allegories, Types, Fables, Par-
ables, popular Discourses, and other Images. This I pass by in general as suf-
Siciently known.”

Finally, in 1605, Francis Bacon, while using a very different vocabulary,
makes essentially the same point. The ancients, he claimed, employed two
different manners of writing, the “Enigmatical and Disclosed.” “The pre-
tense [of the Enigmatical] is to remove the vulgar capacities from being ad-
mitted to the secrets of knowledges, and to reserve them to selected audi-
tors, or wits of such sharpness as can pierce the veil.”?

In sum, with perfect explicitness, all these early modern writers—
spanning three countries and one hundred fifty years—attribute esoteri-
cism to virtually a// ancient philosophers and philosophic poets and seem to
regard this fact as well-known. But what was their view of modern philoso-
phers—regarding whom, after all, their testimony might be held to be more
reliable? In keeping with a common practice, most of these writers maintain
a discreet silence about thinkers closer to their own time. But this silence is
broken by John Toland toward the end of Clidophorus, his treatise on esoteri-
cism: “I have more than once hinted that the External and Internal Doctrine
are as much now in use as ever.” In another work, he repeats that esotericism
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is “practiced not by the Ancients alone; for to declare the Truth, it is 7ore in
Use among the Moderns, although they profess it is less allowed.”®
For example, according to Leibniz:

Descartes took care not to speak so plainly [as Hobbes] but he could not
help revealing his opinions in passing, with such address that he would
not be understood save by those who examine profoundly these kinds of

subjects."

Toland’s claim about the virtually #niversal use of esotericism among the
moderns (as well as the ancients) is supported more broadly by an impor-
tant letter written by Diderot in 1773, which we will have occasion to quote
again. It is addressed to Francois Hemsterhuis, a minor Dutch author whose
book—which apparently employed esoteric restraint to avoid persecu-
tion—he had just read:

You are one example among many others where intolerance has constrained
the truth and dressed philosophy in a clown suit, so that posterity, struck
by their contradictions, of which they don’t know the cause, will not know
how to discern their true sentiments.

The Eumolpides [Athenian high priests] caused Aristotle to alternately
admit and reject final causes.

Here Buffon [the eighteenth-century French naturalist] embraces all the
principles of materialists; elsewhere he advances entirely opposite proposi-
tions.

And what must one say of Voltaire, who says with Locke that matter can
think, with Toland that the world is eternal, with Tindal that freedom is a
chimera [i.e., three irreligious theses], but who acknowledges a punishing
and rewarding God? Was he inconsistent? Or did he fear the doctor of the
Sorbonne [the church]?

Me, I saved myself by the most agile irony that I could find, by generali-
ties, by terseness, and by obscurity.

I know only one modern author who spoke clearly and without detours;
but he is hardly known."

In this remarkable letter, Diderot —who stood at the very center of the En-
lightenment “republic of letters” —essentially claims that, with the excep-
tion of one writer (he means Holbach, who was, among other things, a more
or less open atheist and materialist), 4// modern thinkers known to him
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wrote esoterically—including himself. What is more, with extraordinary
prescience, he conjectures that future readers, living in a world in which
intolerance and persecution will have been overcome, will no longer under-
stand the cause of the curious contradictions and detours they find in these
writers and so “will not know how to discern their true sentiments.” In short,
he predicts precisely the intellectual “misfortune,” the forgetfulness of eso-
tericism, that, by 1811, Goethe had begun to observe, and that today holds us
firmly in its grip. A large part of the thesis of the present book is contained
in this one letter.

The ubiquity of esotericism in modern as well as ancient times is also de-
scribed in numerous passages of Condorcet’s Sketch for a Historical Picture
of the Progress of the Human Mind and, as we have already seen, by Rousseau,
who speaks of “the distinction between the two doctrines so eagerly received
by all the Philosophers, and by which they professed in secret sentiments
contrary to those they taught publicly.” Rousseau also openly acknowledges
that he himself wrote esoterically.”

Resuming our backward march, we hear Erasmus, the Dutch humanist,
declare, in a letter of 1521:

I know that sometimes it is a good man’s duty to conceal the truth, and not
to publish it regardless of times and places, before every audience and by

every method, and everywhere complete.

In this spirit, he criticizes Martin Luther in another letter for “making every-
thing public and giving even cobblers a share in what is normally handled by
scholars as mysteries reserved for the initiated.”*®

Also consider the early Italian humanist and poet Boccaccio who, in his
Life of Dante (1357), asserts that all great poets write on two levels—for the
“little lambs” and the “great elephants.” The same narrative passage will

present

the text and the mystery that lies beneath it. Thus, it simultaneously chal-
lenges the intellect of the wise while it gives comfort to the minds of the
simple. It possesses [i.e., presents] openly something to give children nour-
ishment and yet reserves in secret something to hold with fascinated admi-
ration the minds of the deepest meditators. Therefore, it is like a river, so to
speak, both shallow and deep, in which the little lamb may wade with its
feet and the great elephant may swim freely."*
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Moving back to the medieval period, let us briefly survey the big four phi-
losopher/theologians: Thomas Aquinas, Maimonides, Alfarabi, and Augus-
tine. They, again, are very explicit. Aquinas recommends the use of esoteri-
cism, arguing (in 1258):

Certain things can be explained to the wise in private which we should
keep silent about in public. . . . Therefore, these matters should be con-
cealed with obscure language, so that they will benefit the wise who under-
stand them and be hidden from the uneducated who are unable to grasp
them."

Similarly, Maimonides, writing in the twelfth century, declares:

These matters [of theology] are only for a few solitary individuals of a very
special sort, not for the multitude. For this reason, they should be hidden
from the beginner, and he should be prevented from taking them up, just as
a small baby is prevented from taking coarse foods and from lifting heavy
weights.

Therefore, he openly states in the Guide of the Perplexed that in discussing
such matters he will not offer anything beyond what he calls “the chapter
headings.” And, he continues:

Even those are not set down in order or arranged in coherent fashion in this
Treatise, but rather are scattered and entangled with other subjects. . . . For
my purpose is that the truths be glimpsed and then again be concealed.’

The tenth-century Arabic philosopher Alfarabi states in his commentary on
Plato’s Laws:

The wise Plato did not feel free to reveal and uncover the sciences for all
men. Therefore, he followed the practice of using symbols, riddles, obscu-
rity, and difficulty, so that science would not fall into the hands of those
who do not deserve it and be deformed, or into the hands of one who does
not know its worth or who uses it improperly. Iz this be was right.””

Finally Augustine, who speaks frequently of esotericism, asserts (in 386) that
the pure stream of philosophy should be
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guided through shady and thorny thickets, for the possession of the few,
rather than allowed to wander through open spaces where cattle [i.e., the
“common herd”] break through, and where it is impossible for it to be kept
clear and pure. . .. I think that that method or art of concealing the truth is
a useful invention.'®

Let us turn, last, to Greek and Roman antiquity. We have seen some solid
evidence that the awareness and practice of esoteric writing were quite com-
mon in the early modern period and in medieval times as well. Thus, there
would be nothing odd if the ancients were also esoteric. Indeed, it would
be surprising if they were exceptions to this very broad trend. Furthermore,
we have heard the testimony of a wide range of both modern and medieval
thinkers expressing their considered view that virtually all of the ancient phi-
losophers wrote esoterically, that the classical world was in fact the true home
and original model of philosophical esotericism. Still, the open acknowledg-
ment by philosophers of their own esotericism was less common in the an-
cient world than it became in medieval and modern times. In view of this
fact, as well as the central importance of the classics in the history of esoteri-
cism, it will help to proceed a bit more slowly through the big three: Cicero,
Plato, and especially Aristotle, to whom I will devote a separate section.

In De natura deorum, Cicero explicitly acknowledges and defends (on
pedagogical grounds) his unwillingness to state his philosophical opinions
openly. The same point is made in his Tusculan Disputations, where he relates
this behavior to that of Socrates. Among the many warring philosophical
sects, he states:

I 'have chosen particularly to follow that one [the New Academy] which I
think agreeable to the practice of Socrates, in trying to conceal my own pri-

vate opinion [and] to relieve others from deception.”

Indeed, in his dialogues De finibus and The Laws, Cicero presents himself as
a proponent of Stoicism and takes on the role of defending it, even though,
as we know from other writings, he was actually an adherent of the New
Academy—which rejected Stoicism.

Along these same lines, Augustine argues that Cicero was a nonbeliever
and sought to convey that view.

That, however, he did not do in his own person, for he saw how odious

and offensive such an opinion would be; and, therefore in his book on the
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nature of the gods [De natura deorum), he makes Cotta [defend this view]
against the Stoics, and preferred to give his own opinion in favor of Lucilius
Balbus, to whom he assigned the defense of the Stoical position, rather than
in favor of Cotta, who maintained that no divinity exists.?

Diderot agrees (as does Rousseau) in seeing Cicero as a particularly trans-
parent esotericist, especially in matters of religion (although he would seem
to exaggerate the obviousness of Cicero’s atheism here):

[Cicero’s] books On Divination are merely irreligious treatises. But what an
impression must have been made on the people by certain pieces of ora-
tory in which the gods were constantly invoked . . .where the very existence
of the pagan deities was presupposed by orators who had written a host of
philosophical essays treating the gods and religion as mere fables!*

Not only in Cicero, but in almost all classical thinkers the case for esoteri-
cism is clearest—indeed, almost impossible to deny —with respect to reli-
gion, for in the ancient, pagan world, the gulf between philosophy and the
prevailing religion was obviously far greater than in the Christian world.
Consider Gibbon’s view of the whole matter, which is fairly typical:

How, indeed, was it possible that a philosopher should accept, as divine
truths, the idle tales of the poets, and the incoherent traditions of antiquity;
or, that he should adore as gods, those imperfect beings whom he must have
despised as men?

Not only were the superstitious roots of the reigning religion more obvi-
ous at that time but so was its political use and function. Therefore, Gibbon
continues:

The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were
all considered by the people as equally true; by the philosopher as equally
false; and by the magistrate as equally useful.

But of course the philosophers—like the magistrates—did not openly dis-
play their skepticism. Rather:

Viewing, with a smile of pity and indulgence, the various errors of the vul-
gar, they diligently practiced the ceremonies of their fathers, devoutly fre-
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quented the temples of the gods; and sometimes condescending to act a
part on the theatre of superstition, they concealed the sentiments of an
Atheist under the sacerdotal robes.”?

And if we look ourselves, we do seem to find that the classical philosophers
constantly contradict themselves on the subject of religion, sometimes sup-
porting the official gods, superstitions, and rituals of the city, sometimes sug-
gesting piecemeal reforms, sometimes speaking of an abstract metaphysical
god, and sometimes hinting at a still more extreme skepticism.?®

Turning to Plato, we note that the writings we possess consist of the dia-
logues and some letters of uncertain authenticity, his lectures or treatises
having been lost. But in his dialogues, unlike Cicero’s, Plato is never a speak-
ing character, so it is only in the letters that we may possibly find a first-
person account of how Plato writes. On the other hand, actions often speak
louder than words, and the simple fact that, in almost all the dialogues, Plato
has chosen Socrates for his main spokesman surely tells us something about
his taste in the matter of communication. In the Republic (337a), Socrates’s
communicative habits are described by Thrasymachus:

Here is that habitual irony of Socrates. I knew it, and I predicted to these
fellows that you wouldn’t be willing to answer, that you would be ironic and
do anything rather than answer if someone asked you something.**

Socrates is famous for his irony—just as Plato is famous for his dialogues.
Perhaps Plato (and Xenophon) developed the dialogue form as (among
other things) a means of carrying on, in the medium of writing, their mas-
ter’s notoriously elusive manner of speaking. That, at least, was the conclu-
sion reached by Augustine:

For, as Plato liked and constantly affected the well-known method of his
master Socrates, namely, that of dissimulating his knowledge or his opinions,
it is not easy to discover clearly what he himself thought on various matters,
any more than it is to discover what were the real opinions of Socrates.”®

Many others have formed a similar impression. Nietzsche speaks of Plato’s
“secrecy and sphinx nature.”** Montaigne points out the obvious fact that

[sJome have considered Plato a dogmatist, others a doubter. . . . From Plato
arose ten different sects, they say. And indeed, in my opinion, never was a

teaching wavering and noncommittal if his is not.””
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Finally, there is the well-known passage in Aristotle’s Physics (209b) where
he alludes in passing to Plato’s “unwritten doctrines.”

With all of this as introduction, let us turn to the vexed issue of Plato’s
letters. There, it turns out that we find openly stated by Plato—and more
than once—the same view we have just been discussing. There are several
passages in the Seventh Letter and again several in the Second Letter ex-
plicitly claiming that he purposely avoided an open disclosure of his deep-
est thought as something that would be harmful to most people (to “the
many”). But, as he implies in a famous statement from the Seventh Letter,
he did leave “small indications” for the “few” for whom such hints would be
sufficient as well as beneficial. Here is the crucial passage:

If it seemed to me that these [ philosophical] matters could adequately be
put down in writing for the many or be said, what could be nobler for us

to have done in our lifetime than this, to write what is a great benefit for
human beings and to lead nature forth into the light for all? But I do not
think such an undertaking concerning these matters would be a good for
human beings, unless for some few, those who are themselves able to discover
them through a small indication; of the rest, it would unsuitably fill some of
them with a mistaken contempt, and others with lofty and empty hope as

if they had learned awesome matters.®

There is no solid consensus—because little solid evidence —concerning the
authenticity of the letters, although the seventh is widely seen as the strong-
est candidate. It would be dogmatic to simply accept them as real—or to
simply dismiss them.

Amid this uncertainty, one way of proceeding is to consider that this let-
ter may be a faithful or knowledgeable account of Plato’s views regardless of
who wrote it. In particular, the crucial passage above takes the form, not of a
bald assertion, but of a reasoned argument. And each stage of the argument
can be seen to be based upon premises well attested in the dialogues. Only
the conclusion takes us into new territory. Yet it does so only by showing
that these familiar Platonic theses, when connected together and thought
through logically, point to this previously unstated conclusion—to the use
of esoteric communication—as an almost inevitable consequence.”

The passage begins, for example, with the classic Platonic view that philo-
sophic knowledge is the supreme good of life and that helping others to
acquire it is, where possible, an act of the highest beneficence. But the in-
evitable consequence of locating the human good in something so lofty and
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difficult, indeed almost superhuman, is that it will be far beyond the reach
of most people. It thus leads directly to the very stark distinction, employed
in this passage and familiar from the dialogues, between the “many” and the
philosophic “few” —as described, for example, in the famous cave analogy
of the Republic. As it is put in the Timaeus (28¢c) (echoes of which one hears
in the above passage):

To discover the maker and father of this universe were a task indeed; and

having discovered him, to declare him unto all men were a thing impossible.

But the passage goes on to point out that philosophy is not only impossible
for most people but also positively harmful and corrupting to them, produc-
ing a misplaced contempt in some, an unwarranted arrogance in others. And
this idea too—the danger of knowledge in the wrong hands—is a recogniz-
able Platonic theme. It is a crucial element, for example, in his critique of
sophistry. As Socrates states in the Republic:

When men unworthy of education come near her and keep her company in
an unworthy way, what sorts of notions and opinions will we say they be-
get? Won't they be truly fit to be called sophisms? (496a, emphasis added)

And therefore:

“Don’t you notice,” I said, “how great is the harm coming from the practice
of dialectic these days?” . .. “Surely its students.. . . are filled full with law-
lessness.” (537¢)

Furthermore, in Plato’s view, this harm and corruption cannot be left un-
addressed. Plato famously argues—most memorably in his critique of the
poets in the Republic—that to avoid the danger of corruption there must be
censorship, including, in the best case, self-censorship.*® And as presented in
the passage above, it is precisely such reasoning that caused Plato to censor
his own compositions, to refrain from all attempt to “put down in writing
for the many” the wondrous things that he knew. This is the passage’s crucial
conclusion, which does go beyond anything openly stated in the dialogues —
but which does seem to follow with strict necessity from premises that are
clearly stated there.

Further evidence for this conclusion can be seen in the aspect of the dia-
logues from which we began. While they never openly address Plato’s own
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manner of communicating, they constantly call our attention to Socrates’s—
he is depicted as the greatest of self-censorers. Think about it: not only is this
great ironist unwilling to talk straight, but he is unwilling to write at all. In
the dialogues, Socrates never openly explains the first of these famous facts
about himself, but in the Phaedrus (275d-€) he does say why he opposes and
avoids writing. And his explanation is essentially the same as the one given
in the above passage: a written text is too univocal, it says the same things to
all people whether they can understand and appreciate it or whether they
would be corrupted by it.

Yet this confirmation of the passage’s central argument points to an obvi-
ous puzzle. Socrates duly refrained from writing, but Plato did not. If we
follow the above reasoning, this would make sense only if Plato felt that he
had overcome the problem of the univocity of writing by finding a form of
composition that spoke differently to different people. And that is precisely
what is suggested in the above passage when “Plato” implies that commit-
ting his deepest thoughts to writing—which he clearly longs to do—would
be permissible and beneficial if these writings were fully understandable
only to “some few” who might catch on through a “small indication.” This is
clearly the view of Plato’s writing held by Alfarabi. Plato, he writes,

resorted to allegories and riddles. He intended thereby to put in writing his
knowledge and wisdom according to an approach that would let them be

known only to the deserving.®'

Diogenes Laertius came to a similar conclusion: “Plato has employed a
variety of terms in order to make his system less intelligible to the igno-
rant.”3?

But as strictly logical as all of this might be, someone still might ask—as
certain scholars have —whether such esoteric practices were really some-
thing that Plato could have conceived in his time. Aren’t we just reading
later, Neoplatonist concepts and practices back into his mind?3?

The answer to this question admits of no uncertainty. In several of the
dialogues, both Socrates and Protagoras explicitly speak of an earlier tradi-
tion of esoteric writing, attributing it to Homer, Hesiod, and several other
poets: these writers used the mythical form, they claim, to express their
Heraclitean philosophical opinions in a hidden way for the sake of the few.
Itis, as Socrates explains in the Theaetetus, “a tradition from the ancients who
hid their meaning from the common herd in poetical figures.”** Again, Soc-
rates says something similar of Protagoras himself:
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Can it be, then, that Protagoras was a very ingenious person who threw out
this dark saying for the benefit of the common herd like ourselves, and re-

served the truth as a secret doctrine to be revealed to his disciples?

The answer to this rhetorical question is clearly “yes,” in Socrates’s view, as
becomes clear a few pages later when he promises to help Theaetetus to
“penetrate to the truth concealed in the thoughts” of Protagoras.*® Again,
in the Laws (967a-d), the Athenian Stranger asserts that most of the pre-
Socratic philosophers were actually atheists—although they all certainly
claimed to be believers of some kind. It is certain, then, that Plato was well
acquainted with various forms of esotericism.*®

Furthermore, he expresses no disapproval of the practice. On the con-
trary, the author of the infamous term “noble lie” obviously believed in the
moral propriety of socially salutary fictions. And the author of the Apology
was obviously very much preoccupied by the great danger of persecution
that philosophers typically face. There is no good reason to insist, therefore,
that Plato would have stopped short of the logical conclusion of his strongly
held beliefs.

At a minimum, it seems fair to say that the above passage of the Seventh
Letter —regardless of who wrote it—makes a cogent argument to the effect
that various well-attested Platonic views, when thought through together,
point directly to esotericism, a practice clearly well-known and acceptable
to Plato. But on this basis one might also hazard a further step, for if this
minimalist position is true, that also significantly strengthens the case for
the maximal one—for the genuine Platonic provenance of the letter —since
the main obstacle to its acceptance has always been the putative implausi-
bility of its content.”

THE CREDIBILITY OF THIS EVIDENCE

I have presented here only a small sample of the perfectly explicit statements
that can be found attesting to the use of philosophical esotericism. It is im-
portant be clear about what this evidence proves and does not prove. Cer-
tainly, nothing has been established definitively and beyond question. But
many readers, I imagine, will feel reluctant to grant this evidence much cre-
dence. Let us interrogate these feelings by examining what misgivings one
might reasonably have about the evidence —and what replies can be made.

First and most obviously: these are just bare quotations. There could be
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significant problems of translation, authenticity, context, and interpreta-
tion.

That is all true enough (although, to be fair, most of the statements are
rather short, clear, and straightforward). But where there is so much smoke,
it becomes increasingly questionable to claim that there is no fire. Indeed,
in the full compilation, the numbers are sufficiently large so that even if a
scrupulous analysis led one to eliminate—to take an extreme case—fully
half the testimony owing to problems of translation, context, and the like,
still the remaining evidence would be more than sufficient to show that eso-
tericism was a very real, widely practiced, and frequently discussed phe-
nomenon.

To this one might reply that the sheer quantity of evidence cannot com-
pletely settle the issue. Also crucial is distribution. If the testimony, great as
it is, primarily derives from a few atypical places, like the late empire period
with its mystical tendencies or sixteenth-century Europe with the increased
persecution accompanying the Protestant Reformation, then the results
would not be generalizable.

But the facts quickly dismiss this concern. The single most striking thing
about the testimonial evidence is in fact not its quantity but its universality:
it just shows up everywhere. It is there in fifth-century Athens and first-
century Rome, in fourth-century Hippo (Algeria), twelfth-century Cor-
doba, thirteenth-century Paris, sixteenth-century Florence, seventeenth-
century Amsterdam, and eighteenth-century London; it is there among the
pagans, the Jews, the Christians, and the Muslims; it is found with the Pla-
tonists and the Aristotelians, the Stoics and the Epicureans, the nominalists
and the realists, the mystics and the materialists. It is in fact difficult to name
a single major philosopher from any time or place before 1800 who did 7ot
somewhere make open and approving reference to this practice, regarding
either his own writings or those of others (or both).

Another obvious misgiving one might have is that much of the testimony
is in the “third person™: it involves one philosopher reporting on the esoteri-
cism of another. In such cases, the reporter can always be mistaken.

That is surely true, but once again one must consider both the large quan-
tity and wide distribution of such reports. Why do so many philosophers in
so many different circumstances all agree in attributing this particular prac-
tice to other philosophers? This is the phenomenon one must explain—or
explain away—if one wishes to overturn the testimony.

The most common candidate, indeed virtually the only one, for such an
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explanation is the claim that esotericism is a “legend.” The whole idea of
philosophical esotericism, the argument goes, was thought up in some par-
ticular time and place where it became the accepted view. In the classic ver-
sion of Sir Alexander Grant, for example:

The writers of the later empire, who were accustomed to the idea of mys-
tical and hierophantic teachings, as professed by the neo-Platonic and
neo-Pythagorean sects . . . created the fable that Aristotle had a double
doctrine.®®

As time passed, this view became an authoritative tradition. Philosophers in
later and very different intellectual climates continued to repeat its claims
because they accepted the authority of that longstanding tradition whose
questionable origins and evidentiary basis had long been forgotten. That is
why there now exists this large but mistaken body of third-person testimony
to esotericism. As George Boas states, esotericism is “just another legend
dating from the time when superstition was taking the place of reason.”*

But there are a number of problems with this argument, any one of which
would suffice to refute it. First, the testimony to esotericism long predates
Neoplatonism. Second, most of the testimony we have that postdates it con-
cerns forms of esotericism that have nothing to do with mystical, Neoplato-
nist themes. When, in the letter quoted above, Diderot attributes esoteri-
cism to Aristotle, he is imputing to him not a mystical esoteric doctrine but
something closer to a materialistic one —disbelief in final causes (something
that Hobbes too suspects him of ), which, they think, Aristotle has hidden
primarily to appease the religious authorities of his time. Whether correct or
incorrect, how could this suspicion derive from reliance on early medieval
legends of Aristotelian mysticism? In fact, virtually none of the testimony
quoted in this chapter thus far is about mystically motivated esotericism.
It all concerns the four motives discussed above—defensive, protective,
pedagogical, and political (none of which Grant et al. ever acknowledge or
evaluate).*

Third, not all the testimony to esotericism is of the third-person kind.
There are many first-person cases, where philosophers openly acknowledge
their own esotericism —such as Rousseau, Diderot, Erasmus, Aquinas, Mai-
monides, Cicero, Lucretius, Plato (if the Seventh Letter is authentic), and
others. Indeed, there are enough such cases to establish on this basis alone
the reality and pervasiveness of esotericism—and thereby also to demon-
strate that the third-person report of it is trustworthy and no mere legend.
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Furthermore, concerning the testimony that is third person, it is im-
plausible to attribute to all these philosophers a blind adherence to ancient
legends on a question like this. After all, that is not how the scholars who
promote the “legend” theory themselves reason. Here, for example, is what
Eduard Zeller, the celebrated German classicist and philosopher, says in his
critique of Aristotelian esotericism:

The idea that [Aristotle] designedly chose for [his theoretical works] a style
obscure and unintelligible to the lay mind is disproved by the visible char-
acteristics of the texts themselves. . . . Besides it is obvious that any such
theory attributes to the philosopher a very childish sort of mystification,

wholly destitute of any reasonable motive.*!

Zeller states that he relied on two things for his own assessment of the plau-
sibility of classical esotericism: first, his own reading of the philosophical
texts, and, second, his general understanding of what a philosopher is, what
esotericism is, and whether there could be any reasonable motive for phi-
losophers to engage in such behavior. This method is only commonsense.
And I submit that the many philosophers testifying to earlier esotericism
were probably no less sensible.

Such thinkers as Bacon, Bayle, Leibniz, Diderot, and Rousseau were not
mindlessly repeating some legend inherited from medieval times about the
books sitting before them. They opened those books and studied them for
themselves. And when they declared them esoteric with such confidence,
that is because they actually found them esoteric. They saw for themselves,
that is, the manifest problems and puzzles on the surface of the text. They
experienced for themselves the real progress one could make in slowly re-
solving those problems if one allowed the supposition that the author might
sometimes be employing irony and indirection. Esotericism, for these think-
ers, was not a “legend”: it was a personal literary experience.

But why, one might ask, did these thinkers have these interpretive ex-
periences of earlier philosophical texts when later readers like Zeller and
Grant did not? The most likely answer is that, as Zeller himself emphasizes
in the second part of his statement, later readers regarded esotericism as a
“very childish sort of mystification” that was “wholly destitute of any reason-
able motive.” Similarly, Grant was repelled by “all the nonsense about [Aris-
totle’s] double doctrine.”*? Ingemar During regarded ancient testimony to
esotericism as so much “pretentious nonsense.”** Under the influence of a
late-Enlightenment view of philosophy and its role in the world and also
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a narrow, primarily mystical understanding of esotericism, these thinkers
could not really take the idea of philosophical esotericism seriously. If the
text they were reading happened to be esoteric, they would be the last to
know it.

By contrast, the long line of earlier philosophers who gave their third-
person testimony to esotericism seem to have had a broader and more rep-
resentative understanding of both philosophy and esotericism such that
philosophical esotericism struck them as something sensible if not indeed
necessary. After all, as we know from the first-person testimony, many of
them chose to practice esotericism themselves. It was thus something the
value of which—and the concrete workings of which—they understood on
their own and from the inside, not from ancient legends. Thus, third-person
philosophical testimony to esotericism, while obviously less reliable than
first-person confessions, is not to be dismissed as the product of legends or
of external guesswork. It is powerful evidence from a genuinely privileged
source—especially when there is a large consensus.

What further reasonable objections could be raised against the testimo-
nial evidence for esotericism? There are, to be sure, no absolute certainties
here—but that was never to be expected. The issue has always been: is the
evidence for esotericism stronger than the evidence against it?

So let us now address the other half: what is the pre-1800 philosophi-
cal testimony against esotericism? Which philosophers constitute the “other
camp”? Who are the Grants and Zellers of earlier ages seeking to rescue
philosophy from this tiresome legend they find repeated all around them?
Strangely, that is a question that is never posed. But the answer is: there is
no such other camp, and with one or two exceptions, there is no counter-
evidence. All of the voluminous philosophical testimony to the existence of
esotericism throughout history, which we have been sampling, stands more
or less uncontradicted.

The one major exception I have found is Adam Smith, who, around 1750,
in an essay entitled The History of the Ancient Logics and Metaphysics, an-
grily denounces the Neoplatonist claim that Plato’s true, esoteric teaching
concerning the Ideas was that they are not self-subsistent beings after all
but rather thoughts in the Divine Mind. And in this context he goes on to
criticize

that strange fancy that, in his [Plato’s] writings, there was a double doctrine;
and that they were intended to seem to mean one thing, while at bottom
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they meant a very different, which the writings of no man in his senses ever

were, or ever could be intended to do.**

This striking statement—occurring in a footnote to a short essay of his youth
which he never published—is the only mention Smith ever makes of the
subject. Thus, it is difficult to say whether this continued to be his view in
his later years and also whether it involves a rejection of all esotericism —of
every kind and degree—or only the more extreme forms found in the Neo-
platonists and their followers.** Whatever the case, this brief statement—so
far as I am aware — constitutes the whole of the “other side” in this debate.

That is a bit surprising. It is not as if, throughout history, esotericism has
not been discussed and debated. One finds plenty of heated disputes on the
subject. There are disagreements (for example, between Toland and War-
burton, along with their followers) about what has been the primary motive
throughout history causing thinkers to write esoterically. There are disputes
about the proper technique for interpreting a given esoteric writer and thus
also about the true content of his esoteric teaching (as with the nearly uni-
versal indignation aroused by the Neoplatonists and their mystical esoteric
readings). There are debates about whether esoteric writers merely conceal
the truth or tell outright lies (as we will soon see among the Aristotle com-
mentators). Not infrequently, certain esoteric writers will criticize others of
their kind for being too open or, conversely, too timid. But there is no evi-
dence of dispute over the bistorical reality of esotericism.*®

To be sure, there may well be such thinkers and I have just not yet come
across their writings, or these writings may have been lost. Nevertheless, if
such thinkers of any significant weight and number existed, surely some sign
of it would already have shown up in the myriad writings that we do have on
the positive side of the issue: some reference to these naysayers, to the “other
side,” and some considered effort to prove them wrong. But, as best I can tell,
no such discussions exist either. Books defending the existence of esoteri-
cism against its deniers, like those denying it, are a genre unique to our age.

In sum, the testimonial evidence for esotericism—these bare quota-
tions— turns out to be far more solid than one might initially be inclined to
think. The reasonable objections that can be raised against it can all be easily
rebutted. Three striking features make the testimony peculiarly powerful: it
is massive in extent, universal in distribution, and virtually uncontradicted.
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ARISTOTLE, THE “CUTTLEFISH”

After so quick a run through two millennia of Western philosophy, it would
obviously be desirable, if not obligatory, to pick at least one thinker for a
sustained examination. For a variety of reasons, the best candidate for this
illustrative exercise is Aristotle.

First, he is, I think, the hardest case, the (pre-1800) thinker least likely to
be esoteric. There are philosophers whom one can at least picture engaging
in this practice. Maimonides, for example, is so open about his esotericism
and so obscure in other ways—so generally “medieval” —that people incline
to think that anything is possible with him. But Plato’s writings too are so
manifestly playful, poetic, and puzzling that scholars have found it difficult
to entirely rule out the possibility of esotericism.*” Aristotle is altogether
different. He seems to be so straight and literal-minded, so intent on avoid-
ing all misunderstanding, so eager to be clear, precise, and methodical at all
times—as if writing for a contemporary philosophy journal —that claims of
his esotericism seem utterly absurd.*® Being the hardest case, he is also the
test case. One feels that if Aristotle, of all thinkers, was esoteric—well, then
anyone can be.

On the other hand, Aristotle is also the philosopher with the single largest
“secondary literature.” Beginning in ancient times, there has been a long,
largely unbroken tradition of commentary on his writings. And up through
the early modern period, a near-constant feature of this tradition has been
talk of his esotericism. So with Aristotle there is broader evidence and testi-
mony to explore than with any other thinker.

Finally, the combination of these two factors has made modern Aristotle
scholarship unique in ways that are crucial to our investigation. Owing to
the second factor, modern scholars found that with Aristotle, unlike other
thinkers, it was impossible to simply ignore or “forget” the issue of esoteri-
cism. The historical testimony was just too explicit, widespread, and long-
standing. But owing to the first factor, they also found it impossible to
accept this testimony. Thus, for a brief but crucial period starting in the
nineteenth century and continuing into part of the twentieth, classical
scholars of the first rank felt compelled to devote fierce and sustained atten-
tion to the otherwise-neglected issue of esotericism. They sought to apply
all the tools of modern philology to the task of dismissing esotericism, once
and for all, as a foolish legend. In short, with Aristotle, we have the best and
almost the only opportunity to witness an elaborate prosecution of the miss-
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ing side—the case against esotericism —conducted at the highest levels of
scholarship.*’

For all these reasons, Aristotle is the standout candidate for careful analy-
sis. Having, to this point, conducted a breezy, high-altitude survey of the
philosophical landscape, we descend, for the length of this section, to a slow
and punctilious crawl. As before, but at greater length, we will focus on the
historical testimony to Aristotle’s esotericism. But in addition we will ex-
amine the scholarly critique of that testimony. Last, through a brief look at
some of Aristotle’s writings, we will try to reach a final verdict on the histori-
cal testimony and the scholarly critique of it.

The “Exoteric” vs. the “Acroamatic” Writings of Aristotle

Prior to the nineteenth century, as I have said, there was incessant talk of
Aristotle’s esotericism. Indeed, since ancient times, he was seen, not as the
hardest case, but as the classic case. In the second century AD, for example,
he was so well-known for his esoteric doubleness that this trait is identified
as one of his most distinctive characteristics by the Greek satirist Lucian
(117-c. 180 AD). In his comic dialogue The Sale of Lives, Lucian depicts a slave
auction of philosophers arranged by Zeus, with Hermes as the auctioneer.
We pick up the action after the sale of Pythagoras, Diogenes, Heraclitus, and
some others.

zEUS: Don't delay; call another, the Peripatetic.

HERMES: ... Come now, buy the height of intelligence, the one who knows
absolutely everything!

BUYER: What is he like?

HERMES: Moderate, gentlemanly, adaptable in his way of living, and, what
is more, he is double.

BUYER: What do you mean?

HERMES: Viewed from the outside, he seems to be one man, and from the
inside, another; so if you buy him, be sure to call the one self “exoteric”

and the other “esoteric.”*°

The initial source and ground of all this emphasis on Aristotle’s esoteri-
cism is the once famous and still undeniable fact that on nine distinct occa-
sions in the extant writings, he refers in passing to “the exoteric discourses”
(exoterikoi logoi) > In the Nicomachean Etbics, for example, he says:
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But some points concerning the soul are stated sufficiently even in the exo-
teric arguments, and one ought to make use of them —for example, that one

part of it is nonrational, another possesses reason. (1102a26)%

Again, in the Eudemian Ethics, in the context of a brief discussion of Plato’s
doctrine of the ideas and his objections to it, Aristotle remarks:

the question has already received manifold consideration both in exoteric

and in philosophical discussions. (1217b20)%

A massive scholarly literature has grown up to interpret these nine brief
passages—but without ever reaching a clear consensus. The reason would
seem to be that Aristotle does not use the term “exoteric” (literally, “exter-
nal,” “outside”) with the precision or specificity that we are looking for and
that it later came to possess. In some cases (most clearly Politics 1323a22), he
is clearly referring to certain of his own writings that are of a more popular,
subphilosophic character. But in other cases (see especially Physics 217b31)
Aristotle seems to be referring to writings of this kind produced by other
thinkers and perhaps even to the informal theories and thoughtful discus-
sions of educated men at large. In most of the remaining cases, it is impos-
sible to say with certainty which of these he meant. Thus, as Grant empha-
sizes, the only solid generalization that can be made about this infamous
term is that, in Aristotle, “exoteric” refers to a simplified, popular, subphilo-
sophic account of some kind, given by someone.** Thus, on this understand-
ing, an exoteric account is not necessarily false or fictional or defined against
something “esoteric” in the sense of secret or concealed —although it can be.
And by itself, the term tells us virtually nothing about the character or sys-
tematic divisions of Aristotle’s writings.

But looking beyond these passages that have stolen so much scholarly
attention, we can find more fruitful ground. For virtually everyone agrees,
based on much other evidence, that Aristotle’s corpus (putting aside the let-
ters, poems, and collections) was indeed divided into two broad categories
of writings: a set of earlier, popular works, addressed to a wide audience (the
now-lost dialogues and perhaps some other writings) and the more exact-
ing, strictly philosophical works, addressed to the Lyceum’s inner circle and
probably composed, originally, in connection with oral presentation there,
which includes virtually all the works we now possess. And the names for
these two categories of writings—at least according to later, ancient think-
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ers and editors—were, respectively, “exoteric” and “acroamatic” or “acro-
atic” (literally, “designed for hearing only”).>®

I would suggest that it is possible to further refine this distinction as fol-
lows. It seems that the category of “acroamatic” is susceptible of degree, that
some works in this grouping are more acroamatic than others. Some works —
like the Ethics and Politics—were beyond the reach of popular audiences
only through their more advanced and exacting philosophical method, but
others—like the Metaphysics and Categories—transcended the popular level
also through the abstruseness of their very subject matter. Indeed, we can
see for ourselves that the latter two works clearly address a more special-
ized audience than the well-educated citizenry addressed in the former two,
although all alike fall within the acroamatic category. Further evidence for
this distinction can be seen in the fact that, so far as we know, Aristotle de-
voted few if any dialogues or other exoteric writings to these more abstruse
subjects (the main exception being the dialogue On Philosophy). But con-
cerning subjects of broader concern—ethics, politics, and rhetoric, for ex-
ample —he produced extensive exoteric as well as acroamatic treatments.>

Two Distinct Forms of Esotericism

All of this is relatively noncontroversial. The critical questions concern both
the relation between these two broad categories of works and their inter-
nal character. On the most general level, the question is this. Should these
works be understood —as modern scholars insist—on the model familiar to
us from contemporary thinkers who have written both popular and techni-
cal works? Then there would be no question of esotericism—no issue of in-
tentional concealment or secret communication or noble lies. On this view,
the two sets of writings would present the same essential doctrine, only the
one in a more elementary and popular way, appropriate for beginners or
laymen, the other in a precise and scientific manner, suitable for more ad-
vanced and dedicated students. Or, alternatively, should the character and
relation of these works be understood in terms of esoteric motives and tech-
niques? But here things become a bit complex. There are two distinct forms
of esotericism that Aristotle may be employing here, so this general question
needs to be resolved into two subquestions (which themselves will have sub-
parts). Much misinterpretation of the historical record has arisen from the
failure to make this distinction.

First, do the two different categories of works present, not two versions of
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the same doctrine, one elementary, the other advanced, but rather —to begin
with the extreme case —two altogether different doctrines, one false and the
other true: an exoteric teaching for the benefit of popular audiences, which
makes crucial concessions to political needs and prevailing prejudices, and
an acroamatic one reserved for the philosophic reader, which resolutely re-
jects every such concession? This first kind of esotericism, however, can also
take a less extreme form, in which the exoteric doctrine is different from the
acroamatic but only by being incomplete, not positively deceptive: it leaves
out or conceals certain ultimate truths deemed harmful to most, but it does
not propagate an alternative, mythical doctrine.

Second, one must also raise a question about the internal character of
each group of writings, regardless of the relation between them. Even if
the teaching of the two sets of writings is fundamentally the same (or if
there is only one set), one still needs to ask whether, within each set, that
teaching is presented openly or hidden between the lines. Similarly, if the
two sets of writings present different teachings, the same question needs to
be raised. Do the acroamatic writings, which contain the true philosophic
teaching, present that teaching right on the surface or only beneath it? And
conversely, do the exoteric writings wholly confine themselves to the exo-
teric teaching or do even these more popular works also contain something
between the lines that would point the careful reader in the direction of the
philosophic teaching?

In other words, there are two entirely distinct ways in which a writer may
contrive to speak differently to different audiences: either by giving each
audience its own separate set of works (although, over the long run, it is
nearly impossible to maintain this separation) or by conveying, within the
same work, one teaching on the surface and the other beneath it —multilevel
writing. Teachings can be separated either by work or by level. In explor-
ing Aristotle’s manner of communication, we need to ask about both tech-
niques, as well as the—not unlikely—possibility that he combines the two
(given the inherent difficulties of the first technique).

In what follows, I will argue for the latter possibility, that Aristotle puts
forward two distinct teachings, separated by both level and work. The tes-
timonial evidence from the ancient commentators, we will see, is virtually
unanimous and uncontradicted in depicting Aristotle as a multilevel writer.
Itis divided, however, on the question of whether Aristotle assigned distinct
teachings to the two sets of works. Yet that question can be answered in the
affirmative, I will argue, by consulting the evidence of the texts themselves.
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The Earliest Testimony concerning These Questions

One thing making it difficult to answer these questions is that we do not
possess any of the exoteric works, but know of them only by report. On the
other hand, we are aided by the existence of a huge ancient and medieval
literature of commentary on Aristotle. Just the ancient Greek commen-
taries alone run to over fifteen thousand pages. Yet two problems threaten
to undermine their usefulness. They disagree regarding at least one of our
questions. And, as modern scholars emphasize, most of them were influ-
enced by neo-Pythagoreanism, Neoplatonism, and other mystical tenden-
cies in the later empire period, which may have significantly biased their
views on these questions. We need to consult this voluminous evidence,
then—but with caution.

The first clear statement on these issues that has come down to us is found
in Plutarch (46-120 AD) and seconded, several decades later, by Aulus Gel-
lius (c. 125-after 180 AD) —both of whom are relying, as the latter indicates,
on Andronicus of Rhodes (c. 60 BC), a philosopher and the authoritative
ancient editor of Aristotle’s works.?” Plutarch claims that the second, less
popular category of Aristotle’s writings concerns the “secret [aporrata, not
to be spoken|] and deeper things, which men call by the special term acroa-
matic and epoptic and do not expose for the many to share.”** (He is espe-
cially speaking here of what I've called the “more acroamatic” writings on
nature and logic.) He continues that when Alexander the Great, Aristotle’s
former pupil, heard that his teacher had decided to publish some of the
acroamatic discourses, he wrote to him in protest. Aristotle then replied in
the following letter, which is featured in Andronicus’s edition of his writ-
ings, and which Plutarch carefully describes and Gellius quotes in full:

Aristotle to King Alexander, prosperity. You have written me about the
acroatic discourses, thinking that they should be guarded in secrecy. Know,
then, that they have been both published and not published. For they are
intelligible only to those who have heard us.*

The authenticity of this letter is doubtful. But regardless of who wrote it
(During conjectures that it was Andronicus himself ), it may well present an
informed account of the character of Aristotle’s writings. What we do know
is that a thinker and historian of the stature of Plutarch finds the content of
the letter accurate in light of his own personal reading of Aristotle. For, as
he goes on to explain:
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To say the truth, his books on metaphysics are written in a style which
makes them useless for ordinary teaching, and instructive only, in the way
of memoranda, for those who have been already conversant in that sort of

learning.®°

These statements directly address—if only partially —our two questions.
Regarding the first, Plutarch and Gellius (and probably Andronicus, their
source) clearly embrace the view that the distinction between Aristotle’s
exoteric and acroamatic writings is not simply reducible to elementary vs.
advanced, as our scholars claim. It obviously involves something esoteric: a
firm desire to conceal from most people certain of his deepest views (by ex-
cluding these views from the exoteric works), while also revealing them to
others (by including them in his distinct, acroamatic works).

But Plutarch et al. also clearly affirm that Aristotle employs the second,
multilevel form of esotericism as well —in answer to our second question.
While the “secret and deeper things” are contained only in the separate,
acroamatic writings, even there they are not presented openly but secreted
behind a veil of artful obscurity. The acroamatic works are both “published
and not published”: they are multilevel writings that speak to some people
and not to others.

Let us momentarily put aside the first question (concerning the two sets
of works), since it is the more complicated, and continue to explore the an-
cient testimony regarding the second question, as well as the critique of that
testimony by modern scholars.

The Evidence concerning the Second Question:
Is Aristotle a Multilevel Writer?

Several scholars, seeking to impeach this earliest testimony to Aristotle’s eso-
tericism, have attributed it to the influence on Plutarch of neo-Pythagorean
ideas prevalent in his time.*® It would be as difficult to sustain as to re-
fute such a claim, since Plutarch’s relation to neo-Pythagoreanism is com-
plex and poorly understood. But there appears to be no evidence of neo-
Pythagoreanism in the case of either Gellius or Andronicus.

However that may be, Grant also turns to a second, more direct line of
attack, ridiculing Plutarch’s reading of Aristotle and his testimony (just
quoted) reporting the intentional obscurity or multileveled character of Aris-
totle’s writing. Grant asserts: “Such a statement does not require refutation.”
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Here, he is drawing upon the deep and indignant skepticism that, as men-
tioned at the beginning, is aroused in modern times at the very suggestion
of Aristotelian esotericism. Still, to buttress his point, he adds confidently:

After the Renaissance, when the works of Aristotle in their original form
were widely studied, all the nonsense about his double doctrine was at once
dissipated; and the simple, plain-sailing character of his philosophy was ad-
mitted on all hands.®

But here we may say that Grant, in his supreme confidence, is entirely mis-
taken. The evidence he summons to support his view speaks powerfully
against it. From the Renaissance to about 1800, the esoteric character of
Aristotle’s philosophy was acknowledged by almost everyone who discussed
the subject.

In turning now to the other ancient and medieval commentators on Aris-
totle we will find exactly the same thing (although, again, modern schol-
ars have tried to argue the contrary).** Simplicius of Cilicia (c. 490-c. 560),
who, though a Neoplatonist, is widely regarded as the most learned and re-
liable of the Greek commentators (after Alexander of Aphrodisias), remarks
in his commentary on the Physics that in Aristotle’s acroamatic works, “he
deliberately introduced obscurity, repelling by this means those who are too
easy-going, so that it might seem to them that they had not even been writ-
ten.”®> He is clearly endorsing as well as elaborating the view reported by
Plutarch. Similarly, Themistius (317-c. 390), who was only tangentially re-
lated to neo-Platonism, states in his paraphrase of the Posterior Analytics that
“many of the books of Aristotle appear to have been contrived with a view
to concealment.”*® The Neoplatonist Ammonius (c. 440—c. 520), in the first
paragraph of his commentary on the Categories, lists ten questions that must
be addressed before beginning the study of Aristotle’s book. The eighth is:
“Why has the Philosopher obviously made a point of being obscure.””” He
gives his answer a few pages later:

Let us ask why on earth the philosopher is contented with obscure [asapbes|
teaching. We reply that it is just as in the temples, where curtains are used
for the purpose of preventing everyone, and especially the impure, from en-
countering things they are not worthy of meeting. So too Aristotle uses the
obscurity of his philosophy as a veil, so that good people may for that reason
stretch their minds even more, whereas empty minds that are lost through
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carelessness will be put to flight by the obscurity when they encounter sen-
tences like these.®®

In the Islamic tradition as well, we hear Alfarabi claiming:

Whoever inquires into Aristotle’s sciences, peruses his books, and takes
pains with them will not miss the many modes of concealment, blinding

and complicating in his approach, despite his apparent intention to explain

and clarify.*

Alfarabi sees perfectly well what we see—that Aristotle often displays a
meticulous effort “to explain and clarify” —but he and the others also see that
that is not the whole story”® Among the Greek commentators, artful obscu-
rity was in fact so well established as a major characteristic of Aristotelian
writing that, in their discussions and disputes over the authenticity of various
manuscripts, they used this quality as a crucial marker of authenticity. Thus,
we find the Neoplatonist Olympiodorus the Younger (c. 495-570) arguing:

Some people have condemned the first book [of the Meteorologica] as spuri-
ous, in the first place because it goes beyond Aristotle himself and practices
clarity [sapbeneia]. Against them I shall maintain that there is a great deal of
unclarity [asapbeia] in the book.”*

If it is lacking in obscurity, it cannot be genuine Aristotle. Similarly, among
writers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—including such con-
firmed non-Neoplatonists as Pierre Gassendi and Joseph Glanvill—it be-
came something of a standard trope to liken Aristotle to a cuttlefish, for,
like the squid, the cuttlefish squirts ink as a defensive measure.”” In sum, con-
cerning the question of multilevel writing—our second question—there is
impressively clear, widespread, and uncontradicted testimony that the use
of intentional obscurity to convey different messages to different readers is
one of Aristotle’s most characteristic features as a writer.”®

The Evidence concerning the First Question:
The View of Alexander of Aphrodisias

Let us return then to the first question: is there also a fundamental differ-
ence of doctrine between the two sets of writings, exoteric and acroamatic?
Thus far, we have seen the partial answer of Plutarch and Gellius (and per-
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haps Andronicus): Yes, in the sense that only the acroamatic writings con-
tained what Plutarch called the “secret and deeper things, which men... do
not expose for the many to share.” Yet, this answer leaves unclear the pre-
cise character of the difference between the two kinds of writings. Specifi-
cally, are the exoteric works simply incomplete—simply silent on the subject
of these excluded “deeper things”—or do they go on to present an alterna-
tive, fictional doctrine in their place? In other words, do Aristotle’s writings
present a full-blown “double doctrine,” one fictional and the other true? On
this particular aspect of the first question there is important disagreement
among the commentators (in contrast to the unanimity regarding the ques-
tion of multilevel writing).

The most important statement on the issue was made by Alexander of
Aphrodisias (c. 200), and it strongly supports the “double doctrine” thesis.
Unfortunately, the work in which he states his view —most likely his com-
mentary on De anima—is not among those that have come down to us. We
know his position only from the report of his chief opponents—three Neo-
platonist commentators, Ammonius, Olympiodorus, and Elias (sixth cen-
tury). According to Elias’s account, the latest and most fully elaborated of
the three, Alexander claimed that “in the acroamatics, he [Aristotle] says the
truth and what seems true to him, but in the dialogues, falsehoods that seem
to be true to others.””*

This statement carries great weight because Alexander of Aphrodisias is
perhaps the most authoritative source we possess on Aristotle after Aristotle
himself. Known for over four centuries, among pagans, Christians, and Mus-
lims alike, as simply “the Commentator,” he is the most informed, judicious,
and philosophic of the Greek interpreters of Aristotle. His importance re-
garding our issue is all the greater in view of the fact that he may well be the
last commentator to actually have had full and direct access to the exoteric
as well as the acroamatic writings.”® Finally, he is also the last ancient com-
mentator to be wholly free of Neoplatonist influence. There is no trace in
him of either the syncretistic or the mystical and spiritualistic tendencies
powerfully emerging in his time.

One would therefore expect that the modern scholars of this issue—
having identified Neoplatonist bias as tbe great obstacle to the accurate as-
sessment of Aristotle’s manner of writing—would seize upon this claim of
Alexander’s as the single most important piece of evidence we possess. In-
stead, most of them completely ignore it.®

The great exception is During, who focuses intently upon it—in order to
prove that Alexander never made such a claim. We know of this claim, after
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all, only from the report of the three commentators, who could always be
mistaken. Therefore, During makes bold to prove that the commentators,
in reading Alexander’s text, grossly misinterpreted it (a text that During
himself has of course never seen). His argument proceeds on a conjecture:
What Alexander really asserted in his lost commentary is only the obvious
point that in the acroamatic writings, which are treatises, Aristotle speaks
in his own name, whereas in the exoteric writings, which are dialogues, he
includes different characters expressing their own opinions. But Elias, some-
how not comprehending this simple point, mistakenly ascribed to Alexan-
der the very different claim quoted above, that in the exoteric works, Aris-
totle endorses false opinions.”” And that is how this erroneous report arose.

During’s conjectural reconstruction of these distant events seems far-
fetched on a number of counts. First, it is hard to see how the mistake he
attributes to Elias could be made by any person of ordinary intelligence, let
alone by a brilliant and renowned commentator, rigorously trained in the
art of close textual analysis. Second, it is necessary to assume that this quirky
mistake was made not just once, but three times, first by Ammonius, then by
Olympiodorus, and finally by Elias—since all three give essentially the same
report of Alexander.”

Furthermore, Elias and Olympiodorus make it perfectly clear that their
understanding of Alexander’s view in no way hinges—as During assumes
here—simply on the interpretation of a few sentences spoken about Aris-
totle’s manner of writing. Rather, it is firmly rooted in Alexander’s whole
interpretation of Aristotle. As they explain—with stern disapproval —
Alexander denies the immortality of the soul and believes that that is also
the genuine Aristotelian view. The acroamatic works, including De anima,
can (arguably) be interpreted in that manner, but the exoteric works mani-
festly cannot for they “loudly proclaimed the immortality of the soul,” as
Olympiodorus puts it.”* Therefore, it is perfectly obvious from the content of
Alexander’s interpretation of Aristotle that he did indeed believe that the
acroamatic writings presented Aristotle’s genuine doctrine, while the exo-
teric writings conveyed a fundamentally different teaching, closer to popu-
lar beliefs. And this view of Alexander’s is the best evidence we possess con-
cerning the precise relation of the two sets of Aristotle’s writings.

The Great Debate: Alexander vs. the Neoplatonists

Thus, if During and the others want to defend their strict anti-esoteric
stance regarding Aristotle, they cannot simply dismiss Alexander’s contrary
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view with the dubious claim that he did not really espouse it. They will have
to confront and refute that view —by appealing to the testimony of the three
commentators who explicitly contradict Alexander: Elias, Olympiodorus,
and Ammonius (buttressed by some others like Philoponus). But before this
confrontation, two initial observations.

First, one must note the great irony that the anti-esoteric scholarly camp,
which began by attributing all the talk of esotericism to the malign influence
of Neoplatonism, must now stake its whole case on the hope to use these
neo-Platonist commentators to refute the one commentator who remained
wholly free of Neoplatonist influence.

Second, During seems to believe that, however it turns out with Alexan-
der, at least these three commentators are wholly on his side and against the
esoteric interpretation of Aristotle. But even that is not true. If one is look-
ing at the first question —whether the exoteric and the acroamatic writings
both teach the same doctrine—then these interpreters do indeed argue for
the anti-esoteric answer: the teachings of both sets of writings are essentially
the same. But During seems to be unaware or somehow neglects that eso-
tericism can take a second form, multilevel writing. And, as we have seen,
there is a very large consensus of philosophers and commentators—pagan,
Neoplatonist, Islamic, and Christian —affirming that Aristotle did practice
this second form of esotericism. It turns out, moreover, that the three Neo-
platonist commentators on whom During must rely are themselves all firm
members of that consensus. Indeed, I have already quoted from Ammonius
and Olympiodorus above when illustrating that view. As for Elias—of the
three thinkers, the most open and fervent critic of esotericism of the first
type (different doctrines in different sets of writings) —here is what he says,
eleven pages later, concerning the second, multilevel type:

When Alexander [the Great] blamed him for publishing his writing, Aris-
totle said, “they are published and not published,” hinting at their lack of
clarity . .. [which is like] what Plato said [in the Second Letter, 312d8]: “if
something should happen to the tablet [i.e., the writing] either on land or
on sea, the reader because of its obscurity would not understand its con-
tents.” Thus [one should write] in order to hide; in order to test those fit
and those unfit, so that the unfit should turn their backs on philosophy.*

Thus, the three commentators whom During considers to be on his side are
in fact all firm believers in Aristotelian esotericism —just not the kind that
Alexander is speaking of, the first kind.* Indeed, the record of commentary
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on Aristotle is full of heated debates regarding these subsidiary questions
of esoteric technique. But, so far as I can tell, there is no debate at all about
whether Aristotle was esoteric in some form. That is accepted on all sides.

So in the intracommentator debate to which we now briefly turn, all
parties agree that Aristotle uses obscurity to withhold certain higher truths
from most readers. The disagreement concerns whether —especially in the
exoteric writings, but possibly in the acroamatic to some extent as well—he
goes beyond the withbolding of truth to the positive endorsement of falseboods,
that is, to the provision of an “exoteric doctrine” in the strict sense of an
alternative, fictional teaching, a “noble lie.” To restate the question in terms
of its practical meaning: if we are trying to read Aristotle esoterically, should
we simply be looking for subtle hints of unstated ideas or should we also be
questioning the sincerity of the doctrines he openly affirms and argues for?

The three Neoplatonist commentators all take the less extreme of the two
alternatives: Aristotle leaves much unsaid, but what he does say, he believes;
he conceals but does not lie. He seeks to exclude part of his audience but
not to deceive them.®* This view is crucial to the commentators because, as
Neoplatonists, they interpret Aristotle in a religious or spiritualistic man-
ner, and themes of that kind figure more prominently in the exoteric than
in the acroamatic writings. Thus they are eager to maintain that the former
works, although more popular than the acroamatic, nevertheless propound
the same doctrine and so are equally valid and in some respects more useful.
In their own writings, they certainly make crucial use of them.** Alexan-
der, by contrast, has a more skeptical, naturalistic interpretation of Aris-
totle’s ultimate doctrine and thus maintains—as he would have to—that the
more spiritualistic exoteric writings contain much that is “merely exoteric”
or pious fiction ®*

So who is right? I have already argued above that, for a variety of reasons,
Alexander is regarded as the far more reliable source in general. But per-
haps we can also judge between the contradictory claims of these commen-
tators by examining Aristotle’s texts for ourselves. This is difficult to do in a
definitive manner since we do not possess any of the exoteric writings.?* But
we have some knowledge of them and, at least regarding one crucial issue,
the immortality of the soul, we are able to make a fairly reliable compari-
son of how the two different categories of works treat a major philosophical
question.

Concerning the exoteric writings, Elias informs us that “the dialogues
very much seem to herald the immortality of the soul,” a claim also made
by many others, like Proclus and, as we have already seen above, Olympio-
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dorus.®® What is more, we possess, in fragmentary form, large parts of the
Eudemus, Aristotle’s famous dialogue on the soul and the afterlife, loosely
modeled on Plato’s Phaedo. And these fragments clearly seem to substantiate
the claims of the commentators. Specifically, Aristotle appears to assert the
immortality of the soul, meaning the personal or individual soul, which, as
such, includes the memory of one’s former self and life on earth.

But if we turn to the other set of works, we find that nowhere in the entire
corpus of the acroamatic writings does Aristotle ever make a comparable
assertion. In two famously brief and obscure passages in De anima (408b18-
29, 430a23), he asserts the immortality of a small part of the soul, the “active
intellect,” but he leaves very unclear what this is and how we know it is im-
mortal. Still, it seems clear from what he does say that, once the body dies,
there is no continuation of our personal memory, since this is not an opera-
tion of the active intellect. So there is no true “personal immortality.”

If, to gain greater clarity on this crucial issue, we turn to the Nicomachean
Etbics, Aristotle’s work dedicated to exploring the fundamental questions
about how we should live, we find, remarkably, that he never once raises
the question. The closest he comes is in book 1, chapter 10, which considers
a related but much smaller question: can a man who lives a happy life to the
end be said to become unhappy when, after his death, utter ruin befalls his
family and estate? With the deftness of a tightrope walker, Aristotle manages
to explore all the many ins and outs of this conundrum without ever once
tipping his hand on the larger question that it inescapably points to: is there
or is there not an afterlife of some kind? In its teasing evasiveness, the dis-
cussion seems to show us, without telling us, that he is unwilling to openly
address this question. Two books later, however, in a very different context,
Aristotle does remark in passing: “Wish [as distinguished from choice] may
be for things that are impossible—for example, immortality” (1111b22).

These brief textual observations certainly do not settle the question of
Aristotle’s view of immortality. They do suffice, however, to make a fairly
strong case for the Alexandrian position in our debate: the two kinds of
Aristotelian writings do not present the same teaching. There is a “double
doctrine.” On this most important issue of life, the exoteric writings clearly
proclaim a quasi-religious doctrine of personal immortality that is more in
tune with political needs as well as popular wishes and longings. By contrast,
the acroamatic or philosophic works studiously avoid any clear declaration
on the issue. At the same time, they also seem to point, quietly and obscurely,
toward a much more skeptical view that, whatever its precise details, denies
personal immortality®” It seems clear that, in the exoteric writings, Aristotle
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is indeed willing to endorse fictions, to affirm and even argue for—with all
his characteristic earnestness and precision—doctrines that he does not be-
lieve.

Still, this argument is not ironclad. How could it be when relying solely
on fragments and ancient reports for its understanding of the exoteric writ-
ings?®*® What would be very helpful is confirming evidence of some sort in
the texts that we actually do possess. This is not an unreasonable hope since,
as we have seen, the acroamatic works are multilevel writings employing
obscurity to conceal the truth. It is entirely possible, then, that they also en-
gaged in the further practice—at issue in the current debate —of endorsing,
on the surface, doctrines that Aristotle ultimately rejected, either beneath
the surface of that same work or in some other, “more acroamatic” work. In
other words, we can confirm our suspicions about the lost exoteric works if
we can show that the acroamatic works themselves contain a surface layer
of teachings that are “merely exoteric.”

Exoteric Teachings in the Acroamatic Works

That turns out to be surprisingly easy to do. Let us turn, for example, to
another absolutely fundamental question: is there a god or gods? As every-
one knows, in the “theology” discussion of Metaphysics 11, Aristotle answers
this question through his doctrine of the unmoved mover: a perfect, unitary,
and unchanging being that lives a completely contemplative life—thought
thinking itself. But everyone also knows that the Nicomachean Etbics and
Politics are full of respectful references to the traditional gods of the city,
which describe, for example, who it is that the gods love and reward most
(Ethics 1179a23-34), that they are owed honor (Ethics 1165a23), and that one
of the most crucial elements of a city, without which it cannot exist, is that
part—the priesthood —that attends to the divine (Politics 1328b2-13).* To
be sure, Aristotle speaks much less frequently and reverently of the gods
than does Plato, and he often does so in a somewhat conditional manner,
and occasionally he gives hints of a higher conception of “the god,” but still
itis very hard to deny that what he does affirm in these works is in stark con-
trast to the teaching of the Metaphysics. Thus, Sir David Ross, who begins his
classic work Aristotle by dismissing in a sentence the legend that the exo-
teric/acroamatic distinction involves “the practice of an economy of truth
toward the public,” must nevertheless acknowledge later on that in most of
these religious passages Aristotle “is clearly accommodating himself to the
views of his age.” And even Grant himself is compelled to admit that in these
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works “there are several popular and exoteric allusions to ‘the gods.”*° To
put it in a less grudging and more accurate way, if the Metapbysics presents
Aristotle’s true view of theology, then almost the entire treatment of the
gods in these two works is “merely exoteric.”*!

If we go on to take up the related question of providence, we see a
similar pattern. It has seemed obvious to many of Aristotle’s interpreters,
not unreasonably, that since his god is purely contemplative, indeed self-
contemplative, there is no basis in Aristotle’s thought for particular provi-
dence. But Aristotle himself refrains from ever drawing that conclusion—or
indeed any other conclusion on the matter. Here is another major question
of life regarding which the Philosopher maintains a studied and nearly total
silence. Still, here and there, when he does take a stand, it is not to support
the position that the Metaphysics would lead one to expect. Rather, he affirms
the existence of divine providence, albeit with a statement so abstract or so
hedged with conditionals that it makes a rather weak impression. Thus, in
On the Heavens (271a33) he declares: “God and nature do nothing in vain.” In
the Nicomachean Etbics (1099b13), he states that happiness comes from the
gods—or at least it would be fitting for it to do so. And later (1179a23) he
suggests that the gods love and reward the philosophers—if they love and
reward anyone. Taking all of this into account, Ross—once again, an esoteric
reader in spite of himself —reasonably concludes:

But it is remarkable how little trace there is of this [ providential] way of
thinking, if we discount passages where Aristotle is probably accommodat-
ing himself to common opinions.”?

It seems fair to say, in sum, that Aristotle probably rejects providence, but,
if he does, he deliberately conceals that conclusion. He generally evades the
subject as much as possible, but occasionally speaks exoterically (but tep-
idly) in favor of providence.

We have now seen the same pattern of behavior regarding three topics—
God, providence, and the afterlife. Still, someone might try to object that,
as important as these topics are, they do not seem to be central to Aristotle’s
philosophical activity. Thus, it would be more impressive and dispositive if
we could catch Aristotle speaking exoterically about matters closer to his
heart. Let us turn, then, to what is arguably Aristotle’s central theoretical
teaching: his doctrine of natural teleology. As is well recognized, a defining
characteristic of Aristotelian teleology is that it is an “immanent” or “plural-
istic” teleology. “The end of each species,” to quote Ross again, “is internal
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to the species; its end is simply to be that kind of thing.”®® It is not an “ex-
trinsic” teleology, where one species exists for the sake of another or for the
whole, and still less an “anthropocentric” teleology, where all things exist for
the benefit of man. Horses do not exist for men to ride. That is the consistent
claim of Aristotle’s teaching in all of the acroamatic works.

Except in the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics. In the former (1106a20),
Aristotle states that the natural excellence or perfection of a horse is to be
good at carrying its rider. Similarly, in the Politics (1256b16), he asserts—and
even supports his assertion with arguments—that the plants exist for the
sake of the animals and the animals for the sake of man. So, even with respect
to this theoretical doctrine so central to Aristotle’s whole thought, he clearly
seems willing to speak exoterically here, to falsify his doctrine >

Related to this exoteric anthropocentrism in the Politics is an exoteric
ethnocentrism. On the second page of the book (1252b4), Aristotle unabash-
edly endorses the reigning dogma that the Greeks are the natural rulers of
the barbarians, that is, of all non-Greeks, because the latter are naturally slav-
ish. (Among other things, this claim is crucial to the defense of his theory —
also exoteric I would suggest—that nature has conveniently divided the
human species into natural masters and natural slaves.) But later, in book 2,
where Aristotle devotes himself to examining the three existing cities that
are the best, he quietly includes among them Carthage —a barbarian city.*

In conclusion, this brief examination of certain topics in the acroamatic
writings lends strong support to the position of Alexander of Aphrodisias in
his debate with the three Neoplatonist commentators. Not only is Aristotle
a multilevel writer who hides some of his doctrines through intentional ob-
scurity—as all parties are agreed —but he also propagates certain salutary
fictions or noble lies. He does so especially —characteristically —in the exo-
teric writings, but also to some extent in the acroamatic. In short, he deploys
a full-blown “double doctrine.”

And this claim, moreover, can no longer be dismissed as Neoplatonist
nonsense—as During, Grant, and the others have long tried to do—because,
as we have come to see, precisely the opposite is the case. The view of Aris-
totle as propagating a double doctrine in his two sets of writings is precisely
a rejection of the Neoplatonist view.

To us today, Aristotle may seem like the “hardest case” regarding esoteri-
cism. But we have now seen how and why through most of history he was
seen as the classic case.”®
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THE PREVALENCE OF ESOTERIC COMMUNICATION
AMONG NON-WESTERN PEOPLES TODAY

The mounting testimonial evidence for the practice of esotericism, powerful
as it is, still faces two tenacious obstacles. First, there is the problem facing
all historical as distinguished from social science research: the evidence is all
static, rooted in the distant past. There is no opportunity to question, clar-
ify, and cross-examine. And second, whatever the evidence and arguments
may say, there is also a voice deep within us that keeps repeating the same
thing: esotericism is strange behavior —plain and simple. It just doesn’t pass
the smell test.

To address these obstacles, it may help to turn briefly to a very different
kind of evidence: recent social science studies of how ordinary people in dif-
ferent cultures communicate. For here the testimony and research are very
much contemporary, responsive, and ongoing. And, as it happens, what this
living testimony shows is that esoteric modes of communication—strange
as they smell to us—are actually part of the daily diet of most of the rest of
the world (and this is the case, not simply for rarified, intellectual discourse,
but also for plain, everyday parlance). Thus a brief immersion in this field of
research may help us to gain some much-needed distance on our ingrained
tastes and reactions.

Among the most important ways in which cultures differ is in their
modes and styles of communication. Yet the study of these differences has
long been neglected. Fortunately, it has recently become a high-priority
field, largely owing to the explosive rise of globalization. Research is moving
ahead rapidly in an impressively large and diverse collection of disciplines.

On the purely theoretical level, “comparative rhetoric” has become a
growing field within comparative literature. In the social sciences, the
growing practical concern for cross-cultural understanding and coopera-
tion has given birth to the field of “intercultural communication,” which
has become a high-growth industry within sociology, communications, and
anthropology. On a still more practical level, business schools and especially
the growing subfield of international public relations have also been de-
voting ever-increasing attention to the great differences in communication
styles across cultures. The same is true of international relations programs
within political science departments, especially those with specializations
in diplomacy. Finally, international volunteer organizations like the Peace
Corps have become sources as well as users of our growing understanding
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of these all-important cultural differences. Ironically, this burgeoning new
field —which has arisen to help us correctly interpret and connect with the
communicative practices of other cultures—may also help us to correctly
interpret and reconnect with the writings of our own past. For the latter, in
many important respects, have more in common with non-Western cultures
today than with our own.

Perusing this large new literature, one is struck by the fact that despite
its great diversity —its dispersal over such widely differing disciplines, with
distinct motives and methodologies—everywhere one hears almost the
identical characterization of the Western communicative style and its dif-
ferences from that of other cultures. Anthropologist Edward T. Hall, for ex-
ample, probably the most famous and influential writer in the field, distin-
guishes between what he calls “low context” societies like the United States
and Europe and the “high context” societies found throughout most of the
developing world. In the former, when one communicates with others—
whether orally or in writing—one is expected to be direct, clear, explicit,
concrete, linear, and to the point. But in most of the rest of the world, such
behavior is considered a bit rude and shallow: one should approach one’s
subject in a thoughtfully indirect, suggestive, and circumlocutious manner.””

The very same contrast is to be found in The Peace Corps Cross-Cultural
Workbook. This is a field manual developed by the Peace Corps—drawing
upon long years of hands-on experience in many different cultures—to help
prepare its volunteers to understand the communicative customs of their
host countries. In the United States and other Western countries, it empha-
sizes, we are accustomed to a “direct” style of communication:

People say what they mean and mean what they say; you don’t need to read
between the lines; it’s important to tell it like it is; honesty is the best policy.

But American volunteers need to understand that outside the West, cultures
incline, in varying degrees, to an “indirect” communicative style: “People are
indirect; they imply/suggest what they mean; understatement is valued; you
need to read between the lines.”*®

This is certainly true among the preliterate Wana peoples of Indonesia,
according to George Kennedy’s Comparative Rbetoric: An Historical and
Cross-Cultural Introduction. Among the Wana, frequently “speakers disguise
their meaning . . . and say something indirectly in an elegant way to one
who understands.”®® As Joy Hendry and C. W. Watson explain in the intro-
duction to their edited volume An Anthropology of Indivect Communication,
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this kind of communicative style has been documented by many researchers
in myriad primitive societies, such as the peoples of Malay, the Trobriand
Islands, Papua New Guinea, the Marquesan Islands, Sulawesi, the Azande
tribe of north central Africa, and the Wolof people of Senegal.'’° Among the
many reasons for this common practice, they list:

To avoid giving offence, or, on the contrary, to give offence but with relative
impunity; to mitigate embarrassment and save face; to entertain through
the manipulation of disguise; for aesthetic pleasure; to maintain harmonious
and social relations; to establish relative social status; to exclude from a dis-
course those not familiar with the conventions of its usage and thereby to

strengthen the solidarity of those who are.'”"

Examples can also be found in the more developed world. A leading
characteristic of Chinese culture, according to communications scholars Ge
Gao and Stella Ting-Toomey, is han xu or “implicit communication.” This is
speech that is “contained, reserved, implicit, and indirect.”

Han xu is considered a social rule in Chinese culture. . .. To be han xu, one

does not spell out everything but leaves the “unspoken” to the listeners.

It follows that, much more than in the West, “the ability to surmise and
decipher hidden meanings is highly desirable in Chinese culture.” Indeed,
among the main purposes or effects of this style is this:

When the Chinese vaguely express an idea, an opinion, or a suggestion, they
expect their conversational partner to be highly involved and to take an
active role in deciphering messages. . . . A hesitant and indirect approach
serves to grant the listener an equal footing with the speaker in conversa-

tion.'%?

Opposite to our Western expectations, ambiguity draws the listeners in. It
heightens their involvement, making them complicit in what is being said.
An esoteric style, although its most obvious use is as a means for excluding
unwanted listeners (its “defensive” and “protective” roles), also functions as
ameans of inclusion, tightening the bond between speaker and hearer, writer
and reader (its “pedagogical” role).

Moreover, this indirect style is practiced, not only in polite conversation,
but also in matters of the greatest importance. Henry Kissinger, recounting
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in his memoirs the momentous negotiations for the opening to China, was
quite struck by Mao’s elliptical mode of communication:

His meaning emerged from a Socratic dialogue that he guided effortlessly
and with deceptive casualness. . . . The cumulative effect was that his key
points were enveloped in so many tangential phrases that they communi-
cated a meaning while evading a commitment. Mao’s elliptical phrases were
passing shadows on a wall; they reflected a reality but they did not encom-

pass it.'?

Switching to a very different part of the world —the Middle East—and to
a very different scholarly discipline, public relations, we find a remarkably
similar account. In “Understanding Cultural Preferences of Arab Commu-
nication Patterns,” published in the Public Relations Review, R. S. Zaharna
states that “the Arab cultural preference is for indirect, vague, and ambigu-
ous statements.” The key thing that U.S. public relations professionals work-
ing in Arab countries must be brought to appreciate is that

[t]he burden for understanding falls not on the speaker speaking clearly,
but on the listener deciphering the hidden clues. In fact, the better the
speaker, the more skillful he may be in manipulating the subtlety of the
clues. The Arab audience, which is participatory, delights in finding these

hidden clues.’**

Again, according to Milton J. Bennett, executive director of the Intercul-
tural Development Research Institute, Japanese culture also tends to de-
mand that

its speakers imply and infer meaning from the context of relatively vague
statements— the way it is said, by whom, to whom, where, at what time, and

just before or after what other statement.'%®

The effect of this ambiguity and indirection is described by Sheila J. Ramsey
as follows:

Rather than expressing a judgment or opinion, Japanese often prefer to
give the other person space to react and draw his or her own conclusions.
This preference is evident in the purely descriptive poetry form of haiku,

in which the poet presents experience and observations rather than evalua-
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tion. In reacting and filling in the gaps, the reader is drawn in. . . . This em-
phasis upon the receiver’s role is at the heart of different approaches to

media advertising in the two cultures [Japan and the United States].'*®

Finally, we may cite an article in the New York Times entitled “Iranian 101:
A Lesson for Americans—The Fine Art of Hiding What You Mean to Say.”
Foreign correspondent David Slackman finds that

Americans and Iranians speak two different languages. Americans are prag-
matists and word choice is often based on the shortest route from here to
there. Iranians are poets and tend to use language as though it were paint,
to be spread out, blended, swirled.

Thus, in Iran,

“[y]ou have to guess if people are sincere, you are never sure,” said Nasser
Hadian, a political science professor at the University of Teheran. “Symbol-
ism and vagueness are inherent in our language.”

“Speech has a different function than it does in the West,” said Kian
Tajbakhsh, a social scientist who lived for many years in England and the
United States before returning to Iran a decade ago. “In the West, 80 per-
cent of language is denotative. In Iran 80 percent is connotative.” . .. In
Iran, Dr. Tajbakhsh said, listeners are expected to understand that words
don’t necessarily mean exactly what they mean. “This creates a rich, poetic

linguistic culture . . . where people are adept at picking up on nuances.”*”’

These examples could easily be multiplied, but the point is clear enough.
We in the West are accustomed to a plain and direct mode of speech, which
we think of as normal. Indirect speech strikes us as something improbable
and aberrant. But outside the modern West, people incline to a kind of
esotericism of everyday life. Whether in preliterate tribes or sophisticated
civilizations, whether in Asia, Africa, Latin America, or the Middle East, al-
most everywhere one finds the considered embrace of reserve, indirection,
and ambiguity. Whatever the reasons for it (a question to be pursued later),
that is the plain, empirical fact.'®

It is a fact, however, that people in the West find very difficult to accept
and adjust to. To be sure, we are all good multiculturalists now, and when
it comes to most other matters of culture—to dress, cuisine, social mores,
religious customs, and so forth—we are eager to respect the customs of
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others and to imagine how “other” we ourselves must seem in their eyes.
But for some reason the issue of speech and communication —perhaps be-
cause it is so basic to our humanity —awakens in us a stubborn and atavistic
ethnocentrism. As many scholars of intercultural communication have in
fact reported, when otherwise open-minded Westerners have to deal with
the indirect and ambiguous manner of speaking practiced in, say, China,
Mexico, or the Middle East, they tend to react with simple indignation. It is
somehow deeply upsetting. This way of speaking strikes them as just plain
wrong—as illogical, devious, cowardly, inscrutable, and childish.'” They al-
most can’t believe it’s real.

And that, of course, is very much how Zeller and other modern scholars
have reacted when confronted with earlier esotericism. Notwithstanding all
the evidence, they feel in their bones that it is a bizarre and demeaning prac-
tice that cannot be real.

On this issue, there is a stubborn ethnocentrism in us all. Needless to say,
it is crucial to overcome it and to penetrate the rhetorical customs of other
cultures —crucial not only for Peace Corps volunteers, public relations pro-
fessionals, and diplomats, but also for students of the philosophical history
of the West. The present work is, as it were, a Peace Corps field manual for
Western scholars that aims to promote connection with the communicative
customs of our distant past.
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If you have to be told everything, do not read me.
—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, Emile

If, based on the evidence seen so far, the phenomenon of esotericism has, as
it were, finally gotten our full attention, it might be helpful to pause here
to examine —more closely than we previously had the patience to do—just
what esoteric writing is, what it looks like, and how it works. Two brief illus-
trations will help to make the phenomenon both more intelligible and less
forbidding. They will also help to confirm the testimonial evidence we have
seen so far with at least a small sampling of textual evidence.

As a rule, philosophical esotericism does not take the form of a secret
code or other arcane contrivance that is impenetrable to all except those
possessing a special key. On the contrary, esoteric writers tend to employ
techniques that are quite intuitively accessible, at least for people who have
spent a little time imagining how they themselves might go about hinting
at an idea without openly stating it. Everyone knows how to drop a hint.
Allusion, metaphor, insinuation, symbolism, riddle, irony—all of these are
essential parts of the normal repertoire of civilized human discourse, as the
intercultural communication literature powerfully indicates. Esoteric writ-
ing should be thought of, not as something wholly alien and artificial, but as

53
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a more concentrated and refined use of techniques that are relatively famil-
iar to us from ordinary parlance (even in our “low context” culture).

To illustrate, I will discuss one example of philosophical writing from
the classical period —Plato’s Republic—and one from the modern period,
Machiavelli’s Discourses and Prince. From the historical evidence just pre-
sented, we see that there is considerable historical testimony to the esoteri-
cism of Plato. As for Machiavelli: Bacon, Spinoza, Rousseau, and Diderot
all explicitly describe him as esoteric.! And he himself declares in a letter to
Guicciardini: “For some time, I never say what I believe and I never believe
what I say; and if it sometimes occurs to me that I say the truth, I conceal it
among so many lies that it is hard to find it out.”* I will try to bear out these
testimonial claims by giving a short esoteric reading of something in each of
their writings.

But a quick caveat. In a short space, it is impossible to marshal the kind
of evidence and argumentation that would be needed to make an esoteric
interpretation broadly persuasive. It should be understood, then, that these
brief examples are meant here as suggestive and illustrative —not demon-
strative. (For examples that are more fully elaborated, see the “suggestions
for further reading” given in chapter 9.) For present purposes, it will suffice
if these short discussions are plausible enough to convince the reader that
something esoteric is going on in these texts, even if the precise interpreta-
tions suggested are not completely persuasive.

Let me begin on the broadest level by simply listing some of the more
commonly employed esoteric techniques. If an author should seek to criti-
cize covertly the reigning government or the dominant religious or philo-
sophical beliefs, one obvious way of doing so would be to write allegorically,
directing his criticisms at some other object, distant in time or place (or per-
haps an animal of some kind), while hinting at a connection to his true tar-
get. Or he might openly report his criticisms, but put them in the mouth of
some other character of whom he expresses stern disapproval. Or he might
openly report them, but for the necessary purpose of refuting them, which
he does in a notably unconvincing manner.

More generally, a thinker can hint at an idea without expressly stating it
by presenting it in an obscure manner, or very tersely, or ambiguously. He
can break the idea down into its constituent parts and then disperse these
parts over a long work. Or he can openly state the whole idea, but only in
passing and in some obscure corner of his book, while proclaiming the con-
trary view a dozen times over in prominent places. He can make use of irony,
paradoxes, parables, stories, symbols, and myths. Or he can place stumbling
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blocks in the reader’s path that compel him to stop and wonder what the
writer is really up to, such as unexplained digressions, surprising omissions,
unnecessary or slightly altered repetitions, and implausible blunders, such
as errors of fact, patent contradictions, and misquotations.

This brief list is obviously not meant to be exhaustive. It is also not uni-
versal: different writers employ different techniques. For that reason, writers
will sometimes attempt to give the reader some guidance by hinting at—in
some cases, even openly stating—some techniques they have employed.

MACHIAVELLI AND THE POLITICAL PROBLEM
OF CHRISTIANITY

We find an example of this in Machiavelli’s Discoxrses. The next to last chap-
ter of this book (3.48) bears the title: “When one sees a great error made by
an enemy, one ought to believe that there is deception underneath.”® This
would seem to point to the last technique on our list: implausible errors or
blunders. It is true that, on the surface, Machiavelli is speaking here about
military tactics, but obviously the same technique can apply in the liter-
ary realm. It must also be kept in mind that, as Machiavelli explicitly de-
clares, he is engaged —like all the later, Enlightenment thinkers—in a great
struggle aimed at overthrowing prevailing modes of thought and practice.
And the primary weapons in this battle are books. Therefore, as I believe a
longer analysis could show, Machiavelli often speaks of military strategy asa
way of covertly discussing literary strategy.

Some support for this idea can be found in Alexander Pope’s An Essay on
Criticism, where we find the exact same conflation of military and literary
strategy —as well as the identical warning concerning seeming errors:

A prudent chief not always must display

His pow’rs in equal ranks, and fair array

But with th'occasion and the place comply
Conceal his force, nay seem sometimes to fly,
Those oft are stratagems which errors seem,

Nor is it Homer nods, but we that dream.*

Among other things, then, we should be on the lookout for intentional
“great errors” as we read Machiavelli.

There turn out to be many such errors, but let us briefly examine two.
The first involves a uniquely important quotation. Machiavelli’s works are
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of course full of quotations, as well as allusions and references to ancient his-
torians, poets, and philosophers. But what about the Bible? Surprisingly, al-
though there are many allusions to biblical stories, in the whole of the Prince
and the Discourses, there is just one, single quotation from the Bible. Further-
more, this quotation occurs in a uniquely important chapter, book 1, chapter
26: the single chapter in the whole of the Discourses—a work devoted to the
analysis and restoration of republican government—that is expressly dedi-
cated to tyranny, to the greatest enemy of republican liberty. It is fair to say,
then, that at least for the careful reader, a double spotlight, as it were, falls
on this short quotation.

Machiavelli employs it in the course of explaining that if a man should
rise from private life to be the sole ruler of a city or province, especially an
unruly one, then the only sure means for holding onto it is to “make every-
thing new.” What this simple-sounding phrase means is something extraor-
dinarily tyrannical:

to make in cities new governments with new names, new authorities, new
men; to make the rich poor, the poor rich, as did David when he became
king—“who filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away
empty”; besides this to build new cities, to take down those built, to ex-
change the inhabitants from one place to another.

Machiavelli himself goes on to remark:

These modes are very cruel, and enemies to every way of life, not only Chris-
tian but human; and any man whatever should flee them and wish to live in

private rather than as king with so much ruin to men.®

In his description, Machiavelli attributes this brutally tyrannical behavior
to David, backing up his claim with a quotation—his one and only quota-
tion from the Bible (Luke 1:53). But as almost any annotated edition of the
Discourses will inform you, Machiavelli has made a bizarre mistake here. The
quotation he recites is not about David at all. It is describing— God!

What are we to make of this? No one is infallible; and surely it is possible
that it is an innocent mistake, a random error. But just as surely, that is not the
most likely interpretation. For, first, it concerns the sole quotation from the
Bible, which occurs in the sole chapter explicitly devoted to tyranny. Second,
the consequences of the error are not random, but highly significant. Third,
the quotation that Machiavelli mischaracterizes is not some obscure, seldom-
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quoted line, but one of the best-known passages of the Gospels. It is part of
the Magnificat or Song of Mary, a canticle sung or recited in Vespers, the eve-
ning prayer service, which Machiavelli would have heard many hundreds of
times. And fourth, he has explicitly alerted us (as Pope did after him) to watch
out for this very kind of trick. He has committed a “great error,” and therefore,
following his own admonition, we ought to “believe that there is deception
underneath.” Specifically, through the error in this unique quotation, Machia-
velli would seem to be covertly communicating a crucial and dangerous mes-
sage: that the God of the New Testament is a great tyrant or, more broadly,
that the Christian religion is perhaps the true cause of the loss of the ancient
republican liberty that he, Machiavelli, is striving in this book to revive.®

What adds to the plausibility of this interpretation is that it is supported
by a second example, which uses the exact same technique—and to convey
the same lesson. In the Prince, too, Machiavelli discusses the loss of liberty
in the postclassical world. In one of his most famous teachings, he asserts
that the modern world has become weak and enslaved primarily owing to
the reliance on mercenary and auxiliary troops —on outside forces. This mili-
tary problem —and not Christianity —would seem to be the central cause
of the loss of liberty. To remain strong and free, one must always rely on
“one’s own arms.” To prove and illustrate this core principle of self-reliance,
Machiavelli gives a number of examples, culminating in the famous biblical
story of David and Goliath. In Machiavelli’s telling:

Saul, to give [David] spirit, armed him with his own arms—which David, as
soon as he had them on, refused, saying that with them he could not give a
good account of himself, and so he would rather meet the enemy with his

sling and his knife.”

But here again there is a “great error.” As most everyone knows, David did
not take a knife or sword with him, but only his sling (hence, when he cut
off Goliath’s head, he had to use the latter’s sword). This may seem a small
point, but the Bible is quite insistent about it:

So David prevailed over the Philistine with a sling and with a stone, and
struck the Philistine, and killed him; there was no sword in the hand of
David.?

This small detail is given such great emphasis because it conveys the core
meaning of the story. As the smaller and poorly-armed David explains,
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standing before Goliath: “You come to me with a sword and with a spear
and with a javelin; but I come to you in the name of the LORD.”® The whole
point of the story—indeed, the whole point of the Bible—is that we should
not rely on ourselves or our own arms: we must put our whole faith and trust
in the Lord, who alone can deliver us from our enemies as from all evil.

Thus, when Machiavelli incorrectly puts a knife in David’s hands—and in
the very context of discussing the need for “one’s own arms” —it is extremely
unlikely that this is an innocent mistake, not only because it concerns a very
significant and well-known detail, but also because it forms part of a larger,
even more striking “error”: the use of this famous biblical story to prove the
very opposite of its meaning.

Far more likely is that Machiavelli is being here, well . .. Machiavellian. He
introduces the David and Goliath story in order to be able to claim, on the
surface, that his new teaching is consistent with the Bible. But he changes—
he reverses—the all-important detail of the knife in order covertly to an-
nounce the very opposite message: that his central new teaching of military
self-reliance —and ultimately of human self-reliance —is diametrically op-
posed to the central teaching of the Bible. As in the first example, Machia-
velli seeks here to proclaim, just a bit beneath the surface, his true, human-
istic project, which is to subvert and replace the whole biblical orientation,
which is the true cause of our loss of freedom. For the Christian teaching of
passivity and trust in the Lord, in his view, has disarmed the world, making
it weak and ripe for tyranny. Machiavelli would contribute to the restora-
tion of ancient republican liberty by putting a sword back in human hands.!

It goes without saying that the esoteric interpretation of two isolated pas-
sages, even if quite plausible, cannot stand alone. These readings need to be
integrated into a careful interpretation of the whole of Machiavelli’s writ-
ings. Still, I do believe that at least this much is relatively clear: First, there
are manifest difficulties or puzzles on the surface of these texts. Second,
Machiavelli has openly alerted us to the character of certain of these difficul-
ties, declaring that there is “deception underneath.” And third, these puzzles
can be plausibly resolved in ways that help to make sense of his larger philo-
sophical and literary activity.

PLATO AND THE NATURAL LIMITS OF POLITICS

This reading of Machiavelli, while perhaps controversial, is not so far out-
side the mainstream of scholarly interpretation as to shock anyone. For an
illustration of esoteric reading that yields an interpretation fully opposite to
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the dominant one, we turn to Plato’s Republic. Here we must rely not on two
simple passages, as we did above, but on a lengthy series of dots that need
connecting,

For two millennia the Republic has stood as the classic representative of
ancient utopianism: the fullest expression and exploration of the idealis-
tic longing for perfect justice on earth. But, on the other hand, it is hard
for the reader not to feel some distaste, even horror, with respect to some
of the characteristic institutions of this “perfect society,” such as the “noble
lie,” the abolition of the family, the use of eugenics, or the proposal that the
philosopher-king, on first coming to power, should wipe the cultural slate
clean, as it were, by expelling everyone over the age of ten. It is for reasons
like these that readers often see the Republic as—contrary to Plato’s inten-
tion—an anti-utopia, a classic demonstration of the totalitarian excesses
that can grow out of a too great demand for perfect justice.

It is strange and puzzling that a single text—and one so brilliant, artfully
written, and long revered —should inspire diametrically opposite reactions
of this kind. One is moved to wonder: could it somehow be possible that this
twofold reaction represents, not the abject failure of Plato’s art, but its fullest
intention? I would suggest that if readers are simply aware of esotericism as a
historically common practice, they will be open to noticing what otherwise
they will unfailingly overlook: that the Republic actually contains numerous
hints, some of them quite open and obvious, suggesting that Plato himself
did intend both of these opposite reactions to his book.

Without doubt, on the surface level of the text, the Republic is an ideal-
istic quest for the perfectly just society, which it reaches gradually in three
ascending stages. At no point does it openly renounce this quest or declare
it a failure. When the final element of the proposed society —the rule of
philosopher-kings—is put in place in book 6, Socrates still states that this is
necessary for the city to “become perfect” (499b).

But it is almost equally undeniable, I think, that, throughout the book, in
a kind of contrary, downward movement, Socrates quietly introduces insti-
tutions and descriptions that—if the reader connects the dots—increasingly
point to the very grave and inescapable imperfections of this “perfect” city
and thus of political life as such. On this level, the book is about, not the uto-
pian possibilities, but the strict natural limits of politics. Among the many
instances of this countermovement, let me cite three that are particularly
explicit.

In book 3, after some initial reluctance, Socrates openly declares that
their utopia in the making will require a “noble lie,” a grand justifying myth



6o Chapter Two

(414b-15d). The city, even the best city, it now suddenly appears, cannot rest
on rationality and truth. Politics somehow requires illusion and deception.
Then later, in book 5, when Socrates is arguing for the communal possession
of spouses and children, he openly acknowledges that this institution —truly
just, but profoundly disliked —will require the rulers to employ a “throng
of lies and deceptions” (459a-460d). The ideal city, it seems, requires, not
just a grounding myth, but the daily use of deception and manipulation by
the rulers. The culmination of this contrary, downward trend is reached in
book 7 in the famous image of the cave. In the context of explaining the true
character of philosophy, Socrates compares the city, even the best city, to a
cave, a subterranean pit of ignorance and illusion, where the citizens, impris-
oned and enchained, spend their lives as if in a dream, taking shadows for
reality (514aft.). In view of these three plain examples—all of them making
the same point: the inescapable opposition between the city and truth—it
seems to me extremely difficult to deny that the Republic’s dominant utopian
narrative is repeatedly subverted by critical, even anti-utopian reflections.

On this interpretation, then, the Republic is, on one level, an attempt to
arouse and specify with precision our utopian political longings, so as, on an-
other, to confront all the ways in which human nature renders these longings
ultimately impossible. And it conveys this lesson not only in order to tame
and moderate the political realm but also to redirect our thwarted idealistic
energies, using them as a springboard into the philosophical realm where
they may find their true and proper satisfaction.

Let me try to give a somewhat fuller, more substantive account of this
second, critical message of the Republic, while also supplying a wider range
of examples of how Plato communicates it between the lines.

To begin with, how does Socrates ever get started on his famous utopian
mission in the Republic? It is not his own idea but his response to the request
of Glaucon and Adeimantus, Plato’s brothers, who beg him to explain the
true nature of justice and to demonstrate that it alone is the supreme good
of life. Readers naturally assume that, in the lengthy discussion that follows,
Socrates surely means to satisfy that request. However, this assumption is
not at all supported, it is openly contradicted, by Socrates’s immediate reply
to the brothers’ plea:

On the one hand, I can’t help out. For in my opinion I'm not capable of it.
... On the other hand, I can’t not help out. For I'm afraid it might be im-
pious. . .. So the best thing is to succor her [justice] as I am able."
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This is Socrates’s rather hedged characterization of how he will approach
the whole discussion of justice to follow. Most readers pass over it without
pause, dismissing it as a bit of self-deprecating Socratic irony. But one of the
advantages of Socrates’s reputation for irony is that it allows him occasion-
ally to state shocking things quite openly without being taken seriously. In
this case, I believe that Socrates states very accurately here just what he will
be doing in the whole remainder of the Republic: defending the brothers’
utopian longings for justice as best be is able, while knowing that it is zot ulti-
mately possible to succeed. Some further evidence of this can be found in
the action, the dramatic dimension of the dialogue, Throughout the whole
conversation, what is Socrates’s dominant attitude? He is depicted not—as
one might expect—as a moral idealist eager to describe his perfect society,
but rather as a most reluctant participant, eager to get away with saying as
little as possible (327¢, 3573, 449a-450b). In other words, not only does he
explicitly say that he is somehow dubious about this whole pursuit of utopia,
but he is repeatedly shown to act that way too.

Less than four pages later, this reading receives some strong confirma-
tion. Socrates and the two brothers have set out to describe —to construct
in speech—a society that is “perfectly good” (427¢, 499b), which they do in
three stages or three stabs. In the first, they describe the fundamental prin-
ciple of social union —the division of labor —and the most basic society built
upon it. People are not all the same, Socrates explains, but some are best at
one art, others at another. So let the naturally best farmer devote himself
to nothing but farming (thereby also perfecting his art), and the best shoe-
maker to shoemaking, and so on for all the necessary arts—“one man, one
job.” After they have exchanged goods with one another, all their needs will
be met and in the best possible way: each individual will profit as if he him-
self possessed the perfected talents of all. The common good and the good
of each individual will both be maximized.

After they are done constructing this elementary society, Socrates, seek-
ing to clarify the precise nature of its justice, asks: “Where in it, then, would
justice be?” Or rather, that is what we expect him to ask. Instead he asks:
“Where in it, then, would justice and injustice be?” (371e; see 427d). A sur-
prising question. Their whole effort has been to construct a purely good and
just society. And since they are constructing it “in speech,” they can make
whatever arrangements they like. They are totally in control. And yet Soc-
rates very quietly but clearly signals that their city —the most basic city pos-
sible—already contains injustice. Somehow, four pages into the project, the
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hope for perfect justice has already failed—just as Socrates had implied it
would.

Where, then, is the injustice? Socrates does not tell us: he quickly changes
the subject. But Plato, having planted this question in our minds, does not
leave it wholly unaddressed. He indicates an answer between the lines.

In the whole discussion of the first city, Adeimantus is Socrates’s sole
Most certainly.” “Of
course.” “That’s so.” In this section, he speaks over thirty times, but rarely

”

interlocutor, and he is a man of few words. “Certainly.

with more than three words and never with more than a line—except once,
when he delivers himself of a major address: six lines! It would seem that
something is suddenly bothering Adeimantus about this city. What is it?
Shopkeepers. Society is built on the division of labor, and the division of
labor requires exchange, and exchange requires markets, and markets re-
quire shopkeepers—so that the producers do not have to wait around for
the arrival of buyers, neglecting their craft, but can sell to the shopkeeper
who sells to the buyers. So Socrates simply asks Adeimantus whether their
city will need shopkeepers—just as he asked him before about shepherds
and carpenters—when suddenly Adeimantus launches into his long speech.
He acknowledges the timing problem and the need for shopkeepers, saying:

There are men who see this situation and set themselves to this service;

in rightly governed cities, they are usually those whose bodies are weak-
est and useless for doing any other job. They must stay there in the mar-
ket and exchange things for money with those who need to sell something
and exchange, for money again, with all those who need to buy something.
(371c-d)

What appears to be on Adeimantus’s mind —though he refrains from ex-
pressing it openly —is that he (like most members of traditional, noncom-
mercial societies) regards this as a demeaning job: shopkeepers must sit
around all day in the market, doing nothing, producing nothing, moving
money around, profiting from the work of others.

And this unstated problem, which drives Adeimantus to speak—call it
the problem of “bad jobs”—is also the one responsible for the surprising
presence of injustice in this seemingly well-ordered city. The division of
labor, through which each spends his whole day and his whole life at a single
task, is perfectly just and advantageous for all so long as all the jobs that so-
ciety requires are reasonably good ones—at least as good as or better than
what one would be doing if there were no specialization. But in fact there are
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bad jobs—shopkeepers or, if you like, garbage men, coal miners, infantry-
men, ditchdiggers, etc.—and still it is necessary for society that someone do
these jobs. These unlucky people are condemned by the system of special-
ization to pass their whole lives engaged in a stunting, unhealthy, slavish, or
dangerous activity. In this way, the common good of the whole is inseparable
from the systematic exploitation of some of its members.

Adeimantus delivers his long speech because he is attempting to reply to
or minimize this unstated difficulty. His reply is: “in rightly governed cities,
they [shopkeepers] are usually those whose bodies are weakest and useless
for doing any other job.” If this is really the case across the board, if they are
incapable of doing any better job, then there is no injustice in constraining
them to do this one. But his use of the word “usually” shows that he knows
this will not always be the case.

Socrates, of course, knows exactly what is bothering Adeimantus and, in
his reply, goes on himself to make use of this justifying argument that the
latter has just introduced. Socrates now adds to the city one final category of
citizens that it seems he was hesitating to mention or at least saving for last,
the worst of the jobs: servants or menial laborers.

There are, I suppose, still some other servants who, in terms of their minds,
wouldn’t be quite up to the level of partnership, but whose bodies are
strong enough for labor. (371¢)

Like Adeimantus, Socrates tries to resolve or mitigate the problem of bad
jobs—without ever openly describing it. These jobs can be justified by virtue
of the natural defectiveness of certain individuals, some in body (shop-
keepers), some in mind (laborers), which makes them incapable of any
better job. But obviously nothing guarantees that such individuals will be
supplied in the right kind and number required. In actuality, a certain level
of systematic injustice or exploitation would seem to be inseparable from
even the most basic city.

Moving on to the second city, we find further evidence of the Republic’s
anti-utopian substratum. Here, we come across the noble lie. But while Soc-
rates is open, as we have seen, in calling for the use of this lie, he never really
makes clear why this radical expedient is so necessary. He thus leaves hidden
the most troubling aspect of the lie: the fundamental defects of the city that
the lie is needed and designed to cover over. In describing the myth, he tells
us the “solution,” while leaving it to us to figure out the problem.

According to the myth, the citizens are “autochthonous”: they have all
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been born together from the land, which is their common mother. Further-
more, they come in three different races: golden, silver, and iron or bronze,
which correspond to the three classes needed by the city —rulers, guardians,
and artisans/farmers. Also, each is born together with the tools of one of the
particular jobs required by the city.

As I will argue at greater length in chapter 6, this elaborate lie is con-
structed to hide from view four essential defects afflicting the city —every
city. The first part of the lie, concerning autochthony, gives a mythical reply
to two otherwise unanswerable questions: what legitimizes the city’s occu-
pation of the land on which it sits and what justifies its inclusion of just these
particular human beings to the exclusion of all others? These problems point
to the inescapable arbitrariness and injustice of any city that falls short of a
world state (as all must). These are significant new difficulties quietly point-
ing to the impossibility of perfect justice.

But what most concerns us here are the other two defects—those con-
cerning the internal division of the citizens into distinct classes and jobs—
since these connect with the problem of the division of labor that we have
been discussing. Let me try to place all these interconnected issues in a
somewhat larger context.

By justice we mean two distinct things: serving the common good and
giving to each individual what he is owed or what is good for him. A just so-
ciety must combine the two. A society is not just if it achieves the common
good but only through the oppression of some individuals, nor if it scrupu-
lously protects the good or rights of individuals but at the sacrifice of the
common good. A just society is one in which there is a complete harmony
between the communal and the individual good, with neither being sacri-
ficed to the other. In Marx’s phrase (to quote a genuine utopian), it is “an as-
sociation in which the free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all.”*? This means that the activity that perfects and fulfills
me as an individual happens to be the exact same thing as what the commu-
nity needs for me to do and be for the perfection of the common good. My
personal calling as an individual coincides with my duty or role as a citizen.
In Aristotle’s formula, in such a society the good man and the good citizen
are the same. Here the socialization of the individual, through which he is
molded to the needs of society, constitutes a process not of alienation or in-
doctrination but of self-actualization. My social role corresponds to my true
natural self. That is a just social order in the strict and full sense.

The crucial question—which is the true subject of the Republic—is
whether human beings are so constituted by nature as to make such a social
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order possible. Now, the common good requires that the city contain certain
“parts” adapted for the performance of the essential social tasks —economic
production, military defense, and wise political leadership —just as the good
functioning of a beehive requires the presence of different kinds of bees spe-
cializing in the performance of the various necessary functions. But is there
any reason to believe that human individuals are, like bees, born to be one of
these social parts? With respect to their abilities, are all individuals naturally
gifted at one of these necessary tasks, so that they are either natural workers,
natural fighters, or natural rulers? And psychologically, are they so consti-
tuted by nature that their true fulfillment as individuals coincides with one
of these socially necessary functions?

Socrates clearly, but tacitly, indicates that the answer to this necessary
question is no. He does so by asserting that we must make use of a myth, an
elaborate /ie in order to affirm that the answer is yes. The myth of the metals
(that we are born for one of the classes) and the myth of the tools (that we
are born for one of the jobs) are needed precisely to cover over the prob-
lematic truth, the fundamental defect of human political life, that there is
no such complete harmony between the needs of society and the good of
each individual (although there is certainly a partial harmony). There is an
unavoidable mismatch between the whole and its parts. That is the crucial,
unstated problem to which these elements of the noble lie are the “solution.”

The first and clearest manifestation of this mismatch is the problem we
encountered in the first city: while most jobs are good, there are certain jobs
absolutely necessary for the common good that are bad for the individual.
(And Adeimantus’s long speech addressing this problem amounts to a first,
crude statement of the noble lie.) If there were time to work our way care-
fully through the rest of the Republic, we would find that other manifesta-
tions of the mismatch repeatedly crop up.

I will just quickly describe —without trying to elaborate on or substan-
tiate —the two most obvious. At the beginning of book 5, the interlocutors
“arrest” Socrates again and compel him to explain the best city’s arrange-
ments with respect to love, family, and children, which they accuse him—
correctly—of having tried to ignore. We soon see why.

Love and family life, Socrates now claims, are forms of injustice, because
these powerful private attachments diminish and conflict with our dedica-
tion to the common good. Indeed, the whole principle of family life—blood,
kinship —conflicts with the principle of justice, which is merit. It system-
atically resists the effort to place each person born into society in the job
and class to which he naturally belongs. Perfect justice, then, requires the
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abolition of love and family, the communal possession of spouses and chil-
dren, and the regulation of mating through a state-run eugenics program. In
utopia “neither will a parent know his own offspring, nor a child his parent”
(457d). Now, as mentioned above, this is where many readers turn against
Plato, for this institution seems horrible and inhuman. I can only assert here,
however, that beneath the surface (and not that far beneath), Plato indi-
cates in various ways that he himself understands and embraces this objec-
tion. The private family, although indeed unjust, is nevertheless natural to
us and necessary to the happiness of most people. There is a natural incom-
patibility between the genuine needs of the communal order and those of
its individual human parts.

The ultimate expression of this incompatibility, however, is to be found
in the crowning institution of the third city and of the whole Republic: the
rule of philosopher-kings. The highest need of the community is for the phi-
losopher to return to the “cave,” the city, and rule it with his great wisdom;
but the highest need of the philosopher is to detach himself from the city
as from all mortal things and to contemplate the eternal. The last thing he
would want is to entangle himself in ruling the sunless, shadow-world of the
cave. For philosophers, it is the ultimate “bad job” —and not justified, as with
the shopkeepers and menial laborers of the first city, by some natural defect
that makes them incapable of anything better. Thus, the fullest perfection
of the community is possible only through arresting and exploiting the fully
perfected individual —a conclusion adumbrated in the very opening lines
of the dialogue, where Polemarchus and the others playfully arrest Socrates
and force him to stay down with them in the Piracus when he intended to
go back up (327a-328b; see 449a-4502).

In sum, we are not bees. A genuine whole cannot be formed of these parts.
The practical lesson is that while the political world is certainly capable of a
better and a worse, it is both futile and dangerous to try to give to it a perfec-
tion that it is not capable of receiving. Still, our strong desire to do so is not
simply a mistake. It stems from important and admirable qualities. But these
can find their true satisfaction only when—embraced and worked through
to their end—they are steered into a different realm altogether, into the
transpolitical life of philosophy.

This quick race through the Republic, a long work of extraordinary com-
plexity, naturally stands in need of a hundred clarifications, qualifications,
and replies to potential objections—none of which can be supplied here.
But my purpose has not been to establish this interpretation as the demon-
stratively correct one. Let it be incorrect. Here, as with the Machiavelli in-
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terpretation, I have simply sought to provide the reader with a concrete and
reasonably plausible i//ustration of what sorts of things are meant by reading
between the lines. In particular, I wanted to show that it is not anything so
terribly arcane or out of reach.

Beyond that, I have tried to exhibit enough specific cases of genuine
puzzles on the surface of the text to provide some textual evidence for what
we have found constantly repeated in the bistorical evidence: that something
is going on beneath the surface of these works, that they stand in need of
an esoteric interpretation of some kind, even if the precise one offered here
should be found wanting.






The Theoretical Basis of Philosophical Esotericism:
The “Problem of Theory and Praxis”

Man is the rational animal.
—ARISTOTLE

Man is the political animal.
—ARISTOTLE

The empirical evidence for esotericism—this large collection of quota-
tions—indicates that esoteric communication was a nearly universal prac-
tice among Western philosophers prior to the late modern era. Yet this evi-
dence would carry greater plausibility if it made sense—if we understood the
motives or theoretical rationale behind these reported facts. What feature
of the human condition could have induced so many philosophers in such
different times and places to engage in this same strange behavior? As we
have briefly seen, there are actually four related but distinct motives behind
philosophical esotericism. Each is different and needs to be discussed sepa-
rately. But first they need to be discussed together. Before immersing our-
selves in the details of its variants, we need to understand what esotericism
is in itself, in its underlying unity and theoretical core—if it has one.
Perhaps it does not. Esotericism is just a particular technique of com-
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munication, and different people can make use of it for totally unrelated
purposes. Throughout history, as we have seen, the technique of esoteric
communication has been a surprisingly widespread phenomenon, and if all
these instances are included, it is very unlikely that there is any fundamental
underlying unity to be found.

But our subject is philosophical esotericism, and here there is more reason
to expect a unifying core. To anticipate, I will argue that philosophical eso-
tericism in all its forms ultimately grows out of a single, enduring problem of
the human condition: the fact that we are not pure minds, the essential dual-
ism of “theory” and “praxis,” of reason and its nonrational preconditions. In
its philosophical use, the technique of esotericism —which is dualistic in its
effort to send two messages at once—is an outgrowth of the essential dual-
ism of human life.

THE TWO LIVES

Esotericism, as it first comes to light, is simply a somewhat offbeat manifes-
tation of the art of writing. It is a particular form of rbetoric. And, as such, it
seems to be a purely practical and literary matter —not a philosophical one.

But rhetoric, as employed by philosophers, is never simply a literary mat-
ter, a mere question of taste, style, or effectiveness. For the ultimate ground
of rhetoric is something more fundamental: the whole relationship that sub-
sists between the writer and the reader. This crucial issue is most often in-
visible because one takes for granted that the writer and the reader are not
fundamentally different. It comes into play when they are—as when an adult
tries to explain something difficult to a child (to take the starkest case), or
a Buddhist sage addresses a beginning student, or a philosopher speaks to
nonphilosophers. Thus, the overriding issue and determinant of philosopbi-
cal thetoric, at work in all the older books of philosophy, is this crucial ques-
tion: how should the theoretical human being relate to (and thus address)
the practical human being?

This statement requires some unpacking. For starters, it rests on a prem-
ise that rings strangely in our ears: that there exist fundamentally different
types of human beings or ways of life—and they are unequal. This is an idea
that, in our relatively egalitarian and homogeneous world, people incline
to dismiss, if they raise it at all. One powerful indication of this tacit rejec-
tion is that the various competing hermeneutical theories prevalent today,
however much they may disagree in other respects, mostly agree in this,
that they speak about “the reader” —as if it should go without saying that
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all readers are essentially the same and, what is more, that all past writers
have proceeded on this assumption. This unspoken assumption effectively
excludes from the start all serious consideration of the core idea structuring
philosophically esoteric rhetoric: the multiplicity of human types and thus
of reader types. This core belief may of course be incorrect—the misguided
attitude of an inegalitarian and heterogeneous world. It is certainly distaste-
ful to us, but that cannot detain us. Precisely our purpose here is to achieve
a sympathetic understanding of the historical practice of esotericism, and
therefore it is important to put ourselves in mind of the conception that pre-
vailed in the earlier “esoteric ages,” especially in the classical period.

The crucial point concerns what is meant by a “philosopher.”* In the older
view, it is not simply a person like “you and me,” only with a particular inter-
est in philosophy (although there are such people too, of course), any more
than a saint is a person with a peculiar liking for religion. Again, philosophy
is not a specific subject matter like botany or geology, or a particular tech-
nique or expertise, as in the contemporary phrase “a professional philoso-
pher.” It is above all a distinct way of life—something that makes one a dif-
ferent type of buman being. One is a philosopher not so much because of what
one does or is able to do as because of what one most fundamentally loves
and lives for. The philosopher is the person who, through a long dialectical
journey, has come to see through the illusory goods for which others live and
die. Freed from illusion —and from the distortion of experience that illusion
produces—he is able, for the first time, to know himself, to be himself, and
to fully experience his deepest longing, which is to comprehend the necessi-
ties that structure the universe and human life as part of that universe. This
is the famous vita contemplativa, an ideal of life found, in one form or another,
among virtually all classical and medieval thinkers and still powerful among
many modern thinkers as well.

We of course know all about this contemplative ideal but have a tendency
to misunderstand by assimilating it to the intellectual models that dominate
today, such as the scientist, the scholar, and the intellectual. In some impor-
tant respects, the classical philosophical ideal has more in common with
certain Eastern conceptions, such as the Buddhist sage, than with modern
Western ones. Today, we admire the great scientist, scholar, and intellectual
primarily for their extraordinary ability, for what they can do, not for their
unique way of living and being. The emphasis is on their external achieve-
ments, not their attainment of an inner enlightenment, their reaching some
higher or purer state of being. Such claims make us suspicious. We believe
in intelligence but not in “wisdom” —not in a use of the mind that leads to
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the transcendence of ordinary life. We greatly respect experts but no longer
speak of sages and wise men.

Thus, what we tend to exclude from serious consideration, to say it again,
is the crucial idea that the philosopher is a fundamentally different type of
human being. To be sure, we are multiculturalists and love to celebrate di-
versity, but precisely on the premise that these picturesque cultural differ-
ences do not go all that deep. For deeper levels, we tend to revert to our
older principle: “underneath, we're all the same.” We are, as it were, existen-
tial monists: there is only one kind of human life. Let me try, then, to make
this earlier claim of fundamental difference or existential dualism more pre-
cise.?

If one person lives predominantly for honor and another for money, they
live different lives, but not yet in the radical sense in which the philoso-
pher’s life is different from both of theirs. For (typically) the honor-lover
has not arrived at his life through the examination and transcendence of
the money-lover’s life. But that is the case with the philosopher who —much
like the Buddhist sage—becomes what he is only by undergoing a wrench-
ing “turning around of the soul” (in Plato’s phrase, Republic 521c), a kind of
philosophic “conversion” or “rebirth,” by coming to see the unreal character
of the goods on which all nonphilosophic lives are based. Thus, the philo-
sophic life is “different” from other lives, not because it is one alternative
among a number of equally valid alternatives, or even because it represents
a higher stage of development along the same, continuous path of life. It is
the product of a radical break with nonphilosophic life, a discontinuity —a
turning around of the soul. In the famous discussion of the cave in the Re-
public, Plato depicts the philosopher as living in an entirely different world
from the nonphilosopher. Aristotle’s account is no less extreme, suggesting
that the philosophic life stands to the nonphilosophic as the divine to the
human.? This is the classical theory of “the two lives™: the vita contemplativa
and the vita activa, the lives of theory and praxis.*

Now, whether correct or incorrect, this strong dualism obviously has a
number of important consequences concerning the commaunication of philo-
sophical understanding, especially through writing. Impressed by the radi-
cal distinctness of the philosophic life, earlier thinkers were particularly ap-
preciative of oral communication since it allows one to say appropriately
different things to fundamentally different types of people as well as to those
in different stages of their development. But these same concerns obviously
point to a grave difficulty with written communication.

Writing is a remarkably useful invention, but it involves a fateful trade-
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off: it makes it possible to address people distant in place and time, but at
the price of losing strict control over whom one addresses. It typically forces
one to say the same thing to everyone. This is the point that Socrates, who re-
fused to write, most emphasizes in his famous critique of writing in the Phae-
drus, “every [written] speech rolls around everywhere, both among those
who understand and among those for whom it is not fitting, and it does not
know to whom it ought to speak and to whom not.”® Today, although we
can certainly understand this claim, we do not see much of a problem here.
Socrates does—the univocity of writing is in tension with the duality of lives.

When a philosopher publishes a book—even if it is with the primary in-
tention of addressing other philosophers—he inevitably crosses an essential
divide. He displays his life and thought to lives fundamentally different from
his own. A “philosophic book” is, as it were, a perpetually open door con-
necting two alien worlds. It is thus not at all a natural or obvious thing, to be
taken for granted (“of course philosophers will write books”). It is strange, a
combining of things naturally distinct —a sort of hybrid being, the healthi-
ness of which is a great and open question.

In the end, to be sure, most philosophers have made the choice to engage
in publication, but not without protracted and profound reflection about
whether to do so, and for what precise purpose, and then finally: how—with
what rbetoric. And each philosopher’s answer to this series of questions has
ultimately depended on his particular understanding of the relationship—
harmonious or antagonistic —subsisting between the two different lives. All
the famous books of philosophy lining our shelves were conceived and rhe-
torically crafted, each in its own unique way, on the basis of some answer to
the inescapable “literary” question: what is the proper posture of those who
live for truth toward those who live for something other than truth?

Over the last two centuries, philosophers have increasingly moved toward
the view that the lives of theory and praxis are ultimately harmonious and —
more —essentially the same (our “monist” tendency), and therefore that a
philosopher should write openly about all matters, saying the same things
to all people. This has now come to seem normal.

But in earlier centuries and especially the classical and medieval peri-
ods, thinkers tended strongly to the opposite view: there are certain impor-
tant truths that those not living a purified, philosophic life will find useless,
or harmful, or intolerable. Thus, it is important to avoid saying the wrong
thing to the wrong person. One must be a “safe speaker” (as Xenophon
called Socrates) —a concept that sounds strange in our garrulous and loose-
lipped age.® As Diogenes Laertius reports in his “life of Anacharsis”: “To the
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question, ‘What among men is both good and bad?" his answer was ‘The
tongue.”” In general, philosophers have tended to agree with Socrates that
the great problem of writing is that it is #nivocal: it says the same thing to all
people. And the only solution to this problem —other than the avoidance of
writing—has been to write multivocally, to develop a special rhetoric that
enables a writing to say different things to different people. Esoteric writing.

We have traced the rhetorical art of esotericism back to the underlying
issue of the two lives, the dualism of theory and praxis (especially as it con-
fronts the univocity of writing). But this issue itself is in need of elaboration,
for it is something that we imperfectly understand. The dualism of theory
and praxis is, for some reason, rarely recognized and thematized today as
one of the basic “problems of philosophy” that should structure our think-
ing—and our reading of earlier philosophers. There is not even a generally
accepted understanding of what “the issue of theory and praxis” is. But if we
have proved to be blind to esotericism, that is probably because we do not
see clearly the problem to which it is the response.

Let me hazard a quick outline of the issue, tracing it from its most obvious
and elementary beginnings through its historical transformations in order
to see how it gives rise to the practice of philosophical esotericism in its four
distinct forms. This very broad-brush discussion will prepare the chapters
to follow, where it will be fleshed out and substantiated. For the whole book
is essentially an effort to redescribe the history of Western philosophical
thinking and writing as it appears when viewed from the standpoint of this
fundamental but neglected problematic of theory and praxis.

THE DUALISM OF HUMAN NATURE:
THEORY AND PRAXIS

To begin at the beginning: we all seek to know what is good for us, what
will make us happy. But to pursue this question, it is above all necessary to
ask what we are, how we are put together. “What is healthful and good,”
says Aristotle, “is different for human beings and for fish.”® What is good
for a being is relative—to its nature or constitution. So what is our nature as
humans? That is a famously problematic question. Without aspiring to an
answer (or even a full defense of the question), we can review certain clas-
sic first moves in an effort to clarify the structure of the issue—which is our
limited purpose here. We just want to see how this most basic question leads
directly to the problem of theory and praxis.

Aristotle states the classic answer: “Man is the rational animal.” This
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means, not that we are perfectly reasonable, of course, but that we possess
the faculty of reason. And to this much, presumably, everyone will agree.
Beyond this, the formula means that we naturally incline to make use of this
faculty, and that we take inherent delight in doing so, just as we delight in
the use of our faculty of sight for its own sake, independent of utility. Still
further, it means that we identify our very existence with this faculty. If,
through some accident, a person were to lose his opposable thumbs or his
ability to walk on two legs, his life as a human being would still remain. But
if he were to lose all higher mental functioning, then we would say that the
human being we once knew is no longer there. His life—his human exis-
tence—is gone, even if his body thrives, all his practical needs are met, and
he is rich and famous. For human beings, being truly alive is inseparable
from awareness and understanding. I am because I think. Accordingly, Aris-
totle’s formula also means or at least suggests that our highest aliveness and
flourishing is to be found in the greatest actualization of this faculty that is
most us—in the life of fullest rational awareness, of greatest awakeness, of
pure “theory.”’

But, true as all of this (or some of this) may be, Aristotle’s classic answer
is manifestly incomplete, because there is more to us than our minds and
more to life than thinking. Do we not have bodies, do we not eat, work, fight,
and make love? We are not gods. If a mindless body is not a human being,
neither is a disembodied mind. Thus, the same philosopher announces with
equal pregnancy: “man is the political animal.” This is his term for all the rest
of us—the part that is not pure mind (which includes the practical or non-
contemplative uses of reason). To be sure, in the narrowest sense, it refers
to only one particular need: we naturally seek and delight in the company
of other human beings for its own sake. But more important, it refers to our
general way of approaching all of our needs. As social animals, we pursue
our needs not directly, as separated, self-sufficient units, but indirectly and
communally, through the formation of cooperative groups where we divide
labor for production and join forces for defense.

On astill deeper level, we are political beings because the fullest develop-
ment of society —which is political society, the polis or city—not only helps
us to satisfy these preexisting, bodily or economic needs but stimulates
within us the growth of new and higher needs, it summons us to our higher
selves. Political society comes into being for the sake of mere life, accord-
ing to Aristotle, but exists for the sake of the good life. In the beginning, we
create it; after that, it creates us. It turns us from primitive hunter-gatherers
into civilized human beings. Rousing us from tribal slumber, it causes the
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mind to develop and the heart to expand. It transforms us from bodily, eco-
nomic creatures and clannish family beings into moral beings and citizens.
It opens us up to a new world of realities, teaching us to seek honor, love jus-
tice, and long for noble and sacred things. The po/is constitutes the lifeworld
within which civilized humanity can fully unfold. We are deeply political
animals, then, because only in and through the political community —this
new, moralized, and sanctified world —can we truly become all that we are
and experience our full human potential.’®

It would seem, then, that the full Aristotelian view of human nature is
dualistic (although not necessarily in a metaphysical sense): two related but
quite distinct and potentially rival things make us human: rationality and
politicality, that is, knowing and belonging, contemplation and citizenship,
thought and action, intellect and morality —theory and praxis. We are human
by virtue of reason, a unique capacity to connect with objective reality —but
also through a unique capacity to connect with our fellow human beings. We
humans are strangely composite beings, combining together two different
natures—like centaurs or, perhaps, schizophrenics.

If this simple account strikes the reader as too Aristotelian or essential-
ist, let me cite a passage from Richard Rorty’s classic essay “Solidarity or Ob-
jectivity,” which presents the same basic idea of human dualism in a more
postmodern idiom:

There are two principal ways in which reflective human beings try, by placing
their lives in a larger context, to give sense to those lives. The first is by tell-
ing the story of their contribution to a community. . . . The second way is

to describe themselves as standing in immediate relation to a nonhuman
reality [i.e., some objective truth)]....I shall say that stories of the former
kind exemplify tbe desire for solidarity, and that stories of the latter kind ex-
emplify the desire for objectivity."

“Objectivity and solidarity” or “rational animal and political animal” —for
our general purposes these may be equated. Indeed, in different times and
philosophical circumstances, thinkers have employed a wide variety of vo-
cabularies pointing to a fundamental dualism of human life: pure reason
and practical reason, mind and body, reason and existenz, knowing and
doing, truth and life, or, in Strauss’s terminology, the philosopher and the
city. These dualisms are all different but have a certain fundamental base in
common. We are clearly rational beings; and just as clearly, we are not purely
rational —not disembodied minds with nothing but theoretical thoughts
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and contemplative needs. Our minds come attached to something very dif-
ferent: to bodies, which give us practical needs, which then drive us together
with our fellow human beings in a social solidarity that ultimately stimulates
our development as moral and political beings. I use the purposely general
term “theory and praxis” to refer to this very broad dualism.

THE PROBLEM OF THEORY AND PRAXIS

From this basic human duality, there arise a number of abiding philosophi-
cal questions—I would emphasize five in particular—which form the core
of “the problem of theory and praxis.”

The most obvious and fundamental concerns the question with which
we began. If we are double beings, then in what does our true good consist:
theory or praxis (or some mix of the two)? Is happiness to be found in the
fullest actualization of our rationality or of our politicality, in the detached
quest for theoretical truth for its own sake or in active participation within
the moral/political/religious community, in the vita contemplativa or in the
vita activa? The primary issue for almost all classical political philosophers is
the exploration of this question —an exploration that culminates, for almost
all, in a clear preference for the philosophic life. Ultimately, we do not think
in order to act, but act in order to think. In modern thought, there is a strong
(but not always dominant) tendency toward the reversal of this conclusion,
toward the supremacy of practical life in some sense—which one sees most
clearly in Hobbes, in the form of bodily security, Marx, in the form of pro-
ductive life, and Kant, in the form of moral life.

But there is also a second, closely related question that necessarily arises
from our natural duality: Regardless of which element is primary for our
happiness, how do the two distinct elements fit together? How does our
rationality relate to our politicality, the theoretical human being to the prac-
tical human being? What function can philosophic reason perform in the
world of practice? As we say today: “what is the proper role of the intellec-
tual?” or “what influence do ideas have in history?”

But the real question here is much larger than the ones we are accus-
tomed to ask. Above all, the issue is: Are the two elements of our nature
essentially antagonistic or harmonious? Do they somehow conflict with one
another—within either the individual or society—so that humans need to
combat one part of their nature (or one part of society) in order to fulfill the
other? Does the dualism of theory and praxis constitute, in this way, a tragic
flaw in the human condition, a natural obstacle to harmony and happiness
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in the individual or society? Or, conversely, do the two elements ultimately
complement and aid one another, perhaps even merge together, resolving
the dualism into monism, so that the human problem, although a bit messy
and complex, is in principle capable of harmonious resolution?

Third, this latter, harmonistic possibility produces an important subques-
tion: If unity is ultimately achievable, is that primarily due to the conformity
of praxis to theory or of theory to praxis? Does reason somehow come to rule
over political life, bringing it into harmony with its rational demands, or,
conversely, does our sociality, being deeper and more powerful than reason,
mold the latter in accordance with its needs? To put it simply, does thought
shape history or history shape thought (assuming that they do not go their
separate, antagonistic ways)?

Fourth, if the latter should prove to be the case, if theory and praxis are
harmonious because praxis or history shapes thought, then we get this fur-
ther question: Is what we mean by “theory” —the capacity for “rationality”
or “objective truth” —really possible in the end? If all thought is conditioned
by and relative to our particular practical interests or the concepts and as-
sumptions posited by the practical sphere—such as the local language, eco-
nomic structure, or power hierarchy —then can human reason ever escape
historical or cultural relativism? The status of reason, the whole possibility
of knowledge is, in this way, ultimately at stake in the question of theory’s
relation to praxis. If we are not disembodied minds, then how can thought
ever be “unconditioned”?

Fifth and finally, these issues also lead to a crucial practical question. If
theory and praxis are fundamentally antagonistic, then one of the central
issues of political philosophy must be to find the best means through which
this conflict, which can never be eliminated, may at least be managed and
mitigated. Conversely, if the two elements are ultimately complementary,
then the crucial issue becomes rather to find the best means for realizing
this potential harmony.

These five precise questions follow with fairly strict necessity once you
grant the basic premise that we are not pure minds but dual beings of some
sort. But all major philosophers grant that premise. Thus, it makes sense
to try to approach the history of political philosophy as, in major part, an
effort—explicit or implicit—to answer these five questions. This approach
is certainly necessary in order to understand esotericism. The second, third,
and fifth questions, in particular, will eventually lead us back to our main
topic here, the motive for philosophical esotericism. (The fourth will be cru-
cial to the effort, pursued in the last chapter, to understand the philosophi-
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cal consequences of esotericism.) Let us try, then, in the space of a few pages,
to elaborate these questions and the history of reply to them, starting with
the second: how do rationality and sociality relate to each other?

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN OUR RATIONAL
AND POLITICAL BEING

Obviously on the most elementary level, reason and sociality depend on and
support each other, even to the point of being inseparable. Reason cannot
flourish or even develop at all without society, for reason requires language
and it greatly benefits from the knowledge imbedded in society’s technical,
moral, and political traditions and transmitted through its educational prac-
tices. Conversely, political life cannot develop and flourish without reason,
since it requires a high development of the productive arts and of moral and
political understanding.'?

But as these two elements develop over time, the relation between them
does not necessarily remain the same. When and where reason finally comes
fully into its own, when it conceives the radical project of relying entirely
on its own powers in making sense of the universe without taking anything
on faith or tradition, when, in short, it rises to the level of philosophy, ratio-
nalism, or science, then this harmony finally turns to opposition. Reason,
nurtured in its initial stages by society, now finds its primary obstacle in the
fundamental conventions, traditions, and prejudices of society. Conversely,
society, initially provisioned and counseled by reason, now finds a primary
danger in philosophy’s relentless drive to question all of the dogmas upon
which it is based. In this second stage, then, philosophy appears essentially
antinomian or antisocial, and society seems fundamentally anti-intellectual,
antirational, or, in Plato’s term, misological (“reason-hating”). There is a
head-on collision between the two elements.

But what happens next? That is the crucial question.

Is this second stage the final one—because based on the full development
of both reason and society —so that, tragically, the fundamental conflict be-
tween the two elements constitutes their true and permanent condition?
This conflictual view is the one taken by most classical thinkers. Versions of
it can be found expressed (with important differences) in such ancient texts
as Sophocles’s Oedipus tyrannus, Aristophanes’s Clouds, Plato’s Apology, the
myths of Prometheus, the Sirens, and Pandora, and even in the biblical tales
of the Tree of Knowledge and the Tower of Babel. On this view, the two de-
fining elements of human life do not fit together.
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Alternatively, perhaps there is a later historical stage—rooted in some
further progress of reason or society or both—in which these warring ele-
ments return to mutual support and harmony. That is the harmonist view
dominant within modern thought, with its humanist optimism and faith in
progress.

Notwithstanding its fundamental importance, however, the revolution-
ary character of this modern shift in philosophical orientation became ob-
scured in later centuries. Indeed, the whole classical, conflictual alternative
has largely become lost to view —and with it the relevance and drama of
this (second) question of theory and praxis. And all of this for a variety of
reasons.

First, the humanistic and progressive character of modern thought not
only pushes it toward the harmonist view but eventually causes it to lose all
sense of the alternative (as will be seen at greater length in the next chap-
ter). In addition, the conflict between the modern view and the classical
alternative has been hidden by the noisy and diverting subconflict that the
modern view has generated from within itself. For, as we have just seen, the
harmonist view logically divides into two opposite versions. The harmony of
the two elements can be established by either the rule of theory over praxis
or the reverse. And the whole history of modern thought has largely been
driven by the riveting battle centering on this very issue—the “third ques-
tion” of theory and praxis, which has eclipsed the second.

RATIONALITY AND POLITICALITY IN
MODERN THOUGHT: THE ENLIGHTENMENT VS.
THE COUNTER-ENLIGHTENMENT

The battle referred to is the familiar conflict between the Enlightenment
and the counter-Enlightenment, which may be understood as a contest be-
tween the two rival elements of our nature to be the dominating element
that restores unity. The Enlightenment champions reason as the control-
ling phenomenon, and the romantic counter-Enlightenment (in its many
incarnations) gives primacy to our social being, our profound political or
historical imbeddedness. In other words, just as the medieval period was
dominated by the great struggle between reason and revelation, so the mod-
ern period has been largely characterized by the battle between reason and
various kinds of secular antirationalism, all of which ultimately stem from
the needs of our nonrational nature, the needs of our practical existence.”®
The battle has gone something like this.
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Starting with Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes and continuing through the
Enlightenment even to the present day, the dominant strain of modern phi-
losophy has embraced reason and rationalism, but of a new kind —one that
has moved an important step closer to praxis, having sacrificed the more de-
tached and contemplative claims of reason in favor of a more activist as well
as more instrumental or technological understanding of rationality. But this
modern reform of rationalism was made for the express purpose of render-
ing it more able to conquer and rationalize the realm of practice, that is, the
political world (through enlightenment and revolution) and the physical
world (through scientific technology).

This whole strain of thought, which we may loosely call “Enlightenment
rationalism,” holds, in the first place, that reason, although initially overpow-
ered by the superstitions and prejudices imbedded in the realm of praxis, is
able progressively to free itself. As in Plato, philosophic reason possesses the
power to escape the cave of social illusion and ascend to an objective, uni-
versal, and timeless truth.

But this new Enlightenment rationalism goes decisively beyond Plato
and classical rationalism by claiming that theory can not only free itself
from praxis but ultimately return to, rule, and rectify praxis. The philoso-
pher, once liberated from society and its prejudices, can, through a process
of popular enlightenment, eventually liberate society itself from its illusions
and bring it into final harmony with reason, including the public embrace
of the philosophic or scientific enterprise. The Enlightenment, broadly con-
strued, includes a number of alternative accounts of how reason might come
to rule the world in this way: it might be through the direct action of en-
lightened rulers, tutored by philosophers, or, more indirectly, through the
gradual spread of popular enlightenment promoted by a large new class of
“Intellectuals” united in the “republic of letters,” or, finally, through the im-
personal and automatic unfolding of the inherently rational historical pro-
cess. But, through whatever precise means, philosophers can eventually
create an “age of reason” where the dual demands of rationalism and social
existence are finally in complete, monistic harmony —unified by and around
reason.

But this modern, crusading rationalism soon gave rise, of course, to a
reaction—a powerful and continually recurring reaction: the so-called
counter-Enlightenment, which, in successive and increasingly radical waves,
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has been termed “romantic,” “pragmatist,” “existentialist,

ist,” or “postmodern.” The counter-Enlightenment, in its various manifesta-

poststructural-

tions, primarily emphasizes the power and value of the other, nonrationalist
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side of our nature: our life as social and amorous beings, our world of par-
ticular attachments, our longings for the noble and the beautiful. And from
this nonrational standpoint, it highlights the many ways in which human
reason is often a corrosive and destructive force.

Reason is universal, but life is particular. This is especially the case with
political life with its basis in local traditions, accidental circumstances, ar-
bitrary practices, and historical memories and legends. Thus, reason’s ab-
stract universalism alienates us from the particular attachments that ground
communal loyalty and give life all of its sweetness and depth. Again, reason
can be dry, analytical, abstract, and static. It puts us out of touch with con-
crete reality in its irreducible specificity and constant flux. Real life involves
aworld of intuitions, sentiments, and feelings that reason knows nothing of.
Furthermore, reason often tends to a dangerous skepticism that paralyzes
action, undermines shared dogmas, and debunks our loftiest ideals. On the
other hand, as the French, Russian and other modern revolutions power-
fully demonstrate, rationalism in its crusading, Enlightenment form also
tends to an opposite danger: to a rigid doctrinairism, dogmatic universal-
ism, ideological imperialism, political fanaticism, and ruthless totalitarian-
ism. Finally, the manipulative, conquering, technological aspect of Enlight-
enment rationalism has its “Frankenstein” aspects, unleashing forces that
then escape its control, creating military and environmental dangers. And,
more deeply, it disrupts the posture of grateful acceptance and receptivity
necessary for the proper relation toward nature or being.

This counter-Enlightenment critique of reason as harmful to practical
life could seem like a return to the classical, conflictual view of theory and
praxis, but at bottom it is very different. First, the specific criticisms are
somewhat different, since the dangers of Enlightenment rationalism, which
is activist and technological, differ from those of classical rationalism, which
is detached and contemplative.

More fundamentally, the modern critique of reason (at least in its domi-
nant strain) still recoils from conflictualism. It continues to be driven by the
modern assumption that theory and praxis must somehow be harmonious.
Therefore, from the harm that Enlightenment rationalism does to society,
it concludes, not that there is a tragic and incurable conflict, but that the
Enlightenment simply embraced a false —a distorted and defective—form
of rationalism. And this conflict of distorted rationalism and society is only
temporary and will be cured when we achieve a deeper understanding of
the character of true rationality, some kind of “new thinking,” especially
through what may be called the politicization or historicization of reason.
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The counter-Enlightenment, like the Enlightenment it counters, is still re-
formist and harmonist, only it sees the primary need as the reform, not of
society, but of philosophy.

Edmund Burke, for example, writes in order to combat the new dangers
brought into the world by the French Revolution and the abstract Enlight-
enment rationalism that stands behind it. He does so, partly by accepting
the Enlightenment mode of reasoning and simply urging the practical in-
applicability of its abstract conclusions. But he also goes further, suggesting
the need for a kind of new thinking, one more historically imbedded. He
argues that the philosopher, in the derivation —and not merely the applica-
tion—of his principles, must be far more respectful of the local mores and
established customs of society. He must take his standard not from abstract,
universal reason but from “prescription,” from the genuine moral legitimacy
that accrues to an established practice, simply because it is established, how-
ever arbitrary it may be from the standpoint of abstract reason."*

Later, in its more radical, historicist forms, the counter-Enlightenment
extends this effort to subordinate reason to society, theory to praxis. It de-
nies to the philosopher any escape from the communal cave. It holds that
proud reason is in fact entirely a creature of society—conditioned by and
relative to it—so that there are no timeless, culturally independent mean-
ings or truths. Thus, it fully reverses the Enlightenment view: not only is
reason incapable of ruling society, it cannot even escape or transcend it; and
this means that ultimately it is social life that rules reason. Society deter-
mines what will count as “rationality.” For reason is a manifestation of life
and not the reverse. All philosophy, even the most abstract and airy theo-
rizing, is ultimately rooted in practical life. It is “ideology” of one kind
or another, responding to the social needs, the shared commitments, the
unthought assumptions of the political community. Thus, not reason but
sociality is the deepest and strongest thing in us, and, when this lesson is
properly assimilated, the latter can become the true basis for harmonizing
thought and action.

Although today, in our postmodern era, this historicist view seems clearly
ascendant, the battle very much continues. Yet amid all this conflict, every-
one today seems at least to agree on this: these Enlightenment and counter-
Enlightenment positions (or rationalist and antirationalist, or modern and
postmodern) are opposites that, together, exhaust the possible views on the
crucial question of reason and social life. If the answer is still open to debate,
at least the question is certain. No important alternative has been neglected.

Yet, as I have been arguing, this view involves a considerable blindness,



84 Chapter Three

for in the heat of this subconflict something crucial has indeed been largely
neglected. If the camera pans back, suddenly these “opposite” modern posi-
tions, locked for centuries in momentous battle, stand revealed as belong-
ing together on the same side of a larger dichotomy: harmonist vs. conflic-
tual. The two modern positions agree in excluding the conflictualist view,
in embracing the humanistic imperative that somebow theory and praxis
must be reducible to harmony. They disagree only as to how: the Enlight-
enment camp standing for the rationalization of political life, the counter-
Enlightenment for the politicization of reason. But this noisy disagreement
has served to hide from view the more fundamental alternative — the clas-
sical, conflictual view. In other words, in modernity, the third question of
theory and praxis (the intraharmonist battle) has tended to eclipse the more
fundamental second one (harmonist vs. conflictual), so that we barely raise
it anymore.

TWO QUALIFICATIONS

I have elaborated this general schema concerning theory and praxis in the
belief that it is essential for rendering fully intelligible the theoretical basis
of philosophical esotericism in its four forms as well as in its historical muta-
tions. Before employing it for that purpose, however, it is necessary to record
some qualifications as well as to address an obvious objection.

I have argued that the dualism in our nature (rationality vs. politicality)
gives rise to a duality of views concerning their relationship —conflictual-
ism vs. harmonism (with the latter itself then dividing in two). I then iden-
tified these theoretical views with historical periods of thought: conflictual-
ism with classical and medieval philosophy, harmonism, in its two forms,
with modern philosophy in its two forms of Enlightenment and counter-
Enlightenment thought. Having painted this picture with stark precision,
for the sake of a clear theoretical overview, I must now point to the most
important ways in which, in practice, these distinctions become blurred or
compromised.

The first concerns the harmonist-conflictual distinction. The question of
how philosophic rationality and politicality fit together is a complex one,
not easily reducible to a binary opposition. Since the tensions between these
two things are subject to degree, there will naturally be a continuum run-
ning from the extreme conflictual to the extreme harmonist position. More-
over, a given thinker may occupy one point on that continuum regarding
some issues of potential conflict and another regarding other issues. It must
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be kept in mind, then, that although these two broad categories are reason-
ably coherent theoretically and also practically useful for understanding the
general posture of a philosopher toward the world of practice and toward
the act of writing, nevertheless each contains a good deal of room for inter-
nal variation.

That is why even among those in the same broad camp, no two thinkers
employ exactly the same practical posture and rhetoric (consider Plato and
Aristotle, for example). Furthermore these differences can easily ripen into
conflict, as becomes particularly clear in the modern period (as will be seen
at length in chapter 8). There is considerable tension, for example, between
those, like Condorcet, who think the harmonist project of “universal en-
lightenment” can be genuinely universal and those, like Voltaire, who think
it must be limited, in practice, to the middle and upper classes; or, again, be-
tween those, like Holbach, who believe that society can get beyond the need
for religion of any kind and those, like Rousseau, who think that some sort
of bare bones, rationalized religion will always be necessary.

The second qualification concerns the ancient-modern distinction. This
too must not be understood in too rigid a manner. First, as with the previ-
ous distinction, each of these broad categories contains a world of varia-
tion and disagreement. But furthermore, not every chronologically modern
thinker was “a modern” in the sense of participating in the very broad but
still far from universal movement of the Enlightenment (or the counter-
Enlightenment). There were certainly ancients among the moderns.”® What
is less clear is if there were genuine moderns among the ancients— thinkers,
for example, who favored a philosophical movement to promote something
like universal enlightenment as well as the technological conquest of nature.

Having registered these qualifications, we turn to an obvious objection
concerning the claimed connection between these two distinctions.

THE PREVAILING IMAGE OF CLASSICAL
AND MODERN THOUGHT

Someone will object that to call the modern period harmonist and the clas-
sical one conflictual is, in fact, to reverse the long-prevailing conceptions of
both of these eras. We think of the modern age as decentered and turbulent
in comparison with the serenity of the classical era, the age of order and har-
mony, of “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur,” in Winckelmann’s famous
phrase. Certainly it was in the modern period and not the classical that the
conflict between reason and society came most to the fore. It was the En-
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lightenment philosophes, after all, who established the well-known para-
digm of the modern philosopher or intellectual who is defined precisely by
his opposition to society, his culture criticism, his bold adversarial stance.
This reaches its peak in Marx: “Workers of the world unite, you have noth-
ing to lose but your chains.” A philosophical call to violent social revolu-
tion—now that is real conflict between philosophy and society. And it is
characteristically modern. It is not a sentence one could ever imagine Aris-
totle or any major premodern philosopher uttering. It is obvious, then, that
it is actually classical thought, with its famous emphasis on order, balance,
and harmony, that has tended to exclude the conflictual view of theory and
praxis. Modern thought is guilty of no such neglect: the conflictual view is
rather its particular specialty.

All of this is very true, in a sense, but misleading. It is true that the En-
lightenment philosophers believed reason and truth to be in conflict with
existing society, but—unlike the classics with their genuinely conflictual
view —not with society as such. They viewed this conflict not as natural and
permanent, as did the classics, but as historically contingent, solvable, and
so ultimately reducible to harmony.

What is more, it is precisely this underlying harmonism that produced
the appearance of great conflictualism. The Enlightenment philosophers
pushed their rationalist critique of existing society so openly and aggres-
sively only because they expected, through this temporary heightening of
conflict, to bring about a future society that would be in genuine harmony
with reason. Enlightenment intellectuals are indeed against their times, but
only because ahead of them. Thus, their famous emphasis on conflict and
bold opposition and even their call for violent revolution all derive from a
powerful new harmonism (as is particularly obvious in Marx). Modern “con-
flictualism” is really a consequence and sign of its opposite: it is war height-
ened precisely by a new hope to end all war. It is psexdo-conflictualism. The
real thing conducts no such crusades because it entertains no such harmo-
nist hopes. It is quietly resigned to (measured) conflict as something that
can never be overcome.

This same structure of thought —a temporarily heightened conflict deriv-
ing from increased faith in harmony—also characterizes the alternative
camp within modernity, the counter-Enlightenment. From Burke to Fou-
cault, it emphasizes and heightens the conflict between reason and society,
although now putting primary blame on the former instead of the latter. In
its different incarnations, we have seen, it attacks rationalism for such varied
social evils as political doctrinairism and utopianism, the uprooting of tradi-
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tion and inheritance, violent revolution, intolerance, persecution, colonial-
ism, and totalitarianism. But, again, it engages in this political critique of
reason, heightening the conflict between rationalism and society, precisely
because, rejecting classical dualism, it is moved by the powerful monist faith
that this conflict is somehow an aberration, a mistake, another problem to be
solved. Harmony is possible. But it will be achieved, not in Enlightenment
fashion by changing society to match the demands of reason, but rather the
reverse: by forcing reason to realize that its fundamental principles have no
other source or ground than the conventions or shared commitments of the
particular society in which fate has placed it. As Rorty puts it, this move-
ment “reinterprets objectivity as intersubjectivity, or as solidarity.”*® Thus,
all its noisy confrontations notwithstanding, the counter-Enlightenment
camp holds that, properly interpreted, rationality and social consensus or
solidarity are so far from being in fundamental conflict that they are, at root,
the same thing."”

Furthermore, just as the harmonist modern period in both its forms is in
this way broadly misunderstood as conflictual, so the conflictual classical
period is commonly misinterpreted as harmonist. Genuine conflictualism
tends to be rather quiet and understated. Since it sees no solution, since it
entertains no activist hopes for overcoming the opposition of reason and
society, it does nothing to call undue attention to the issue, to provoke con-
frontation, to raise consciousness, to rally the troops—all of the steps, so
familiar to us, of modern movement politics. And since we “solutionists”
tend to believe that where there is a problem, there will be a movement,
when we see no movement, we suspect there is no great problem. But here
the opposite is more nearly the truth: the classics speak and act with more
reserve concerning the conflict between theory and praxis precisely because
they regard it as so great a problem. In their eyes, it is a permanent flaw in
the human condition that can never be overcome but must simply be lived
with, managed, endured. And one obvious aspect of managing it is not to
constantly call people’s attention to it, but rather, when possible and useful,
to keep it quiet and under the rug,

This curious tendency of the two rival views of theory and praxis to ap-
pear as their opposites is responsible for a great deal of confusion concerning
the true spirit of classical and modern thought. But above all, the pseudo-
conflictualism of modern thought has helped to conceal —and so perpetu-
ate, by sheltering from criticism —the modern tendency to ignore the genu-
ine conflictual alternative.
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THE PRACTICAL MEANS FOR MANAGING THE
THEORY/PRAXIS TENSION: “PHILOSOPHICAL POLITICS”

Having discussed how our rationality and politicality relate to one an-
other—as posed by the second and third questions—we turn to the fifth
and more practical issue: How is that relation to be handled in practice? If
the relation is antagonistic, how is the conflict to be managed? If potentially
harmonious, how is the potential to be realized? These very general ques-
tions quickly translate into a myriad of smaller ones of every kind.

The classical, antagonistic view, to start there, leads directly to such ques-
tions as these. While the philosopher is in tension with “society” as a whole,
he will presumably be in more conflict with some of its parts than others.
With what elements in society, then, should he seek to ally himself: the aris-
tocrats, the oligarchs, the middle class, the demos? And what does he have
to offer such people? What form of government is best from the standpoint
of the interests of the philosophical life? Should he engage in politics him-
self? What should be his posture toward the prevailing religion and its au-
thorities? What other institutions and movements are around at the time —
religious, political, moral—that might constitute particular opportunities
or dangers for him and his kind? How should he make a living? How can he
win over the most talented of the young to the philosophical life without
enraging the city? Should he attempt to establish a philosophical school,
as Plato was the first to do with the Academy? Should he write books? And
with what form and rhetoric? What places are available to go into exile if
necessary? Should he cultivate friendly tyrants or monarchs for this pur-
pose? Obviously the answers and even the questions will vary considerably
from one time and place to another.

To give a name to this wide-ranging set of questions, one might call it
“philosophical politics,” which may be defined as the effort to secure the
practical interests of the theoretical life—the safety and the propagation
of philosophy—in the face of the natural hostility of the nonphilosophical
community. Among other things, this concept helps one to understand how
even those classical philosophers who most celebrate the apolitical ideal of
pure contemplation may still be found engaging in political activity (either
directly or through their writings and teaching). For the more a contempla-
tive philosopher understands his own life to be based on the radical rejec-
tion and transcendence of the ordinary, political life of those around him,
the more he must feel isolated and fear the potential hostility of that com-
munity, and thus the more he will be brought around to the practical neces-
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sity of philosophical politics. But this political activity, as real as it is and
as elaborate as it may sometimes become, still remains very different from
the sort of political activism by philosophers that emerges in the modern
period under the influence of the harmonist idea, as will become clear in
chapter 8.®

The modern, harmonist view leads to a basic transformation in the phi-
losopher’s practical aim: it is no longer to manage but to overcome the ten-
sion between theory and praxis, to actualize their potential unity. But here,
as we have seen, there are the two rival camps, and they have very different,
almost opposite practical concerns. Enlightenment philosophers seek the
best ways to address and transform the political world, in order to bring it
into harmony with reason. Counter-Enlightenment philosophers seek the
best ways to address and transform other philosophers, in order to bring
them and their reasoning into harmony with the political world.

From a practical standpoint, the latter project is much more straightfor-
ward. Such thinkers just need to teach and write books. Their highest practi-
cal need is for a new rhetoric that is somehow able to penetrate and humble
the Enlightenment mind.

By contrast, Enlightenment philosophers, since their target is the politi-
cal world, have many more practical concerns. Most of the questions raised
by premodern thinkers continue to be relevant for them, but important new
issues also arise, especially concerning how they can give their philosophi-
cal ideas increased practical effect. In different times and circumstances,
they will confront such questions as these. Can the effort of modern natu-
ral philosophy to “conquer nature” and generate new technologies useful
to ordinary life finally win for the philosophic life a broad respectability
and status—even among the suspicious masses—that it never dreamt of in
the past? Has the particular invention of printing changed in significant
ways the situation of the philosopher or the power of philosophical doc-
trines in the world? Are there also significant lessons to be learned from the
example of the Christian church, which has achieved great power in the
world through nonpolitical and nonmilitary means—and largely through
the power of a book? Should the philosopher try to strengthen his posi-
tion by uniting somehow with other philosophers, as the clergy did in the
church? Given the systematic danger that the Christian church has posed
to the power of the state, does this give the philosophers new opportuni-
ties—lacking in antiquity—to make themselves useful to the latter? Can
philosophers hope to transform the world through this sort of influence over
enlightened rulers, like Frederick II of Prussia and Catherine the Great of
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Russia? Or should they rely, instead, on the power they possess to shape the
world indirectly, enlightening it through their books and through the dis-
semination of their ideas by a large new class of intellectuals and men of let-
ters? Has the rift within the church created by the Protestant Reformation
given them still other new ways to make themselves useful and powerful?
Are there other movements around, like Freemasonry, that can help them
spread their ideas and influence? Or is it rather the case that there is a ratio-
nal “historical process,” operating behind the scenes, that will bring about
the triumph of reason in history? And in that case, what becomes of the role
of the philosopher and intellectual? Are they reduced to being the “van-
guard’ of this impersonal process, announcing, explaining, and clearing the
way for it?

Entire books could be written about any of these questions. The present
book is about this one: How should the philosopher communicate his
thought? In particular, how should he write?

PHILOSOPHICAL ESOTERICISM IN ITS FOUR FORMS

If we return, with this question in mind, to the classical, antagonistic posi-
tion, the answer is pretty obvious. The conflictual view of theory and praxis
leads directly to the need for esotericism —and in three distinct ways.

First, on this view, philosophy or rationalism poses a grave danger to so-
ciety. For reasons that we have partly seen and that will be elaborated in
chapter 6, all political communities are ultimately based, not on reason, but
on some form of unexamined commitment or illusion. A fully rational and
enlightened society is not possible. Thus, there is a fundamental tension be-
tween truth and political life—a conflict that no reform can ever cure. To
manage this conflict and protect society from harm, then, the philosopher
must conceal or obscure his most subversive ideas, while also, perhaps, pro-
moting salutary ones— practicing protective esotericism.

Second, society likewise poses a grave danger to the philosopher. There
are a great many sources of intolerance and persecution in the human heart,
and the philosopher, being particularly strange, skeptical, aloof, exposed,
and superior in intelligence, can easily trigger all of them. But given the
point we have just considered —the genuine danger that philosophy poses
to society—the hostility of society to the philosopher is also not entirely
unreasonable. It is not simply a product of vulgar ignorance and misunder-
standing that might be dispelled someday by greater education and famil-
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iarity, as the harmonist Enlightenment view would maintain. The danger of
persecution is structural and permanent. To defend himself against it, the
philosopher must conceal his more provocative or heterodox ideas, while
possibly also seeking positive ways to make himself seem more acceptable —
engaging in defensive esotericism.

But if philosophical publication is thus dangerous to both the writer and
the general reader, what is the point of writing at all? Since the conflictual
view excludes any hope for fundamental political transformation through
the genuine and lasting enlightenment of the general population, that can-
not be the purpose (although more limited hopes for partial and temporary
reform might be an aim). Thus, the primary purpose of writing philosophi-
cal books is reduced to this: the education of the gifted, potentially philo-
sophical individual.

But the conflictual view also has important implications for how this
philosophical pedagogy must be carried out. A philosophical education is
not simply intellectual, a pure matter of learning. It involves facilitating a
transition from one way of life to another —indeed, to a life that is, on the
conflictual view, fundamentally different from and opposed to the life one
starts with. It requires a difficult conversion that shakes one to the core. If
that is the case, then an open and straightforward approach to education
that simply lays out the truth will not work. The student must be moved
along gradually, artfully, in appropriate stages. This dialectical process will
require withholding or managing the truth, so that the student is compelled
to find it for himself, at his own pace, and in a form he can, at each stage,
digest. In this way, the conflictual view naturally leads to the necessity for
pedagogical esotericism. In other words, the same thing that makes protective
esotericism necessary for the general reader—the tension between truth
and ordinary life—makes pedagogical esotericism necessary for the poten-
tial philosophers.”

These three forms of esotericism, flowing as they do from the same prem-
ise, are typically found together. And thus united, they constitute what I will
call classical esotericism, meaning, not only the esotericism characteristic of
the classical thinkers, but also the fullest, “classic” development of the phe-
nomenon of philosophical esotericism.

When we turn to the modern, harmonist view of theory and praxis in
its Enlightenment form, the consequences for writing are quite different,
but equally unmistakable. The harmonist premise, by holding out the hope
for a convergence of reason and society, inspires the philosopher to take a



92 Chapter Three

more activist stance, to promote the creation of a rational world. This activ-
ist stance, in turn, leads directly to esotericism—if of a more limited, less
thoroughgoing kind —and in two ways.

First, in becoming engaged in a project for fundamental political trans-
formation, philosophy inevitably takes on in some degree the political ten-
dency to prefer powerful ideas to true ones, to shape public doctrine in
accordance with what people in a given time and place will be willing to be-
lieve and follow—in a word (if a later one) to become propagandistic. But
the new rhetorical demands on the Enlightenment philosophers concern
not only their quest for power and political efficacy, but also the responsible
use of that power. They seek to subvert and transform traditional society,
but in a gradual and orderly way, and this too requires the careful manage-
ment of what they say and of how and when they say it. In switching from
primarily pedagogical goals to political ones, in short, Enlightenment phi-
losophers replace pedagogical esotericism with a political esotericism.

Second, as we have already seen, the activist, rationalizing stance of the
Enlightenment philosophers inevitably led to a great, if temporary, increase
in the tension between philosophy and society and therewith to a great in-
crease in the danger of persecution, and thus to a heightened need for de-
fensive esotericism.

It is not without irony, of course, that the belief in the potential harmony
of theory and praxis should lead to a new form of esotericism as well as to
the intensification of an old one. But both are made necessary, not by the
existence of that harmony, but by the political activism needed to bring it
into being. Thus, over the last two centuries, as that activism has slowly ap-
proached its goal, this esotericism has inevitably faded away.

In conclusion, if the historical testimony presented earlier showed eso-
tericism to be, not an occasional or ad hoc practice, but one of the most
constant features of the philosophic life, the present chapter shows why.
Philosophical esotericism, especially in its classical but even in its modern,
Enlightenment form, is a practical response to one of the most fundamen-
tal features of human life, the dualism and potential conflict of theory and
praxis. Philosophical esotericism is a “doublespeak” elicited by the double-
ness of life itself.

ESOTERICISM, ENLIGHTENMENT, AND HISTORICISM

The foregoing discussion not only helps to clarify what philosophical eso-
tericism is in itself, but also to situate it in relation to other intellectual
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movements. Specifically, it shows the surprising inner connection among
esotericism, historicism, and Enlightenment.

The connection of the first two will play a crucial role in chapter 10,
where we explore the philosophical consequences of the theory of esoteri-
cism and in particular the central use that Strauss makes of this theory in his
efforts to mount a new response to the challenge of historicism. What we
have seen here is that these two seemingly unrelated phenomena are closely
connected, for both are responses to the same problem of theory and praxis.
In one sense, they are opposite responses, in that historicism is a form of the
harmonist view and esotericism (in its premodern form) is an outgrowth of
the conflictual view. The former claims that philosophy is necessarily a mani-
festation and support of the society in which it is imbedded, the latter that
it is necessarily antagonistic to that society.

In another sense, however, the two stand together in opposition to the
third alternative, the other form of the harmonist view —the universalistic
rationalism of the Enlightenment. Both regard the latter as dangerous to the
political world. But esotericism would render philosophic reason less dan-
gerous through rbetorical means, by simply hiding some of its conclusions or
adjusting the expression of them to local circumstances, whereas historicism
would do so through epistemological means, by attacking reason itself and its
aspirations to universal validity. From this point of view, historicism comes
to light as a kind of radical replacement for esotericism.

OUR RESISTANCE TO THE CONFLICTUAL VIEW —
AND TO ESOTERICISM

One further set of conclusions emerges from this discussion. In the effort to
clarify and defend the foregoing account of theory and praxis—especially
the history of the rival views of their relationship —it has been necessary to
briefly discuss the ways in which modern thought has turned away from and
ignored the conflictual view of theory and praxis, the view that forms the
essential basis of esotericism (in its classical form). We have also seen how
this modern neglect of the antagonistic view has itself become hidden from
view. These points will play a crucial role in the next chapter, on the phe-
nomenon of our blindness and resistance to esotericism.






Objections, Resistance,

and Blindness to Esotericism

Everyone is forward to complain of the prejudices that mis-
lead other men or parties, as if he were free and had none of
his own. This [inconsistency] being objected on all sides, it is
agreed that it is a fault and a hindrance to knowledge. What
now is the cure? No other but this, that every man should let
alone others’ prejudices and examine his own.

—JOHN LOCKE, Conduct of the Understanding

We have seen substantial testimony showing that—for some reason or
other —philosophers frequently engaged in esoteric writing. And then we
have examined their reasons for doing so. It remains to ask: what are our
reasons for feeling that they could not have done so? For, a crucial part of our
effort to understand esotericism sympathetically is to understand our long
lack of sympathy with it.

That readers should have questions about and objections to the argu-
ments presented here is to be expected. I will try to address some of them in
the present chapter, others later. But the phenomenon at issue here extends
well beyond routine reservations. As we have partly seen, there are various
signs and indications that modern culture harbors a powerful resistance to
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esotericism that lies deeper than facts and arguments. It is this above all that
must be addressed before we can usefully move on.

ESOTERICISM AND MODERN CULTURE

What are the “signs and indications” of this resistance? For starters, as the
evidence for philosophical esotericism slowly accumulates and one begins
to truly take seriously the possibility that it is, after all, real —and more than
real, a major historical phenomenon—one is likely to be struck, eventually,
by the following reflection. How could there possibly have been such an im-
portant, almost universal practice going on in the world and we didn’t even
know about it? How could we have missed something so big? Of course,
if the evidence for esotericism were extremely obscure, there would be no
puzzle. But it is not. It has been sitting there in relative plain sight for cen-
turies. So why have we not seen it? One is all but compelled to wonder: Has
something been impeding our vision? Is there something wrong with the
way that we look at the world?

This hypothesis grows stronger when one reflects on the fact that we
were not always unaware of esotericism: it became unknown in the course
of the nineteenth century (as Goethe was reporting). But how does a whole
culture suddenly lose awareness of a practice that was, until relatively re-
cently, so widespread, so openly discussed, so long enduring, so crucially
important, and so thoroughly documented in the historical record? It is not
easy to think of a comparable episode of philosophical forgetting, of intel-
lectual expungement. Mustn't powerful cultural forces of some kind be at
work here?

Then there is the next twist in the unfolding story: In the mid-twentieth
century, Leo Strauss and others attempt to revive the understanding of eso-
tericism. And, again, we see something unusual: these efforts are met with
a resistance that seems to go beyond the usual sorts of scholarly disagree-
ment and skepticism. To be fair, there were important exceptions: Alexan-
dre Kojéve, Arnaldo Momigliano, Gershom Scholem, Hans-Georg Gadamer,
and a few others expressed real interest and admiration for Strauss’s discover-
ies.! But for the most part—and especially in the Anglo-American world —
the idea was treated as wrongheaded in the extreme, not to say crazy. We
confine ourselves to scholars who in other respects express real apprecia-
tion for Strauss’s work. Stephen Holmes writes: “We can confidently assume
that Strauss’s obsession with esotericism and persecution had its roots not in
scholarship, but in the unthinkable tragedy of his generation [i.e., the holo-
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caust].”? Gregory Vlastos sadly laments Strauss’s “delusion that the classics
of political philosophy were meant to be read as palimpsests —strange aber-
ration in a noble mind.”* And George Sabine fears that esotericism simply
amounts to “an invitation to perverse ingenuity.”* These are honest assess-
ments by thoughtful scholars who, in their dismissive characterizations of
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esotericism— “obsession,” “delusion,” “aberration,” “perverse” —give accu-
rate expression to the predilections of our time concerning this issue.®

But the clearest evidence pointing to a unique resistance in modern cul-
ture emerges from the comparison of our attitudes toward esotericism with
those of other places and times—the comparative study of “esotericism re-
ception.” It is a simple, empirical fact, such comparisons show, that no other
culture has shared our peculiarly negative instincts in this matter—our firm
disapproval and disbelief.

This was the clear finding, for example, of the intercultural communica-
tion literature discussed in chapter 1. Virtually all societies outside the mod-
ern West embrace a “high context” communicative style that emphasizes
indirection and speaking between the lines. We, by contrast, are a uniquely
“low context” culture that not only rejects indirect communication for our-
selves but tends to regard those who do practice it with incomprehension
bordering on denial.

The exact same picture emerges from the historical evidence. The exami-
nation of the philosophical testimony regarding esotericism expressed over
the last two millennia of Western history shows that the broad rejection of
the reality of esotericism is a thesis unique to late Western modernity. (And
it is not as if we have a lot of important new information on the subject to
justify this break with the judgment of all other ages.)

What is in some ways even more striking is that, in the two millennia of
Western philosophy prior to 1800, not only is the denial of esotericism ex-
tremely rare, but no one even expresses great dislike or disapproval of the
practice either. To be sure, here and there, one finds concern about the dis-
honesty involved or the potential for abuse or the difficulty created for in-
terpretation. But nowhere does this rise to the level of outright condemna-
tion or the refusal to practice it. During the long history of Western thought
prior to our time, amid all the changes of politics, religion, and culture,
virtually everyone essentially approves of or accepts esotericism. The long,
angry list of objections to it—be detailed momentarily —that forms the
ground of our confidence that this repugnant practice could not possibly
have been widespread somehow did not affect the people of earlier times
in the same way.
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In short, both the denial and the strong disapproval of esotericism—
which feel to us so natural and self-evident—actually turn out to be rather
local attitudes, the unique and quite eccentric response of our tiny little cor-
ner of history. While all other ages seem naturally to appreciate that the phi-
losophers typically approach the act of writing with a good deal of caution,
irony, and artfulness, we alone scrutinize their manuscripts with earnest
literal-mindedness. For some reason, when it comes to this particular issue,
we moderns, in all our sophistication, play the rubes and clueless provin-
cials, with everyone else, as it were, chuckling behind our backs. We clearly
have issues here.

THE EXAMPLE OF JESUS’ PARABLES

Given the importance of this phenomenon, it will help to consider a con-
crete illustration. It concerns the most famous practitioner of riddling
speech in the Western tradition —although not a philosopher.

As everyone knows, the New Testament depicts Jesus as employing a very
specific form of rhetoric in addressing the people (as distinguished from his
disciples): he speaks in parables. “He did not speak to them [the people] with-
out a parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained everything.”*
Yet parables can be used to make things either more clear and concrete or
more obscure and challenging. We today would of course assume that Jesus
had only the former intention. Surely he must have sought to make himself
as clear and accessible as possible to everyone. But our faith in plainspeak-
ing openness is by no means as universally self-evident as we blithely assume.
Typically, prophets do not share that faith. In a very different spirit, Jesus
sternly declared: “Give not that which is holy to dogs; neither cast ye your
pearls before swine” (Matt. 7:6). In Matthew and elsewhere, he explicitly
states his reason for speaking as he does—and it is not to make things more
clear and accessible:

Then the disciples came and said to him, “Why do you speak to [the people]
in parables?” And he answered them, “To you it has been given to know the
secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given. For to
the one who has, more will be given, and he will have an abundance, but
from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away. This is why I
speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they
do not hear, nor do they understand.” (Matt. 13:10-12; see also Matt. 7:6,
19:11, 11:25; Col. 1:27; 1 Cor. 2:6-10; 1 John 2:20, 2:27; Prov. 23:9; Isa. 6:9-10)
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Again, in Mark 4:11, Jesus tells the disciples: “To you has been given the secret
of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables.” In
a similar spirit, Jesus “strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he
was the Christ [i.e., the messiah]” (Matt. 16:20; see Matt. 12:16; Mark 8:30;
Luke 9:21). Even with the disciples, Jesus was not completely open: “I have
yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now” (John 16:12).
Moreover, we can easily see for ourselves the truth of what Jesus claims about
the parables, for most of them are indeed not clarifying but rather difficult
to understand. Even the disciples are depicted as having great trouble inter-
preting them. We have, then, extensive, unambiguous, and uncontested tex-
tual evidence that Jesus spoke to the people in a riddling, esoteric manner
(even if his precise reasons for doing so remain somewhat unclear).

Now, in addition to these biblical texts, we also have a second, very large
body of texts showing how earlier ages read and interpreted the first set.
This is what we are particularly interested in. We want to see concretely how
readers of very different periods reacted to these same biblical texts, with their
explicit claims of esotericism. Did they find them plausible? Did they accept
or deny, approve or disapprove of esotericism? The long, unbroken tradition
of biblical commentary that we possess enables us to conduct this experi-
ment in esotericism reception over a period of almost two thousand years.

Thus, to begin with Thomas Aquinas, in an article of the Summa Theolo-
gica entitled “Whether Christ Should Have Taught All Things Openly?” he
explains that the people to whom Jesus spoke were “neither able nor worthy
to receive the naked truth, which He revealed to His disciples” and that is
why he “spoke certain things in secret to the crowds, by employing parables
in teaching them spiritual mysteries which they were either unable or un-
worthy to grasp.”” Similarly, Calvin, in his Commentaries, remarks:

Christ declares that he intentionally spoke obscurely, in order that his dis-
course might be a riddle to many, and might only strike their ears with a
confused and doubtful sound. . . . Still it remains a fixed principle, that the
word of God is not obscure, except so far as the world darkens it by its own
blindness. And yet the Lord conceals its mysteries, so that the perception of

them may not reach the reprobate.s
Grotius explains:

He spoke to the people through the indirectness of parables, that those who
heard Him might not understand, unless, that is, they should bring thereto

such earnestness of mind and readiness to be taught as were required.’
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In addition, Augustine maintains:

the Lord’s meaning was therefore purposely clothed in the obscurities of
parables, that after His resurrection they [the parables] might turn them to
wisdom with a more healthy penitence.'’

And, for one more example, John Locke, emphasizing the political element,
argued that Jesus “perplex[ed]” his meaning to avoid being arrested before
he could complete his mission:

For how well the chiefs of the Jews were disposed towards him, St. Luke
tells us, chap 11:54, “Laying wait for him, and seeking to catch something
out of his mouth, that they might accuse him,” which may be a reason to
satisfy us of the seemingly doubtful and obscure way of speaking, used by
our Savior in other places—his circumstances being such, that without such
a prudent carriage and reservedness, he could not have gone through the

work which he came to do."

From these very brief excerpts, we see that there was some ongoing and
lively disagreement about the precise purpose of Jesus’ practice of esoteri-
cism but that there was no trace of dispute concerning its existence. This was
accepted as beyond question.

If one expanded this brief survey to include the entire two-thousand-
year tradition of Bible commentary, essentially the same results would be
found —until, that is, one gets to the last century and a half. For, as soon
as one crosses over into our strangely enchanted era, everything suddenly
changes. Now, for the first time in history, one finds the widespread denial
of Jesus’ esotericism —notwithstanding the extremely solid textual basis for
it and the concurrence of virtually all commentators of all previous ages. Our
experts float one loosely grounded philological speculation after another —
primarily conjectures concerning the adulteration of the texts—in an effort
to prove that Jesus actually spoke as we modern-day Westerners would have
expected him to, with plainspeaking openness. Here the alien, outlier status
of our anti-esoteric culture becomes plain for all to see, clearly marked out
in the single densest, richest, and longest tradition of textual commentary
in Western history.

As the distinguished literary critic Frank Kermode remarked with some
wonder in his 1978 Charles Eliot Norton lectures on the hermeneutics of
biblical commentary:
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For the last century or so there has been something of a consensus among
experts that parables of the kind found in the New Testament were always
essentially simple, and always had the same kind of point, which would have
been instantly taken by all listeners, outsiders included. Appearances to the
contrary are explained as consequences of a process of meddling with the
originals [i.e., textual alteration] that began at the earliest possible moment.
The opinion that the parables must originally have been thus, and only thus,
is maintained with an expense of learning I can’t begin to emulate, against
what seems obvious, that “parable” does and did mean much more than that.
When God says he will speak to Moses openly and not in “dark speeches,”
the Greek for “dark speeches” means “parables.”. .. “Speak in parables” is

the opposite of “openly proclaim.”*?

Without knowing it, what Kermode has run up against here, to his bewil-
derment and chagrin, is our eccentric modern resistance to esotericism. His
simple observations of how, with a vast “expense of learning,” modern ex-
perts strive to overturn the obvious, driven by “the opinion that the par-
ables must originally have been” simple and transparent—all of this is para-
digmatic for our unique age.”® Wherever it is a matter of esotericism, in the
sphere of religion no less than in philosophy, our age stands stubbornly in
opposition—and utterly alone against all the rest of history.

In view of all this, it becomes necessary to turn the spotlight around, so to
speak, and momentarily shift the focus from esotericism to ourselves and our
habits of thought—in the hope of identifying, confronting, and overcoming
the sources within us of this resistance.

But this effort at self-examination is also vitally important for its own
sake —not just to understand esotericism but, even more, to know ourselves.
For the blindness to esotericism —which has deep theoretical roots—is actu-
ally one of the most profound and revealing features of modern thought as
such. In other words, if the modern mind (like the mind of every age) wears
certain blinders of which it is unaware, it has no means to discover those
blinders except by bumping into some important reality that it has been
unable to see. The phenomenon of esotericism serves that function. It con-
stitutes, for us, a kind of disclosive device that lights up many of the con-
cealed assumptions that have long conditioned and limited our thinking. It
provides, strange to say, a unique window on our souls.

It should be kept clearly in mind, however, that the question under ex-
amination here is not why we ourselves do not write esoterically (or whether
we are correct in making this choice), but why we feel so certain that others
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did not do so. What is the source of our resistance to the bistorical reality of
esotericism?

THE SOURCES IN MODERN CULTURE OF
THE DENIAL OF ESOTERICISM

There is a long list of reasons, some obvious, some less so, why the idea of eso-
tericism strikes us instinctively —that is, prereflectively and profoundly —as
something unsavory or harmful or, at any rate, fundamentally implausible.

The most profound (but least obvious) reason concerns, not the visible
characteristics or consequences of esotericism, but its source, its essential
premise—the antagonistic view of theory and praxis. Somehow, there is
something essential to the modern mind that stands in indignant opposi-
tion to this view. Let me sketch out a suggestion for how to understand this.

Consider, for a starting point, the oft-repeated observation that modern
man lacks a sense of tragedy. If true, this would constitute a crucial blinder,
hindering access to the conflictual posture, which obviously has much in
common with the tragic view of life. Sophocles’s Oedipus tyrannus, arguably
the most powerful and representative of ancient Greek tragedies, was pre-
cisely a tragedy of theory and praxis, of the incurable conflict of truth and
political life. It tells of a wise king, a man of unique vision, who, having been
led to violate the most sacred taboos, brings a plague upon the political com-
munity until finally he ends it —by blinding himself. Today, while people are
often intrigued by this play, it does not seem to speak to them, to address a
problem that they themselves address. Quite the opposite: for us, “Oedipus”
names a classic psychological disorder, present at our imperfect beginnings
but more or less cxurable through the science of psychotherapy, through the
life-healing power of truth. This reversal of the tragic tale is typically mod-
ern: the very idea that life could have an incurable problem at its core—
that the two essential elements of our nature, rationality and sociality, could
be permanently at war—strikes people today as simply too tragically dis-
ordered to be true.*

So where does this modern resistance to tragedy —and thus to conflic-
tualism and therewith to esotericism —come from? Why do we find funda-
mental disorder implausible? Certainly not because of a naive idealism of
some kind, a faith in the divine or natural order of the universe —“it all fits
together.” For a tough-minded realism about the accidental and radically
imperfect character of the world is another prominent feature of modern
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thought. Somehow, we are just as inclined to be skeptical of idealism as of
tragedy —of order as of disorder.

The source of our resistance to tragedy would thus seem to be some-
thing new and more complex: a novel kind of idealism that emerges pre-
cisely on the basis of modern realism—secular humanism. It is the faith, not
in God, and not in nature, but in man—in his ability to triumph, sooner or
later, over the grave imperfections of his received condition. It is the faith
in progress and human conquest. The humanist mind rejects the vision of a
fixed order —as well as of fixed disorder. The vision that defines it is rather
this: the world has an original disorder that can progressively be controlled
and cured through human effort.

If we continue to seek the source, in turn, of this new humanistic posture,
we find that it is plausible and attractive from a number of different points of
view. But this precise formula would seem to be crucial above all for the anti-
clerical and secularizing quest to liberate us from the rule of a higher power.
For if the world is originally well ordered, then God is needed to explain that
order. And if it is incurably disordered, then God is needed to save us from
that disorder. Only if life is originally bad but fixable through human effort
is it the case that God is neither a necessary hypothesis nor a fundamental
need. That is why this specific humanistic posture seems to be the product,
not so much of some new discovery about the world, as of a need, a demand,
an imperative. The humanist credo that life has no fundamental problems
that we cannot cure has the character less of a calm, settled belief than of a
mixture of hope and insistence.® This secularizing imperative, then, would
seem to be the ultimate ground of our determined disbelief in the tragic
view of life, in the antagonistic relation of theory and praxis, and therewith
in the reality of philosophical esotericism.

Some simple evidence for these admittedly large claims can be seen in the
basic trajectory of modern philosophy. When we look back at the origins of
modern thought, one of the most striking things is that its enthusiastic em-
brace of the project to harmonize theory and praxis was based more on a
leap in the dark than on any solid evidence that it was reasonable and likely
of success. In the realm of natural philosophy, for example, when thinkers
like Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes proclaimed their intention to redirect
contemplative philosophy to the practical end of the “relief of man’s estate”
(Bacon) by making man “the master and owner of nature” (Descartes), they
did so long before the progress of science proved that such far-reaching
technological mastery was actually possible.
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One sees the same leap in political philosophy: the early Enlightenment
thinkers eagerly embarked on their unprecedented effort to enlighten and
rationalize the political world well before there was any solid historical evi-
dence that such a radical transformation of public consciousness would be
possible or salutary.

What is more, as this enlightening effort proceeded, it soon became clear
that, notwithstanding its partial successes, it was indeed dangerous in a
variety of ways to social health, as the thinkers of the counter-Enlightenment
thunderously proclaimed. Yet once again one sees something remarkable:
these latter thinkers, obsessed as they were with the dangers of Enlighten-
ment harmonism, were nevertheless not tempted to return to the conflic-
tual view and to classical esotericism. Still driven by the spirit of humanist
harmonism, they chose instead to continue the pursuit of unity —only in the
reverse manner by subordinating theory to practice. They willingly replaced
the rationalization of politics with the politicization of reason. But of course
this move involved great dangers of its own, culminating eventually in the
radical historicist view that wholly relativizes reason. So powerful, in other
words, is the modern harmonist imperative that, rather than return to classi-
cal dualism and esotericism, one philosopher after another pursued this goal
even at the price of gravely undermining the claims of reason.

It seems clear, in sum, that there exists in modern thought a fundamen-
tal resistance to classical esotericism—and fundamental in two respects. It
is modern thought at its deepest level —the secularizing, humanist, progres-
sivist, solutionist, “antitragic” project—that stands in direct opposition to
esotericism at its deepest level: the tragic, conflictual position on theory and
praxis. We not only reject the esoteric view for ourselves but indignantly
resist the thought that the great minds of earlier ages could ever have em-
braced it either. We quietly erase it from the history of philosophic thought.'®

FURTHER SOURCES OF DENIAL

If the progressive, activist spirit of modern thought has tended to close our
minds to the phenomenon of classical esotericism, that spirit nevertheless
remains compatible with, indeed productive of, modern, political esoteri-
cism—the combination of manipulative and defensive rhetoric needed by
the early modern thinkers in their dangerous efforts to transform and ratio-
nalize the political world. So the second most important source of the for-
getting of esotericism, especially in the last two centuries, has been the grad-
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ual success of the modern movement, which finally rendered this activist
and defensive esotericism unnecessary.

What is more, the success of this movement created a new world —one
in which it is particularly easy to forget that such rhetoric was ever neces-
sary. We in the modern West have been blessed, for many generations now,
to live under liberal democratic regimes that defend freedom of speech and
thought as a matter of principle. But great blessings enjoyed over long peri-
ods often carry a curse: the loss of appreciation and even of understanding
of the blessings one has been given. Coddled by good fortune, we forget—
in our bones if not our minds—that the natural condition of “thought” is
grave weakness and insecurity, as one sees virtually everywhere else in his-
tory. Philosophy, in particular, has always dwelled in extreme danger. Thus
in all prior ages, people have instinctively understood the necessity of (at a
minimum) defensive esotericism. Only we, cursed by unique good fortune,
have lost palpable touch with this old necessity and so incline to deny that
it was ever much of an issue.

Furthermore, unimpressed by the necessity for such esotericism, we have
naturally been more struck with the inherent and undeniable problems with
it—problems that have also become particularly magnified in our eyes be-
cause we see them through the lens of various other aspects of our unique
liberal-democratic-Enlightenment worldview. Indeed, the idea of esoteri-
cism would seem to systematically violate every cherished moral and intel-
lectual ideal of our time.

Its evident elitism offends our democratic egalitarianism.

Its secrecy contradicts our liberal commitment to openness and trans-
parency, as well as the Enlightenment project of demystification and dis-
enchantment.

Its dishonesty violates our moral code of truthfulness, our scholarly and
scientific code of the open sharing of results, as well as our cultural ideal of
sincerity or authenticity.

Its caution or “prudence” in making such great accommodation to the de-
mands of censors and persecuting authorities strikes us as cowardly in com-
parison with the modern ideal of the Enlightenment intellectual, risking
everything to speak truth to power.

Its intentional embrace of obscurity sins against our scientific culture of
literalness, clarity, and systematic rigor.

Its effort to cloister knowledge for the appreciation of the elite few, while
leaving prejudice and illusion unmolested in their reign over everyone else,
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contradicts the great project for the universal dissemination of knowledge
and enlightenment that is inseparable from the modern ideal of progress—
moral, social, and intellectual.

The curious childishness of its playing with puzzles and riddles clashes
with our ideal of philosophical seriousness and gravity.

Finally, the claim that, between the lines, the philosophers reject the reign-
ing ideas of their society, even though these ideas are strongly embraced on
the surface of their writings, collides with our historicist or contextualist
certainty that no mind is able to free itself from the background assump-
tions and shared commitments of its time and place.

It would be difficult indeed to point to another institution that offends
us in so many different ways.

Still, if the institution in question concerned the historical activities of
kings, aristocrats, generals, or businessmen, then its extreme offensiveness
would not necessarily incline us intellectuals to deny its reality. Quite the
contrary. But esotericism concerns the intellectual life—our life. And many
of us pursue that life precisely in the hope of finding something more honest,
something purer and loftier. Thus to charge philosophers, of all people, with
esotericism —with behavior that we find so childish, cowardly, deceitful,
elitist, inauthentic, and so forth—strikes us intellectuals as both demean-
ing and implausible in the extreme. Surely esotericism is a practice to be
expected of mystics, astrologers, and alchemists, not genuine philosophers.

Moreover, esotericism appears not only demeaning to the intellectual life
in all these ways, but also dangerous to it, because so easily abused —and this
by both writers and readers alike. In the case of writers, this practice can
only encourage intellectual charlatans of all kinds who will use it to conceal
their fraud and vanity behind high-sounding nonsense. This fact hasled one
scholar, writing in the Times Literary Supplement, to venture the following
assertion: “Would it not be true to say that all the normal motives for esoteri-
cism—for instance self-aggrandizement, power-mongering, snobbery and
fraud —are bad and vicious?”"

But esotericism will be abused not only by writers, but by readers and in-
terpreters. For this theory destroys all possibility of exactness and certainty
in the interpretation of texts. And this uncertainty would have the further
result of leaving the door permanently open to every young genius with an
active imagination and conspiratorial turn of mind. The whole theory is, to
repeat Sabine’s remark, an open invitation to “perverse ingenuity.”

Furthermore, for a variety of reasons, we live in an age of extreme her-
meneutical pessimism. We despair of the possibility of reaching the “true
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interpretation” of even the simplest of texts. In such an environment, the
idea that earlier thinkers wrote esoterically is a most unwelcome sugges-
tion, threatening to burden the practice of scholarship with all kinds of new
and intractable demands. Exactly how is one to read “between the lines,”
and how is one ever to know that one has reached the author’s true, eso-
teric teaching? Every such difficulty, real as it may be, grows in our eyes into
a sheer impossibility. In our hermeneutical malaise, this theory feels to us
altogether unmanageable, unbearable, unacceptable.

Finally, the idea of esotericism has, ironically, been tarnished to some
extent by association with its principal rediscoverer, Leo Strauss. Many of
his writings (especially the later ones) are extremely obscure, often more
so than the works they are meant to gloss—a poor advertisement for his in-
terpretive methods. More generally, Strauss’s obscurity when put together
with the inherently suspect topic of esotericism has—perhaps inevitably —
made people rather suspicious. Scholars might have been less reluctant to
give a serious hearing to his theory, as radical and unconventional as it is,
if he had given them a clearer idea of exactly where he was going with it.
But as it is, with all this dark emphasis on hidden teachings and noble lies,
people understandably wonder: exactly what are Strauss and his followers
trying to do? Speculation has proliferated, most of it political, some of it
rather extravagant and conspiratorial —what Peter Minowitz ventures to
call Straussophobia.”

With so many and such powerful forces arrayed against it, it is perhaps
no wonder that the understanding of esotericism has been all but expunged
from the Western mind over the last two hundred years. In the remainder of
this chapter, I will attempt to respond to some of these objections. Others
will be better addressed in other chapters where they can be examined side
by side with the very different attitudes that moved earlier thinkers to em-
brace esotericism."”

THE STRAUSS PROBLEM

To begin with the last stated issue, one certainly does not have to be a Straus-
sian, even a fellow traveler, to believe in the reality of esoteric writing—any
more than one needs to be a particular admirer of Columbus to believe in
the existence of America. The arguments and evidence for esotericism stand
(or fall) on their own. Indeed, some of the best recent research on this topic
has been done by non-Straussian scholars.* So, if you don’t like Strauss, well,
just try not to think about him.
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It is definitely possible to solve the Strauss problem in this genial manner.
But it is not altogether optimal. One does not need Strauss to see the reality,
historical pervasiveness, and basic importance of esotericism, but in the end,
one does need him —or so I would argue —if one wants to explore the fullest
philosophical meaning of this phenomenon and especially its relevance for
us today, its crucial significance for the trajectory of modern and postmod-
ern thought. I will examine Strauss’s rather complex views on these issues in
some detail at the end, in the tenth chapter. Naturally, not everyone will find
them persuasive. But, in the time-honored language of dust jacket blurbs, I
believe that they do constitute “essential reading” on this particular subject.

So it is not so easy to sidestep Strauss altogether. But it is my hope that
by the time readers reach that final chapter, having been convinced of the
essential correctness of the once-despised theory of esotericism, they may
incline to view Strauss too with somewhat less suspicion. But to that end,
it would also help to furnish here a preliminary reply —however summary
and unargued —to the main question animating that widespread suspicion:
with his mysterious obsession with secrets and lies, just what was Strauss
really up to?

It is true that Strauss was up to something. He wasn’t just writing books
about things that chanced to interest him. There is a single, unified pur-
pose—a project —that he pursued throughout his career and in all his far-
flung researches, from Plato, Thucydides, and Aristophanes, to Alfarabi,
Maimonides, and Marsilius, to Spinoza, Burke, and Heidegger.

But the beginning of wisdom regarding Strauss is to realize that this
project concerned not politics, as is almost universally assumed, but phi-
losophy. Indeed, his project involved precisely the effort to overturn the per-
vasive modern tendency to subordinate philosophy to politics. It is true that
he was a “political philosopher,” a fact upon which he laid great emphasis.
But he understood this pursuit in the classical way, not as the philosophical
guidance of politics (which is only minimally possible), but as the political
pathway to and defense of philosophy. In other words, the highest subject
of “political philosophy” is not, as we today would assume, the political life.
On the contrary:

The highest subject of political philosophy is the philosophic life: philoso-
phy—not as a teaching or as a body of knowledge, but as a way of life—
offers, as it were, the solution to the problem that keeps political life in

motion.?!
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Political passion is only the necessary first rung in a ladder of dialectical and
pedagogical ascent, the last rung of which is philosophical passion. This view
of ancient political thought derives from Strauss’s esoteric reading of works
like the Republic—a reading akin to the one we saw illustrated in chapter 2. It
will of course be objected that this paradoxically “apolitical” understanding
of classical political philosophy seems implausible and surely runs counter
to the prevailing scholarly view. But our purpose at the moment is to estab-
lish what Strauss thought, not whether it is true or false. Moreover, the very
unconventionality of his view only strengthens my point: the radical subor-
dination of politics to philosophy is one of the most distinctive and defining
themes of Strauss’s thought.

Thus, Strauss’s preoccupation with esotericism in particular has nothing
to do with a political agenda. If you read Persecution and the Art of Writ-
ing from cover to cover, his most thematic discussion of the issue, you will
find that it is not at all about the use of “noble lies” by rulers to control the
people (although that is a genuine phenomenon), but about the use of eso-
teric writing by philosophers to escape control by the rulers. More generally,
in his view, the truest purpose of esotericism, which is found in its highest
form in Plato, is precisely to separate philosophy and politics, theory and
praxis—to insulate each from the other, that being best for both. For most
of the evils of the modern world, in Strauss’s view, ultimately stem from
the improper relation of theory and praxis, specifically from the compulsion
to bring them together, which eventually deforms each, producing ideolo-
gized politics and politicized philosophy. That is why he admiringly wrote
of Plato’s esotericism:

Plato composed his writings in such a way as to prevent for all time their
use as authoritative texts. . . . His teaching can never become the subject of
indoctrination. In the last analysis, his writings cannot be used for any pur-
pose other than for philosophizing. In particular, no social order and no
party which ever existed or which ever will exist can rightfully claim Plato
as its patron.”

Strauss’s writings, too, were for the sake of philosophizing —not any politi-
cal party. Of course, even philosophers have to live in political communities,
and thus, as a citizen, Strauss had serious political concerns and opinions—
primarily conservative—which he expressed sparingly, but forcefully. But
they were not the subject of his guiding intellectual project, not what he



110 Chapter Four

was “up to”—and definitely not the source of his preoccupation with eso-
tericism.

This fact should be obvious from his writings: he wrote about fifteen
books and not a single one of them was about the contemporary political
scene and what should be done. The same is true of his courses at the Uni-
versity of Chicago and elsewhere (which are now being made available on
line).”® If you compare him to some of his well-known contemporaries like
Hannah Arendt or Herbert Marcuse, it is obvious that he was much less po-
litically engaged than they. His project, to say it again, was philosophical —
and directed, in particular, at the reasoned liberation of philosophy from
politics, with all its distorting hopes and illusions.

What, then, more specifically, was his philosophical project? The start-
ing point of Strauss’s path of thought was the observation that in our time
the whole legitimacy of western science, philosophy, and rationalism was
being radically challenged —and at the hands of two opposite but mutually
reinforcing movements: the “postmodern” force of historicism or cultural
relativism and the ancient force of religious orthodoxy, now newly embold-
ened by reason’s self-destruction. This is the great intellectual predicament
of our age, the “crisis of modernity.”

Strauss’s project was simply to defend philosophy or rationalism —albeit,
a minimalist, skeptical, Socratic rationalism—from this twin attack. His
thought falls under the category of “philosophic apologetics™ he was less
concerned to elaborate a philosophical system (still less, a political one)
than to ground the legitimacy of rationalism as such. He saw this as the first
and deepest philosophical issue.

In his view, the rediscovered phenomenon of esotericism constituted the
great key to mounting a new, more successful defense against rationalism’s
two, near-victorious opponents—and that in a variety of different ways. To
give one example —one prepared by the previous chapter — historicism and
esotericism are ultimately rival answers to the same fundamental question:
what is the relation between theory and praxis. The theory of esotericism
(in its classical form) argues for the inherent and inescapable tension be-
tween reason and society. As such, it constitutes a critique of the histori-
cist assumption of their underlying unity, of the inherent subordination of
reason to society and its fundamental commitments. Esotericism thus chal-
lenges historicism at its core.

Strauss is so “obsessed” with esotericism, in sum, because he is engaged in
the philosophical project of defending rationalism, and he believes that his
recovery of this long-forgotten phenomenon has suddenly opened up new
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paths of thought that offer the best hope for overcoming the contemporary
crisis of reason.

Needless to say, after hearing him out at length, some will be sympathetic
to Strauss’s project and others not. Some will reject the whole problematic of
crisis upon which it rests. But, at a minimum, it should be clear —in response
to the various suspicions that surround him—that his great preoccupation
with esotericism was not for the sake of any political scheme.**

And, to end where we began, it should always be firmly kept in mind
that whatever one’s final view of the complex philosophical issues raised by
Strauss, both the historical existence and the scholarly importance of eso-
tericism are facts that stand squarely on their own.

THE SCHOLARLY MISGIVINGS ABOUT ESOTERICISM

Let us turn to the more substantive aspects of our difficulty with esoteri-
cism. There is first of all the vexing question of exactly bow one is to read
a text between the lines. Can this really be done in a responsible manner?
This is a necessary and difficult question. It will be taken up at length in the
ninth chapter, which offers an introductory guide to esoteric reading, where
I hope to show that it can be addressed in a reasonably nonarbitrary way,
especially by continuing our reliance, where possible, upon the explicit tes-
timony of past writers and readers.

Yet even if it is granted, for the moment, that esoteric interpretation can
be conducted in a responsible way, it still remains the case that such inter-
pretations rarely if ever permit of a great degree of certainty. This is surely
true and very unfortunate. But it is not a problem that can be escaped. For
if a book has been written esoterically and if, to avoid uncertainty, we refuse
to read it that way, then we will surely misunderstand it. That is, if you like,
the one certainty here.

Someone might reply, however, that this statement would be more com-
pelling if the converse were also true: if we do read the book esoterically,
then we are guaranteed —or at least likely—to understand it. But this is far
from the case. And if we do a particularly bad job of esoteric reading, we may
well misunderstand the book more grossly than if we had stuck to a strictly
literal reading. For, esoteric interpretation is unusually difficult to do right
and very easy to get wrong —very wrong. By freeing readers from the literal
meaning of the text, it exposes them to various inevitable temptations and
corruptions. It will open the door to Sabine’s “perverse ingenuity.”

To this charge, one can only reply: indeed it will. It must. It already has.
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And if the present work is successful in winning broader recognition for the
necessity of this manner of reading, it will surely contribute to an increase in
the number of bad esoteric interpretations—that being the price to be paid
for a few good ones. It cannot be denied that this is a grave disadvantage.

But to continue in this spirit of realism, it should also be acknowledged
that the strictly literal approach to the reading of texts in the history of phi-
losophy (and literature) has not succeeded in producing much agreement
and certainty either. For some puzzling reason, grave and nagging problems
of interpretation have always continued to exist. And over the last century
in particular, these problems have led to a dizzying proliferation of non-
literal interpretive approaches: Hegelian, Marxist, Freudian, Jungian, struc-
turalist, poststructuralist, feminist, deconstructive, new historicist, and so
forth. And it is fair to say, I believe, that the great majority of these new
approaches are also invitations to uncertainty and to perverse ingenuity.*®

In fact, aren’t they even more so than the theory of esotericism? For if
the latter, like all its rivals, releases the reader from the authority of the lit-
eral text, still, it does so, unlike all its rivals, only in the name of finding
a still more authoritative and intelligent level of the text, and one that is
still attributable to the author in his or her wisdom and artfulness. Thus,
the theory of esotericism is ultimately quite hermeneutically conservative
in that it produces a heightened level of deference toward the text—of cau-
tion, exactness, and mastery of detail. It just sees the text as a multileveled
phenomenon, artfully produced by the author’s multileveled intention. By
contrast, most of the other hermeneutical theories encourage a sense of lib-
eration from the text as a whole, and certainly from its author’s intentions;
and they allow (where they do not positively celebrate) a more freewheeling
sense that the text is ours to make of what we will >

There is also another important way in which, from the standpoint of
these criteria of certainty and scholarly sobriety, the theory of esotericism
is superior to its rivals: it is not simply rooted in theory. It—and it alone —is
susceptible of empirical proof. The claim that many older thinkers wrote
esoterically can be factually demonstrated through reference to the explicit
testimony of those thinkers. And at least some of the techniques for esoteric
reading can be similarly grounded.

Here is a statement by Rousseau, for example, expressly telling us how he
wrote—and thus how we should read —his First Discourse:

It was only gradually and always for few readers that I developed my ideas.

... I have often taken great pains to try to put into a sentence, a line, a word
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tossed off as if by chance the result of a long sequence of reflections. Often,
most of my readers must have found my discourses badly connected and
almost entirely rambling, for lack of perceiving the trunk of which I showed
them only the branches. But that was enough for those who know bow to

understand, and I have never wanted to speak to the others.”

With an explicitness and clarity that could hardly be improved upon, Rous-
seau confirms here the basic points of the theory of esotericism. First, he did
not think of all his readers as alike, but made a fundamental distinction be-
tween the “few readers”—that is, “those who know how to understand”—
and “most of my readers.” Second, in his writing, he was trying to speak to
the former and to exclude the latter, to whom he “never wanted to speak.”
And third, he sought to accomplish this feat of saying different things to dif-
ferent readers within one work by obscuring and merely hinting at his true
ideas in such a way that “most of my readers” would merely see a text full of
problems—“badly connected and almost entirely rambling” —but that the
“few” would succeed in perceiving the “trunk.”

Thus, one can say with virtually complete certainty that at least for the
interpretation of this work of Rousseau’s, the esoteric method is absolutely
proper and necessary. This conclusion is not based on abstract literary
theory; it is Rousseau’s own explicit assertion (although no such certainty
would attach, of course, to the particular result of that interpretive effort).
This kind of confirmatory evidence is possible for the theory of esoteri-
cism—and it alone—because esotericism explains the difficulties in the text
through reference to the author’s conscious intention, which he may choose
to openly reveal, as Rousseau does here. It is in the nature of almost all the
other prevailing hermeneutical theories—which are far more skeptical of
authors and which rely upon unintentional or unconscious forces to explain
the text—that they can never bring forward in their own justification any-
thing like this kind of empirical, testimonial evidence. They are inescapably
theoretical.

One can go still further: the empirical evidence available to support eso-
tericism also tends at the same time to undermine these theoretical argu-
ments for the other nonliteral interpretive methods. When people argue in
justification of these other methods, they must all ultimately begin from the
same crucial beginning point: the failure of the literal interpretation. With-
out that, they have no right to get started. It is the manifest problems in the
surface argument of the text—the contradictions, the missing connections,
the lack of order—that legitimate the quest for other, hidden causes of the
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text, such as the author’s religious upbringing, cultural milieu, political class,
economic position, psychological makeup, sexual orientation, gender iden-
tity, the problems inherent in language and in writing, and so forth. But in
the above passage, the author, Rousseau, demonstrates that these problems
do not in fact derive from unconscious forces—because he himself accu-
rately describes them. And then he explains where they do come from: he
has deliberately created them as part of his effort to communicate esoteri-
cally. In thus explaining away the surface problems of the text, Rousseau is
denying legitimacy to all these other interpretive approaches—at least until
it can be shown that there are still other major problems in the text, which
are not attributable to his esotericism.

In other words, the empirical evidence for esotericism points also to the
following possibility. Perhaps it has been the esotericism of the philoso-
phers—which works precisely by intentionally planting suggestive problems
in the text—that has been primarily responsible all along for the famous
failure of the literal approach to interpretation. And thus, ironically, it is the
practice of esoteric writing that has also given rise to all these other, rival
interpretive theories, which were invented to explain the source of these
textual problems once their true source in esotericism had been forgotten.
There is some evidence for this suggestion in the very curious fact that, al-
though these problem-laden texts have existed for centuries, even millennia,
it is only in the last two centuries or so—only in the period of the forget-
fulness of esotericism —that scholars were suddenly moved by the textual
problems to formulate these new theories of interpretation. There is only
one nonliteral hermeneutical theory that preexists this period —and that
is the theory of esotericism, which is twenty-five hundred years old. With-
out denying, then, that a great and problematic uncertainty attaches to all
nonliteral interpretive approaches, we have strong grounds for suggesting
that the theory of esotericism is at least more firmly grounded than its major
nonliteral rivals.

OF RESISTANCE AND BLINDNESS

Strictly speaking, however, all of the arguments just made are completely
beside the point. For even if they were wrong, even if the disadvantages of
esotericism for scholarship were every bit as grave as is claimed, exactly what
would follow? That thinkers of the past therefore did not write esoterically?

Obviously, the proper response to all of the objections raised above, moral
as well as scholarly, should be this: the question before us is not whether we
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like the practice of esotericism (still less whether we like Leo Strauss or his
students) but simply whether, in fact, it is rea/. And precisely if, for the long
list of reasons recounted above, we have a deeply rooted aversion to the
practice of esotericism, we have a good reason to be suspicious, not of the
historical reality of esotericism, but of ourselves—of the very real danger
that we have, for two hundred years now, been denying the truth about it.

To further this salutary suspicion and self-criticism, it is helpful to think
about exactly how this denial works. If we have objections to esotericism
or find it repugnant, it is easy to see how that would lead us to avoid prac-
ticing it ourselves, but precisely how does it cause us to deny that earlier
thinkers ever practiced it either? We abhor slavery but do not deny that it
ever existed. There would seem to be two different routes to this further
conclusion.

The first is “resistance.” Not wishing philosophy, which we admire, to be
tainted with this practice, which we despise, or, conversely, this practice to
be legitimated by philosophy, we avert our eyes from the facts. From simple
wishful thinking, we seize upon every opportunity to question, discount and
dismiss the evidence. The cure for this resistance is simply to bring our vari-
ous motives and biases to the surface, to fuller awareness—as this chapter
has been trying to do.

The second and more profound form of denial is “blindness.” Here, the
flaw is not wishful but anachronistic thinking. We take our own particular
aversions and ahistorically or ethnocentrically impute them to earlier ages;
then we reason that the great thinkers of the past could hardly have en-
gaged in such obviously repugnant behavior. We wouldn’t do it, therefore
they couldn’t have done it. But in reasoning this way, we underestimate the
historical uniqueness of our world, forget how far we have drifted from the
attitudes and beliefs of past times. Owing to this drift, our own objections
and aversions turn out to be surprisingly untrustworthy guides to past atti-
tudes, especially in the matter of esotericism. Indeed, earlier ages do not
seem to have felt as we do about virtually any of the fervent objections to
esotericism listed above, or so I will argue. The cure, then, to the problem
of blindness and ethnocentrism is again a greater knowledge of ourselves in
our uniqueness, our historical particularity —which then frees us for a more
genuine and accurate understanding of the past, whose distinct attitudes
and actions we are trying to understand.

With all of this in mind, let us consider the three most obvious and potent
of our moral objections to the practice of esotericism: the issues of elitism,
secrecy, and dishonesty.
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THE INEGALITARIANISM OF THE OLD WORLD

The first thing that puts people off from esotericism is its snooty, almost
cartoonish elitism. When it is gravely explained that an esoteric book is
one written to secretly address “the few” or “the wise,” while excluding “the
many” or “the vulgar,” who today can bear such talk? We live in a democratic
age and view the world through an egalitarian lens. In such times, as Tocque-
ville points out, “the general idea of the intellectual superiority that any man
whatsoever can acquire over all the others is not slow to be obscured.”* We
naturally incline to dismiss the whole theory of esotericism as impossibly
arrogant and elitist.

But of course, only a few short centuries ago, all the world was ruled by
monarchs and aristocrats. Most of the philosophers, too, held that the best
form of government was some sort of aristocracy. In these ages, a vast chasm
separated the leisured, educated elite from the toiling and illiterate masses.
A sense of rank and inequality suffused every aspect of life. It is oddly anach-
ronistic to think that this earlier world, exquisitely elitist, would, like us,
have recoiled in egalitarian horror at the idea of esotericism.

If we incline to this mistake, it is because, while it is easy to see that the
past was more inegalitarian than the present, it is very hard to take the full
measure of this fact. For in democracies, as Tocqueville points out, people
tend to stare obsessively at the few inequalities still remaining while ignor-
ing the vast world of inequalities overcome.?” This means that egalitarian
societies incline to misunderstand themselves: they systematically under-
estimate their own egalitarianism. Thus, they underestimate, in particular,
how utterly different all their perceptions and sensibilities have become
from those of earlier, nonegalitarian ages. In other words, we citizens of
the modern West have gradually undergone a great democratization of the
mind of which we are scarcely aware. This hinders us from appreciating how
very different —how shockingly different—attitudes were in earlier, inegali-
tarian times. Consider a few examples.

“In an aristocratic people,” Tocqueville explains, “each caste has its own
opinions, sentiments, rights, mores, and separate existence. . . . They do not
have the same manner of thinking or of feeling, and they scarcely believe
themselves to be a part of the same humanity.”*® Thus, Pierre Charron does
not hesitate to assert that a wise man “is as far above the common sort of men

as a common man is above the beasts.”3! “

To speak of the people,” remarks
Guicciardini, “is really to speak of a mad animal, gorged with a thousand and

one errors and confusions, devoid of taste, of pleasure, of stability.”** Livy af-
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firms that “nothing is so valueless as the minds of the multitude.”** Spinoza
speaks of “the masses whose intellect is not capable of perceiving things
clearly and distinctly.”** And Cicero goes so far as to claim that the very fac-
ulty of reason is “disastrous to the many and wholesome to but few.”**

Naturally, these great inequalities were seen as having crucial conse-
quences for the issue of communication. According to Montaigne, “Aristo
of Chios had reason to say long ago that philosophers harmed their lis-
teners, inasmuch as most souls are not fit to profit by such instruction.”*
Galen, the Greek physician and philosopher, wrote: “My discourse in this
book is not for all people; my discourse is for a man among them who is
equal to thousands of men, or rather tens of thousands.”*” Similarly, Mai-
monides declares in the introduction to the Guide of the Perplexed that he
“could find no other device by which to teach a demonstrated truth other
than by giving satisfaction to a single virtuous man while displeasing ten
thousand ignoramuses—I am he who prefers to address that single man by
himself, and I do not heed the blame of those many creatures.”*® In a simi-
lar spirit is the famous verse of Horace: “I loathe the mob impure and forbid
it place. Let tongues be silent!”* Again, Synesius of Cyrene asks: “For what
do the many and philosophy have to do with one another? The truth must
be left secret and unspoken, for the multitude are in need of another state
of mind.”*® Similarly, Seneca quotes Epicurus as having said: “I have never
wished to cater to the people; for what I know they do not approve, and
what they approve I do not know.” But Seneca then goes on to remark: “this
same watchword rings in your ears from every sect—Peripatetic, Academic,
Stoic, Cynic.”* La Mettrie expresses a similar attitude:

Whatever may be my speculation in the quiet of my study, my practice in
society is quite different. . . . In the one place, as a philosopher, I prefer the
truth, while in the other, as a citizen, I prefer error. Error is more within
everyone’s grasp; it is the general food of minds of all ages and in all places.
What indeed is more worthy of enlightening and leading the vile herd of
mindless mortals? In society I never talk about all those lofty philosophical
truths which were not made for the masses.**

Nietzsche translates these observations into a crucial —but counterintui-
tive —generalization about writing:

On the question of being understandable— One does not only wish to be under-

stood when one writes; one wishes just as surely 7ot to be understood. It
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is not by any means necessarily an objection to a book when anyone finds
it impossible to understand: perhaps that was part of the author’s inten-
tion—he did not want to be understood by just “anybody.” All the nobler
spirits and tastes select their audiences when they wish to communicate;
and choosing that, one at the same time erects barriers against “the others.”
All the more subtle laws of any style have their origin at this point: they at
the same time keep away, create a distance, forbid “entrance,” understand-
ing, as said above —while they open the ears of those whose ears are related

to ours.*?
Finally, bringing this all back to the issue of equality, Nietzsche speaks of

[t]he difference between the exoteric and the esoteric, formerly known to
philosophers—among the Indians as among the Greeks, Persians, and Mus-
lims, in short, wherever one believed in az order of rank and not in equality
and equal rights.**

One might object, of course, that, this list of quotations notwithstand-
ing, there were also exceptions to this inegalitarian bent in Western philoso-
phy. Indeed, there were. But in the period prior to 1800, which is at issue
here, egalitarian voices were relatively few, and, more to the point, even they
do not seem to have opposed esotericism on egalitarian grounds. In this
period, the most open, heartfelt, and determined egalitarian was doubtless
Rousseau. Therefore, he makes a good test case in the effort to determine
whether in fact any earlier thinkers can be found who, like us, reject eso-
tericism as too elitist. But of course the results are already in. Rousseau has
stated as plainly and unabashedly as one could want that he is a proudly eso-

”

teric writer who seeks to address the “few,” “those who know how to under-
stand,” while excluding all the others.

Clearly it is an anachronistic fallacy, then, to project our own egalitarian
objections to esotericism back on earlier ages. Truth to tell, earlier ages seem
for the most part to have regarded the elitist character of this practice as a
point in its favor.

That said, it should also be pointed out that three of the four motives
for esotericism —the desire to escape persecution, promote political change,
and teach in a Socratic way—can all be defended in essentially egalitarian
terms. It is only protective esotericism — the hiding of dangerous truths from
those not ready for them —that is inherently elitist.
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THE NORMALITY AND UBIQUITY OF SECRECY

The theory of esotericism also strikes us as manifestly improbable because
it involves attributing to the great philosophers of the past behavior that is
secretive and mysterious. Such behavior strikes the contemporary mind as
both immoral and childish. When we picture in our minds men of the stamp
of Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, or Descartes, gravely bent over their writing
desks, we simply cannot imagine that they were hard at work playing hide
and seek with their most treasured insights. The whole suggestion is bizarre
and demeaning,

But once again, this objection presupposes that earlier ages viewed the
phenomena of hiddenness, secrecy, and reserve in essentially the same way
we do—and, once again, this is a very unhistorical assumption. As soon as
one looks beyond the narrow borders of our liberal-democratic universe
to what may loosely be called “traditional society,” one finds a world that
is steeped in secrecy and that bonors reserve and indirection (as one can
already see in many of the above quotations).

We live in and cherish the “open society,” where secrecy and reserve
are fundamentally suspect phenomena. We practice a morality, an episte-
mology, even a metaphysics of liberal democratic openness, attributing the
highest value, the truest knowledge, and the greatest reality to that which
is public, disclosed, and available to all. In politics we seek “transparency,”
in business “publicity,” in academics “publication.” And as to our personal
lives, we live in an increasingly expressive society —a sincerity culture, also a
therapeutic culture —where people bare their hearts to strangers on a plane
or on live television or on the internet. We enthusiastically celebrate open-
ness—partly as confession, partly as exhibitionism—full of strange hopes
that it will grant us healing and connection. And we have gotten so used to
all of this that we can imagine no legitimate alternative. It’s the most natu-
ral thing in the world.

We are thus profoundly estranged from the traditional inclination for re-
serve and concealment. This inclination strikes us as something requiring
treatment. It is almost beyond our capacity to comprehend that in many
earlier societies, indeed in much of contemporary India and Japan, hus-
bands and wives, parents and children can pass their whole lives without
ever once openly saying: I love you.

Conversely, most traditional cultures would find it difficult to compre-
hend the modern idea that if one has come into the possession of some pro-
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found knowledge, one should lay it open for the perusal of every passing eye.
That would seem both foolish and unseemly. Indeed, during most of his-
tory, what would have raised skeptical glances—what would have required
lengthy tomes of apology, explanation, and proof like this one—is not the
practice of esotericism, but our modern, Western concepts of openness and
publication.

In a traditional society, after all, the highest knowledge both concerns
and derives from the divine, and such sacred knowledge is not to be pro-
faned by being disclosed to the unworthy. According to an account of the
Pueblo Indians, “one reason often adduced for secrecy by Pueblo leaders is
that religious ceremonies lose their power if they are known by the wrong
people. This is certainly an attitude commonly encountered in many parts
of the world.”** And as we have just seen, this instinct for reserve is not only
to be found among pagans and polytheists: “Give not that which is holy to
dogs; neither cast ye your pearls before swine.”

Strabo, the Greek geographer and historian, explains this widespread in-
clination to religious secrecy as follows: “it is in accordance with the dic-
tates of nature that this should be so.” For secrecy “induces reverence for
the divine, since it imitates the nature of the divine, which is to avoid being
perceived by our human senses.”*® Does it not, in short, make a kind of per-
fect sense that the proper condition of the highest knowledge, like that of
the highest Being, is to be hidden?*’

At the same time, on a more secular and utilitarian level, if knowledge
is power, then secrecy is the husbanding and maintenance of power. The
rulers, the priests, the warriors, the craftsmen and fine artists, the healers
and medicine men, the merchants, the medieval guilds—all had and needed
their trade secrets. Rare indeed is the man who finds his interest in freely
telling everything he knows.*®

In premodern society, in a direct reversal of our instincts, when some-
thing is “published” or openly disclosed, it becomes in important respects
diminished in power and worth. Thus, traditional life was suffused with re-
serve, exclusion, and concealment. Not openness, but secrecy —the com-
partmentalization of knowledge—was the normal state of things, the de-
fault position. Here, one needed a special reason to b