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The Problem of
Theoretical Self-Reflexivity
in Peirce and Santayana
PEIRCE'S THREE CATEGORIES
Here is one more paper on Santayana. If my readers should smile, I smile
along with them. And I have thrown Peirce in for good measure. The pleasure
is doubled, and so is the work of interpretation. Santayana's philosophy,
inimitably crafted, shines forth in many connected volumes. By contrast,
Peirce's career-text incorporates a great diversity of scholarly interests but
apparently lacks a major, unifying work.
The latter difficulty, I think, we can take in stride. Despite the manifaceted
nature of his writings, Peirce may have been the most original theorist in the
annals of classical American philosophy. A solid student of Kant, Peirce knew
that philosophers exercise a legislative right, based on the human mind's own
constructive power of thought. He was self-conscious of his own speculative
achievement. "But I seem to myself," he wrote William James in 1902, "to be
the sole depositary of the completely developed system, which all hangs
together and cannot receive any proper presentation in fragments" (8.255),'
Elsewhere he inveighed against certain "one-idea'd philosophies," and drew
upon Kant to support his own construction of an architectonic classification of
the sciences (6.7-25).
In the final analysis, Peirce constituted a foundational theory, one of the
most original as well as systematic in the history of philosophy. "Chance is
First," he wrote, "Matter is Second, Evolution is Third" (6.32). Looking at life
phaneroscopically, he everywhere articulated a trinity of monadic, dyadic, and
triadic experiences (1.351; 7.528); of feelings (qualisigns), molitions, and
habits (8.303); of possibilities, events, and thoughts (1.431, 537); of the
immediate present, actual past, and generality of the future (1.343); of
originality, obsistence, and transuasion (2.89); of presentness, struggle, and law
(5.41, 45, 59); of variety, uniformity, and passage from the first to the second
(6.97); of tychasm, anancasm, and agapasm (6.302); of chance, logic, and love
(L409). These "Kainopythagorean categories," as he called them (7.528), form
the inner latticing of Peirce's thought, subtending its various special
articulations.

A version of this paper was presented at the International Sesquicentennial Charles S. Peirce
conference at Harvard University in September of 1989,
1
All Peirce references are to Collected Papers of Charlm Sanders Peirce, vols, 1-6, ed. by Charles
Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, and vols, 7-8, ed. by Arthur W. Burks (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 1931-58).
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Implicit in Peirce's manifold formulations of the growth of mind is the
suggestion that it is the world's enduring transmissions of thought that provide
the resources of our present civilization. Authentic intellectual activity does not
break with the achievements of the past. Rather, we repossess the qualitative
generalities of the natural orders and the human traditions in our active
intellection of the possibilities of contemporary life.
Here I would underscore the point - perhaps more explicitly than Peirce
himself does - that we repossess the qualitative perceptions of the traditions
through the self-developing forms of our sciences and arts. We also do so by
reenacting the major philosophical and religious theories in modern forms.
Most of the contemporary styles, including those with a rap about process and
novelty, are nothing new; and they still presuppose the substantive history of
philosophy.
The last cluster of ideas appears to have been always near but never quite
on the tip of Peirce's pen. For in their pedagogical practices the classical
American Pragmatists, Peirce included, tended to promote the new and
disparage the old. To some extent, they extrapolated their melioristic - or in
Peirce\s word, mellonistic - doctrines from the experimental methods and
methodologies of the special sciences. Santayana, to the contrary, was always
"in Boston but not of it"; almost like Confucius, he sought to reanimate the old
in order to know the new. And he functioned as a trenchant critic both of the
assumptions of the "modern" special sciences and of what he called the
"youthful," protestant enthusiasms of his American philosophical colleagues.
Indeed, among professional philosophers, Santayana may go down as having
been the outstanding critic of "modernity" in the twentieth-century. 2
To be sure, in formulating his Pragmaticism Peirce distanced himself from
the existential and voluntaristic tendencies of James' Pragmatism - and finally
diverged from those of Dewey and Mead as well. But, in the main, Peirce
conspicuously took his epistemic point of departure from the objective and
open-ended orientations and methods of the logical, mathematical, and
physical sciences. This is what his essays on how to make our ideas clear, on the
scientific attitude and fallibilism, on some consequences of four incapacities,
and on abduction and induction, are about.
Peirce's theory of signs, which undergirds his various classifications of the
sciences, can also be cited in this regard. It too was the product of Peirce's
laboratory-minded observations and synoptic analyses of the perspectives and
methods of the special sciences. His broader "cosmogonic philosophy" rings
further generalizations on this orientation. Thus by privileging an open-ended,
experimental perspective Peirce developed what he called "a social theory of
reality" which, by transcending every man's private idiosyncracy, is destined to

'- .See George Santayana, Character and •Opinion hi the United Slates (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1921); and The Genteel Tradition at Bay, "Analysis of Modernity,'" (London: Adclphi, 1932;
reprinted by Haskell House Publishers, Ltd., Brooklyn, N.Y., 1977, 5-17): "For my part, though a lover
of antiquity,"! should certainly congratulate myself on living among the moderns, if the moderns were
onh modern enough, and dared to face nature with an unprejudiced mind and a clear purpose" (p.
lit)'.
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appear "in the long run."
But the question one can raise here is whether Peirce fully accounted for
his own philosophically legislative text in that idiom. Can we understand
Peirce's radical architectonic of the three categories by any sociology of
knowledge? Is it to be tested - confirmed or refuted - by some special scientific
community employing fallibilistic hypotheses? Rather, Peirce's fundamental
ideas now loom large as enduring resources for scholarship and philosophical
speculation. It has, and I think, will withstand the test of time as precisely the
semanticaily complete, nomothetic system of thinking that it is.
Peirce's relation to Hegel can be clarified in this context. Hegel's
contribution, Peirce asserted, consists in his concept of generality or continuity,
"the very idea the mathematicians and physicists have been chiefly engaged in
following out for three centuries" (1.41-42). While rejecting Hegel's dialectical
method, Peirce even opined that the one intelligible theory of the universe is
that of objective idealism, which envisions a progressively mental creation
(6.25; 1.362, 615). In this kind of theoretical assertion Peirce placed his own
text well beyond the fallibilistic criterion he laid upon the special sciences.
When Peirce came to name his own philosophy, he said that Tychism, or
Firstness, is subsidiary to continuity, or Thirdness, and thus he called it
Synechism. The governing assumption of this doctrine is what he called "the
principle of Habit," or "the self-development of Reason," or again, "thought as
an active force in the world" (1.337, 340, 348). The principle of habit as the
universe's own generalizing tendency, undergirds his various formulations of
the spread, plasticity, and insistency of ideas, which are manifestations of
evolution in the widest sense (1.350, 409, 621, 140; 6.204, 289). Synechistic
evolution accounts for the very possibility of abduction, hypothesis-making, or
retroductive reasoning rooted in the connaturality of mind and universe (1.80;
6.10; 1.81; 5.172; 7.46).
Now, although to my knowledge Santayana did not explicitly take up
Peirce's theory, my sense is that he would have subjected it to the same kinds of
trenchant critiques of empiricistic and idealistic theories he laid upon the
German philosophers, and in other respects upon such contemporaries as
James, Royce, Dewey, Russell, and Whitehead, among others. What I do know
on this subject occurs in a letter Santayana penned from Rome, on December
23,1926.
I saw Peirce only once, at a lecture after a dinner at Wm, James's. He had a red
nose, a straggled grey beard, and an evening coat that seemed lopsided and thirty
years old. As to his life, save that it was retired and, they say, bibulous, I know
nothing; but if you can enlighten me, I shall not be incurious. As a philosopher
Peirce has come late to be recognized, but his quality is unmistakably good, far
better logically than Wm. James's, and anything speculative from his pen would be
welcomed, I think, by the learned public.3

3
The Letters of George Santayana, ed. with introduction and commentary by Daniel Cory (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955), p. 224.
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Contemporary scholars will not be incurious to learn more about the mutual
perceptions of Peirce and Santayana.4 Very germane to such an understanding
would be these two philosophers* lack of awareness of each other's potential
stature. Neither philosopher, however, staked the legislative claim of his text in
the flux of existential impressions.
For our purposes here, however, I suggest that the laboratory-minded,
phaneroscopicai Peirce may have limited his own speculative enterprise. His
Pragmaticism is set within a foundational theory, framed in the complex
latticings of the three categories. But it is not optimally self-reflective in the
sense that it fails explicitly to define its own act and its degree of philosophical
generality. Peirce's concept of generality or continuity itself remains vaguely
open-ended, when the sense-constituting parameters of his own theory are not.
Any philosophy self-referentially institutes a foundational discourse on
natural and human kinds of being, or knowing, and on acting in the world.
Peirce, as every authentic philosopher, constitutes a final framework - a
worldframe - in which all the actual and potential problems of philosophy and
the special sciences and arts are at least implicitly addressed. In that sense his
theory represents some degree of philosophical mind at some"definitive degree
of generality. But at the same time, it takes its place in the wider, more
substantive history of philosophy.
Peirce's theory of the three categories provides a powerful model for such
an exercise in philosophical self-reflexivity and comparativity arising out of the
history of philosophy. He even explicitly endorsed the nomothetic and
architectonic characters of philosophy defined by Kant. However, in training
and practice his attention was drawn to the history and procedures of the
special sciences; and he generalized the pragmaticist perspective of his text
from that narrower vantage point. Pragmatists of various stripes have followed
Peirce's lead, wavering between the two poles.

SANTAYANA'S THEOREHCAL ACT
Now Santayana, we observed, produced another world-class philosophy.
His career-text may rank with the most completely developed systems in the
annals of thought. I refer to the quantity and quality of his corpus of writings.
I refer especially to his systematic articulation of basic categories in the four
volumes of his Realms of Being, with their introductory exposition in Scepticism
ami A riimal Faith.
Santayana, we already noted, was not a Pragmatist. Philosophers, he insists,
begin in medias res. The fragile life of the philosophical spirit, together with all
the other aspirations of scientific and literary psychology, perpetually perishes
in the same mulatto rerum.
Thus Santayana muses that if ever a philosopher dreams he has fathomed
this thing before him called the world - still less that he can change it - it is just

1

See Nathan I louser's excerpted paper. "Santayana's Peirce," which follows immediately below.
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that the wand of his intuition is tickling his nose. Intuition cheats him even
while enriching him. Mother Nature, who whispers all these tales in his ear, "is
laughing at him and fondling him at the same time." Philosophy at its best is a
kind of kindly fiction. The dreams Mother Nature inspires may be very much
to the philosopher's mind, but still, in the final analysis, "the lies she invents for
his benefit are her poetic masterpiece* and not his. 5
In many other places Santayana analogises the life of the mind to an
evening at the theatre. He writes, for example:
I like the theatre, not because I cannot perceive that the play is a fiction, but
because I do perceive it; if I thought the thing a fact, I should detest it; anxiety
would rob me of all my imaginative pleasure. Even as it is, I often wish the spectacle
were less barbarous; but I am not angry because each scene does not last for ever,
and is likely to be followed by a thousand others which I shall not witness. Such is
the nature of endless comedy, and of experience. (SAF 53)
While for Santayana this is true of experience in general, it has a special
application in understanding the status of philosophical experience. The
playful and godlike minds of philosophers, he says, only "make a play-world for
themselves which is glorious to dominate, much as other men of genius,
prolonging the masterfulness of childhood, continue to play at this or at that in
their politics and religion" (SAF 103).
In Santayana's own well-wrought scenario, the flights of philosophical
speculation only reach a fantastic palace of Sleepy Beauty, or some other
Limbo of shady characters. This is because the roots of spirit are in matter.
However, there are no reasons for matter in matter itself. A philosophic faith,
like all other forms of animal faith, is not founded on reason but precipitated
in physical action. Essences themselves, the infinite set of them, are dreamlights kindled by fancy (SAF 86). Like all the other terms in our literary
psychologies, they do not need to be previously resident either in the objects of
animal action or in the organs of sense.
To Santayana, therefore, both in the material rmiario rerum and in the light
of eternity all the past, present, and future systems of thought are equally airy
and eerie - mere winds of doctrine. That is why he begins Scepticism and Animal
Faith with the Santayanic verse: "Here is one more system of philosophy" (SAF
v). He is remaining true to the sense-constituting functions of his own theory
of the world.
From Three Philosophical Poets (1910) to The Realm of Matter (1930) and other
later works Santayana's writings constitute a series of holograms. 6 A close
reading of these works will reveal the consistency with which he frames
kaleidoscopic variations on the former work's symbolic representations of the

5
See page 96 of George Santayana, Scepticism and Animal Faith (New York; Dover Publication,
1955): abbreviated here as SAF.
6

George Santayana, Three Philosophical Poets (Garden City: Doubleday and Co., 1953: abbreviated
as TPP; The Realm of Matter (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1930): abbreviated as RM.
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philosophical poets, Lucretius, Dante, and Goethe's Faust. Goethe's Faust
focuses Santayana's recurrent theme of the romantic idealist, and the
protestant spirit, and again the "modernw empiricisms and pragmatisms (see
TPP 199). Dante, the Catholic, signifies the spirit's flight into pure logos,
Apollo sublimated beyond narcissus into essence and truth (TPP 209-10; RM
30). Lucretius poeticizes the pagan principle, that is, symbolizes nature, the
generative father, in the realm of material existence itself (TPP, 212-15; RM
204-06).
Santayana rings many changes on this trinity of themes in the systematic
framework of his major writings. In such articulations Santayana always insists
that the appearances of essences are as epiphenomenal as they are natural for
the human, philosophising spirit.7 When all life is a dream, an illusion, a magic
show, it is an exercise in hyperbole to invest the supervenient dreams of
philosophical consciousness with existential or pragmatistic reference, or
indeed to institute any form of ideological ontology.8
Here, on his own fundamental assumptions, Santayana explicitly undercuts
the possibility of Peirce's phenomenology of the three categories, which
defines degrees of reality in the terms of progressive continuities of mental
awareness. In Dominations and Powers Santayana even organizes the materials of
his text into three orders: the generative, militant, and rational orders. While
these roughly correspond to Peirce's three categories, Santayana reverses the
priority Peirce assigned to them. He asserted that the naturally generative and
militant orders underlie any spiritual life. In similar fashion, Santayana is
prepared to reduce any metaphysics of mind to his own metaphysics of physics,
so to speak.
In an archie analysis of his text, we see that he was a pure materialist, in the
tradition of Anaximenes and Democritus, He shared with those ancient physis
philosophers, as with Epicurus, Lucretius, Spinoza, and also Peirce (as over
against James, for example), an orientation to the objective factual existence of
the world in contrast to which the "each form" of existential subjectivity is not
epistemically constitutive or authoritative.
However, by adhering to the form of Anaximenes's and Democritus's
thought, Santayana diverged from Peirce's text in all other sense-constituting
respects. To Santayana, the deep-structures of material existence are unknown,
and unknowable. The motive force of life is resident in the always antecedent
momentum of material existence, on which the currents of animal instinct
carry human intuitions forward as so many waves crashing on the beach.
Santayana invests a special, symbolic, meaning in the words of Shakespeare: Tn

7

See John Lachs, George Santayana (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1988), pp. 65 ff.

H
The recurrent image of life as a dream is a function of Santayana's substrative ontology. He
combines this with a strong objectivism, as exemplified in the typical passage: '"All is a tale told, if not
by an idiot, at least by a dreamer; but it is far from signifying nothing. Sensations are rapid dreams:
perceptions are dreams sustained and developed at will; sciences are dreams abstracted, controlled,
measured., and rendered scrupulously proportional to their occasions" (InterprelMiom of Poetry and
Religion (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, Triton Edition, vol. 2, 19S6), p. xxv.
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sequent toil, all forwards do contend."
The sense-constituting assumptions of Santayana's text are its objectivity in
perspective, its substrative or materialist sense of reality, its logistic doctrine and
method of essence intuition, and its elemental principle. This latter principle
of Santayana's text is finally a postulate as to the contingency of the material
flux itself combined with an ontological parity of the appearances of essences.
It functions for him as a principle of "animal faith,* as well as of destiny, fate,
necessity, or more generally as the absurd yet wonderful power and force, of
the world.
The basic doctrine here is that the matter of the world precedes and again
outlasts all the gamuts of its manifestations. Santayana, we can say, has a
powerful conception of the weakness of spirit. Spirit pays the price of
perishability for its gifts of limitless imagination in scientific and literary
psychology.

FURTHER COMPARISONS
But let us now bring Peirce back into the picture. Like Peirce's, Santayana's
thought itself enters into the substantive history of philosophical thinking,
which has the kind of enduring and synechistic qualities Peirce has
emphasized. Their theories now coexist in a wider field of nomothetic
utterances. Among other things, therefore, it would be futile to compare their
respective doctrines piecemeal, when they diverge so radically in basic
assumptions. Again, it would be a foolish heat in a partriot to refute one with
the other, when each of their self-referential systems control all of the relevant
items of discourse.
Outside of either framework, however, one difficulty with Santayana's
doctrine may be suggested here. It is that Santayana's text purports to have an
eternal point of view. He is the perfectly detached theorist. "Seen under the
form of eternity," he writes in Dominations and Powers, "all ages are equally past
and equally future; and it is impossible to take quite seriously the tastes and
ambitions of our contemporaries."9 This is nice work if you can get it.
In the meantime, I venture to reply, we must take critical cognizance of the
tastes and ambitions, if not of all men, at least of the preeminent exemplars of
higher civilization, whether they are contemporary or not. We must take the
legacy of all the philosophers seriously, and again the legacies of our artistic,
literary, musical, and scientific traditions. In fact, we already do so as we honor
the virtuoso performers of our fine arts and crafts, and again the works of our
preeminent scholars, critics, and thinkers.
With or without Santayana's eternal point of view, I am maintaining here,
we still have to live by the standards of thought, action, and appreciation that
are institutionalized in the best of our sciences, arts, and crafts. Unless we do

9
George Santayana, Dominations and Powers: Reflections on Liberty, Society, and Governtneni (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951). See page viiL
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so we cannot ever fully appreciate or emulate Santayana's own career.
To return then to Santayana's metaphor about his sorry self sitting there in
the dark, just one in a theatre's serried pack of open-mouthed fools, hungry for
illusion, looking across the floodlights at the actors or the prima donnas on the
stage (SAF 52) - are we just passive on those occasions? Don't we, rather, in
various degrees, active-mindedly participate in the genius of Shakespeare,
Mozart, or Verdi, as well as in the virtuoso performances of Sir Lawrence Olivier,
Arturo Toscanini, or Maria Callas? Can we not engage the scores and librettos
of the philosophers, Santayana's included, in a similarly energetic fashion? To
be true to our humanity, do we have any other choice?
But my larger point here is that Peirce and Santayana, formidable
philosophers that they are, each falls a little short of explaining the
consummatory quality of his own philosophical text. Peirce, in my judgment,
has the better principle - namely, the principle of habit, the self-development
of reason, the efficacy of good ideas, or thought as an active force, in the world.
But Peirce's Pragmaticism, as every other kind of Pragmatism, harbors the
danger of selling out the legislative right of philosophising to the
methodologies of the special sciences. For his part, Santayana produces a
doctrine of weak philosophical spirit which nevertheless has an eternal point of
view. While remaining true to its own form of materialistic discourse, it does
not do full justice to the strength of his own nomothetic act and its articulate
theoretical product.
As a nomothetic materialist, Santayana partially clarifies the essential
continuity of his own text with those of Anaximenes and Democritus. 10 Indeed,
he was the one good classicist among all the classical American philosophers.
However, it may be a point worth discussing that even Santayana was not fully
self-conscious that he inhabitated the same essential paradigm of pure
materialism as those ancient physis philosophers. He was programmatically less
concerned than Peirce with signifying the essential continuity of ideas which
his own amplification of that materialistic paradigm entails.
The net result of this series of considerations, I submit, is that the
philosophies of Peirce and Santayana give evidence of falling short of selfconscious realization of the optimal potentialities of their own theoretical
formulations. Both have produced "completely developed systems," in Peirce's
phrase. They have realized eternal essences of thought, if you will, but these
are essences that endure in the annals of thought as renewable and extendible
resources of mind or spirit.
The career-texts of Peirce and Santayana are exemplary philosophical
theories. They may still belong, however, to a synechistic field of philosophical
mind, not fully articulated by either Peirce or Santayana, in reference to which
we can strive to see their essential interface with one another as well as to
compare them with the wider variety of historically realized philosophical

10
For further discussion of this point, see David A. Dilworth, "Santayana and Democritus; Two
Mutually Interpreting Philosophical Poets." (hierheard in Seville: Bulletin of tfie Santayana Society, 7 (Fall
1989), 9-19.
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theories.
Peirce's Synechism can be appreciated as a version of an Aristotelian
naturalism - contracted, however, by a perspective of scientific fallibilism;
Santayana endorses such a perspective in his own text, but recasts it in the
framework of a Democritean naturalism, or materialism.11
For this reason Santayana produces a logistic but epiphenomenal doctrine
of essences, while Peirce is committed to real thirds, and an ontology of the
growth of mind. Santayana can be judged to have the more general theory.
Peirce's, however, is more servicable as suggesting an architecture of theories
that reflexively accounts for the possibility of these theories.
DAVID A. DILWORTH
State University of New York at Stony Brook

11
For Santayana's explicit materialism, see The Realm of Matter, pp. v-xiv, and his "Apologia Pro
Mente Sua," The Philosophy of George Santayana, The Library of Living Philosophers, II, ed. by Paul
Arthur Schilpp (Evanston and Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1940, 495-606), p. 504 ff.

Santayana's Peirce
Claims and speculations about the influence of Charles Peirce on the thought
and writings of George Santayana have been made frequently, though usually
more as guesses than as conclusions. That can also be said about what I have to
say here. The consensus is probably that Santayana was influenced by Peirce
but that the extent of Peirce's influence is yet to be determined. Peirce's direct
influence was probably very slight and his indirect influence, primarily through
James and Royce, though probably greater, is impossible to determine. This is
nearly the conclusion I shall draw a bit further on, but that is not quite the
whole of it. Something more can be said.
Students of American thought have good reason to wonder about the
influence of Peirce on Santayana. Thirty-five years ago Justus Buchler
published part of a letter in which Santayana wrote about Peirce and then
made the following intriguing remark: "One could never tell whether
Santayana's innocent factual lapses contained seeds of irony. His sharp
observations, on Peirce for example, reveal how much went on in his reflection
that failed to appear either in his theoretical work or his autobiography." 1
Buchler seems to be inviting his readers to suppose that Santayana reflected
considerably on Peirce.

On 15 October 1937 Santayana wrote to Buchler that he had heard one of
Peirce's Harvard lectures, identified by Max Fisch as Peirce's third 1903 lecture.
The relevant passage from Santayana's letter to Buchler is often quoted, but as
it is one of the most revealing direct statements about Peirce's influence I shall
repeat it:
I heard one of [Peirce's] Harvard lectures. He had been dining at the James's and
his evening shirt kept coming out of his evening waistcoat. He looked rednosed
and dishevelled, and a part of his lecture seemed to be ex-tempore and whimsical
But 1 remember and have often used in my own thought, if not in actual writing, a
classification he made that evening of signs into indexes and symbols and images
[icons]: possibly there was still another distinct category which I don't remember.
(AFSL68)
Eleven years earlier, in a letter to Maurice Firuski (23 Dec. 1926) Santayana had
made a more oblique reference to the same lecture. Santayana had been

This is an excerpted version of a paper presented to the Charles Sanders Peirce Sesquicentennial
International Congress held at Harvard University in September of 1989. The full paper is expected to
appear in congress publications
1
See "One Santayana or Two" by Justus Buchler, page 68 of Animal Faith and Spiritual Life, (New
York: Appleton-Ccntury-Crofts, 1967) edited by John Lachs. Hereafter referred to as AFSL.
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approached about editing some of the papers of Peirce that Harvard had
obtained after Peirce's death in 1914. He wrote to Firuski:
I am glad to hear that Charles Peirce left copious materials yet unpublished, but I
am not at all the person to undertake editing any portion of them. Find some
young philosopher or mathematician, in whose career such deserving work might
be of use and profit. I saw Peirce only once, at a lecture after a dinner at Wm.
James's. He had a red nose, a straggling grey beard, and an evening coat that
seemed lopsided and thirty years old. As to his life, save that it was retired and, they
say, bibulous, I know nothing: but if you can enlighten me, I shall not be incurious.
As a philosopher Peirce has come late to be recognized, but his quality is
unmistakably good, far better logically than Wm. James's, and anything speculative
from his pen would be welcomed, I think, by the learned public.2
I would like to call attention to two things in particular about Santayana's letter
to Firuski, in addition to its reference to Peirce's Harvard lecture. First,
Santayana knew enough about Peirce's work to realize that a mathematician
might be as appropriate as a philosopher for editing his papers, and second, he
felt able to judge that Peirce's quality was "unmistakably good." Perhaps his
judgment was based merely on the opinions of James and Royce, but it seems
doubtful that he would have spoken so unequivocally without direct
acquaintance with Peirce's work.
Santayana referred to Peirce's lecture again in 1950 in his interviews with
Bruno Lind. In Lind's well-known account of his conversations with Santayana
we find the following report:
"When I was young I was influenced by Percy." "Percy?" I asked blankly. "Don't you
know him, the pragmatist? Well, nobody could hire him. He was a drunkard. But
when he was sober! I heard some of his lectures. I remember particularly an
illustration he used - a thermometer. It's a dynamic symbol - anything telling you
quantity. That, of course, fits in with my system. I distinguish between the dynamic
side of nature and all the imaginative or symbolic side, which is just ideas."3
According to Lind, Santayana began his reminiscence by remarking: "I
suppose one is influenced without knowing it." John McCormick recommends
that Lind's report be read sceptically, partly because he doubts that Santayana
would have mispronounced Peirce's name - and Lind, of course, would be glad
for any information that would explain why Santayana might have knowingly
pronounced the name as he reported.
It remains unclear how many times Santayana saw Peirce. Lind reports that
Santayana said he had heard some of Peirce's lectures but, earlier, Santayana
had written to Firuski that he had seen Peirce only once "at a lecture after
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dinner at Wm. James." McGormick4 writes that according to Dickinson S.
Miller, Santayana and Peirce, together, followed seminars of James on the
"Psychology of Pleasure and Pain" and on "Mental Pathology" but that is almost
certainly incorrect. It seems that McGormick has mistaken George Pierce of
Smith College for Charles Peirce. So it remains unclear whether Santayana saw
Peirce more than once, or attended more than one of his lectures. It is
possible, of course, that Santayana attended more than one of Peirce's lectures
but that only one remained vivid for him. This is consistent with yet another
account from a letter sent to Max H. Fisch in 1951 in response to Fisch's
inquiry whether it was true that Santayana had taken no notice of Peirce in his
writings. Santayana replied that it was doubtless true but that he remembered
one of Peirce's Harvard lectures (notice that here one might as reasonably
infer that one of Peirce's lectures stood out in Santayana's memory as that he
had only attended one lecture). Santayana described the lecture for Fisch: "It
was about signs, and made a lasting impression upon me; that all ideas, in so far
as they convey knowledge, are signs has become a favourite doctrine of mine.
But I have never studied his published works, and it is from your book that I
have first gained a general view of his achievement. If he had built his
philosophy on signs I might have been his disciple."
Surely Santayana can be taken at his word that Peirce's lecture made a
lasting impression on him. This is obvious by how often and consistently he
remarked on the lecture when Peirce was brought up in discussion. Any
lecture so well remembered after nearly half a century must have had an
impact. But how, exactly, was Santayana influenced by Peirce's lecture?
Santayana's memory of the lecture clearly centers on Peirce's discussion of
signs and their classification into icons, indexes, and symbols. He seemed
especially partial to Peirce's indexes which were most appropriate for
representing the dynamic side of nature.

The example Peirce gives of an index, as recorded in the version of his
lecture which was published in the Collected Papers, is that of an hygrometer,
which, as Peirce noted, "is so contrived as to have a physical reaction with
dryness and moisture in the air, so that the little man will come out if it is wet,
and this would happen just the same if the use of the instrument should be
entirely forgotten, so that it ceased actually to convey any information." 5 One
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can well imagine that as a more ordinary example Peirce might also have
mentioned a thermometer as Santayana remembered.

Several of the ideas presented in Peirce's lecture will later resound in
Santayana's writings, but I do not believe we can conclude that Peirce was a
major influence on Santayana - except, perhaps, for turning his attention to
signs at a crucial point in his development. It is evident that, however well
Santayana knew Peirce, it was not very well. Remember that he wrote to Max
Fisch that if Peirce had "built his philosophy on signs I might have been his
disciple." But Peirce did build his philosophy on signs, and Santayana could
not have gone very far into Peirce's writings without knowing that. Santayana
and Peirce travelled down different paths of philosophy, clearly paths in the
same country, even, perhaps, the same territory, but different all the same.
Santayana's path was the high road, sometimes the very high road carrying him
into the clouds, but where, on a clear day he could see a vast world below
though from a great distance. Peirce's path was on the low ground where he
could see things up close. He was more attuned to detail. If Peirce missed the
awesomeness of Santayana's panoramic view, he at least had the pleasure of
close contact.
NATHAN HOUSER
Indiana University at Indianapolis

Substrative Materialism
In "Santayana's Peirce" above, Nathan Houser raises an interesting question:
what exactly was it about the Peirce lecture attended by Santayana which so
much stuck in his mind? It is clear that, as Santayana himself says, a part of this
was his favourite notion of the symbolic character of all knowledge; Houser's
measured conclusion credits Peirce for turning Santayana's attention to signs
"at a crucial point in his development" But what about the thermometer and
the hygrometer? As Houser perceives, something about these examples was
especially intriguing to Santayana. (See pages 12 and 13 above.) Passages like
the following from The Realm of Matter hem: on this question:
Meantime the practical arts . . . deal directly with matter, whereas a graphic or
dialectical analysis can be immediately concerned only with images which are
symbols, or with symbols which are words. When the act of measuring is an actual
transition,, like a journey, both the metre and the thing measured are material and
equally internal to the flux of substance. The measure is then congruous and literal
, . . bridging truly external relations, and catching nature in her own net. A
graphic analysis or a map may afterwards be constructed to give definition . . . but
now in another realm of being from that in which it might actually occur: for it
would occur in the realm of matter, and it is surveyed in the realm of essence.1
Here the focus is on internality to the material realm. If the surrounding
air is wet, a litde man will emerge from the hygrometer, whether or not
somebody is there to convert this fact into information. Santayana's view of
science and its modern successes rests on just such a picture excluding the
mentaL Scientific observation scrupulously compares two material aspects of
an event, without the intervention of any treacherous mental categories or
defined terms. He does not merely say that final causes must be stripped from
the scientific endeavour, but also insists that experiment strip away all that is
mental, leaving nothing but physical interactions. Of course, variables must be
named and theories constructed afterwards; but these conceptualizations are
notoriously unstable, (and are regularly superseded by "incommensurable" new
theories). The stability and reliability of science, however, rests on skill in
recording the play of events quite apart from our current understanding of
them, and from how variables might be defined or theories devised.
Nowhere does Santayana give a sustained development of this simple
insight, although he comes back to the idea frequently in The Realm of Matter
and in the many manuscripts associated with its writing.2 It would be something
of an extrapolation, then, to attribute to him a full-fledged philosophy of
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science with this idea as its centrepiece. Nevertheless, there is a powerful
insight here, of which he was well aware, and which clearly ties in with the
Peirce lecture. The insight is powerful, it must be emphasized, only for those
who accept a substrative ontology, something found in radical form in
Santayana's realm of matter. Those in the dominant empiricist tradition of the
philosophy of science would clearly have difficulty seeing any merit in this
formulation; their whole concern is how we convert observations into theories,
and they insist on the complete futility of considering things as they are in
themselves.
Indeed, the Peircean idea, as appropriated by Santayana, seems even to
resist any formulation in the accepted terminology of the philosophy of
science, which begins its enquiry with observational reports, and eschews any
mention of underlying substances. Of course, the notion of probing material
objects with physical probes, in order to elicit an observable physical reaction,
would not be denied. All this can be interpreted in empiricist terms; however,
there is no place for the sharp distinction between the unknown objects in the
realm of matter and the various accounts of these in the realm of essence. It is
this ontological separation which gives power to the Peircean idea. On the
empiricist account, it remains a permanent mystery how science can have such
striking success, while scientific theories are so fragile and so often rendered
obsolete. In Santayana's terms, there are real tropes realized by the movements
of nature, and modern experimental probes exhibit these tropes in a fashion
which is immune to the fate of the laws by which the tropes are tentatively
described. Nor is the demarcation between hard physical science and the
social sciences a puzzle in the context of Santayana's thought; the latter are
classified with literary psychology, insofar as they go beyond behavioural
studies.
In many respects, The account of science given by Santayana is close to the
classical empiricist position; both hold that physical laws represent regularities
in nature. Santayana believes that the laws are confused with the regularities by
empiricists, however, and introduces tropes to establish a clear separation
between the two, A trope is the essence of an actual regularity under scrutiny;
the corresponding law is the best scientific description of that trope, another
essence. The law is expressible in the full regalia of a rigorous and precise
scientific theory. It tends, however, to be hypostasized by those philosophies
which exclude from consideration the underlying regularity which the law is
meant to represent, and the trope of that regularity which the theory aims to
describe.
In hinting at a possible answer to Houser's question, I borrow one of the
categories used by Dilworth above (page 7) and in his recent book: Santayana's
ontology was a substrative one, whereas those who are assessing it are usually
essentialists or Humean existentialists.3 Dilworth wonders of Santayana's
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system, whether the substratum underlying experience is not too remote, and
the objectivity too severe, to permit an explanation of and commitment to the
cultural exemplars of our heritage. How can the commitment be sustained, in
the presence of a complete scepticism? And how can this commitment be
directed at the particular exemplars of our own culture, in the face of
Santayana's Olympian objectivity, and his unwillingness to take seriously the
aims and ambitions of his contemporaries? Dilworth asks whether Santayana
can answer the problem of self-reflexivity, whether the materialism espoused by
Santayana has the resources within itself to justify the detached, objectivist,
eternal point of view found in his writings.
One may ask whether "problem of self-reflexivity" is not itself a somewhat
Olympian phrase to describe a problem which seems at first to be little more
than the usual challenge which must be met by every philosophy worthy of the
name: does it present solid reasons which lead from its assumptions to the
conclusions drawn? However, there is more involved. One additional point is
an important stress as given here, that this will be an internal justification, and
does not aspire to satisfy those unprepared to accept the grounding
assumptions. The self-reflexivity problem, then, is very different from the
demand frequently made that a philosophy must justify its final claims to all
comers. This is terrain with which Santayana would be entirely comfortable.
Self-reflexivity is not chiefly concerned with epistemological justification.
Rather it appears to question whether a mature philosophy - one which at least
implicitly addresses "all the actual or potential problems of philosophy and the
special sciences" - whether this philosophy can explain its "consummatory
quality" in its own terms. Santayana's system, and that of Peirce too, fail to do
so, although in both cases, this criticism is made in the context of great
admiration for the text as a whole.
Certainly Santayana's scepticism is thorough-going in one direction, as
might be expected of materialism in a radical substrative form; Dilworth
presents a telling survey of his sceptical assertions. I would supplement this,
however, with Santayana's claim to useful knowledge of a symbolic character,
generated by interactions with our surroundings; once we relinquish the notion
of literal knowledge of the external world, and revise our concept of what kind
of knowledge is accessible to us, we see that this symbolic knowledge is
adequate to our needs. It is an obstacle neither to the search for moral ideals
and cultural exemplars, nor to the effort to realize these.
It is clear, and agreed, that Santayana had a lively appreciation of the "preeminent exemplars of higher civilization." It is fairly clear as well, I feel, how he
would respond to the criticism that his materialism fails to justify this
appreciation. He would first insist on the relative status of all aspects of our
allegiance to higher civilization. To make moral demands absolute, in his eyes,
is to remove their relevance, which derives precisely from their relativity to
human needs. The same relativity must apply to exemplars of culture; they
retain their value only so long as the collective mind is able to be swayed by
them. Our commitment to these higher exemplars does not hang on our* posit
of their eternal validity. They are eternal as essences, of course, but their value
remains relative to the present constitution of human kind. This is not
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unvarying, as the Greeks had thought; and indeed over a long space of time will
undoubtedly undergo radical variations.
What positive explanation, then, can be found in materialism for the
important but relative status of the claims on us of these "exemplars"? Indeed,
what explanation can be found for any fact at all, as Aristotle complains about
Democritus, if nothing more is said than that it always happens in a certain
manner? 4 The explanation for "exemplars" that arises in this materialism is a
meagre one, and does not go much beyond a few simple beliefs. The material
psyche can and does generate spirit; while we have no explanation of this, they
are mistaken who think to refute it on the strength of their scientific notions of
matter, which are partial, functional, and symbolic. The human psyche, as
presendy constituted in Western society, has an attraction to certain Ideals and
forms. Some exceptional persons are able to probe deeper into this partially
shared psyche, and create art of almost universal appeal. Although this appeal
can be expected to change and evolve, there is a remarkable stability within our
traditions.
For the substrativist, these simple beliefs must suffice, because nothing
further is known. Others may Insist on more complete explanations. In so
doing, however, they often go astray, by insisting that the appeal is strong
enough for the ideals to be absolute, or that it is the more accessible spirit,
rather than the obscure psyche, which is involved. Discourse becomes more
clear and precise, but the topic has shifted away from what one intends to talk
about.
In the case both of the material psyche and of tropes of physical
regularities, Santayana is pointing to hidden things about which there is little
exact knowledge. The explanations to Which one is led by positing psyche and
regularities are general and imprecise. Nevertheless, these explanations are
preferred by a substrative philosopher to the much greater elaborations which
can be developed when these unclear, latent, posited objects are replaced by
"reductive substitutes" that are clear, manifest, and open to logical
Investigation; for the latter are not the objects of interest.
ANGUS KERR-LAWSON
University of Waterloo
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Interpreting Interpretations
-iWhen I first wrote about Santayana long ago, I assumed that I was working
more with literary critical categories than strictly philosophical ones. My
attempt to see Santayana stylistically, in terms of drama and irony, was different
from other approaches at the time. Literary interpretations have grown and
even begun to prevail in philosophy. This is seen in the burgeoning of
philosophy-and-literature enterprises, in deconstruction, and in the sometimes
strange indiscernability of texts with respect to whether they were written by
professors of literature, professors of philosophy, or by some total interloper
from somewhere across the disciplines. There are now frequent literary and
stylistic studies of poet-philosophers like Plato and Nietzsche, of barely-poetphilosophers like Hobbes, Hegel and Hume, and even of non-poetphilosophers like Kant and Peirce. For better or worse, philosophy as literary
criticism, even philosophy as art, is staking out large claims and gaining wide
recognition.
Remarkably, these newer approaches have been directed at philosophers
for whom they are far less suitable than they would be for Santayana - a
genuine philosophical poet. Santayana scholars tend to grapple with Santayana
in traditional, orderly, sensible, analytic fashion. They think to disentangle the
essential doctrines from the literary overlay; they even think to uncover serious
arguments and moral claims that stand secure as Santayana's own - not to be
confused with other arguments and claims that somehow got lodged in the
texts in some peripheral and embarrassing way.
This inclines me, in a spirit of corrective misprisioning, to go to greater and
greater lengths to see only irony and drama, even more than I once saw, and to
dismiss those arguments and doctrines that in the past I thought could be
saved. I began by finding much irony and drama in Santayana, along with
some argumentative seriousness and even some "positions.* Now I find, or
have decided to find, only irony and drama and literary art. This is the
"dialogical" way some scholars approach Plato, and it is fitting to attempt it with
Santayana.
Briefly then, if by argument one means anything like a serious development
of a position which is then maintained univocally and securely, then there are
no arguments or doctrines in Santayana as there are, indeed, no doctrines in
Plato. There is an absence of religion and philosophy in Santayana in quite the
same sense that he found such an absence in Shakespeare. They were both too
good, too aloof and too remote to have to carry along that kind of baggage.

This is a revised version of a paper read to the Santayana Society in Atlanta, Georgia, on
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There is a risk In finding irony everywhere, and in not at least striking a
balance between irony and seriousness. But one gets widespread consoling
support these days. Richard Rorty1 sees or locates more irony among
philosophers than anyone else would ever have dared. Part of the risk of Irony
is its invulnerability, which is why practitioners of it love It and enemies hate it.
Irony can hardly be faulted or refuted using the ordinary ways of philosophy,
and there is no avoiding the irony that finding irony in texts (as Rorty endlessly
does) is simply the nether side of practicing irony in the interpretation of
them.
At a recent conference, I heard Rorty scolded on the grounds that irony
can be oppressive, and also that Irony was a form of self-therapy. Any way of
doing philosophy is oppressive to someone doing it another way. Some of us
(sic) find declarative sentences, mere assertive judgments, oppressive,
particularly when a bit of interpretive acumen, or sleight of hand, or irony, can
turn them into something richer and more interesting. And if drama (of which
irony is a form) is therapeutic, it only confirms what Aristotle said about it long
ago, without derogating it.
I have elsewhere argued that irony is compressed drama - which is to say
that it involves at least two voices. Irony never means merely the opposite of
what is said; that would reduce it to a trivial code. This is true even of massive
irony, like Swift's "Modest Proposal." Irony, to be sure, will deploy voices in
differing ways and with varying emphases, sometimes making those voices
lopsided indeed. But no one voice prevails absolutely, and the task of assessing
the emphases is traditionally a literary one. With irony so rampant in
philosophy, it Is also a philosophical task. According to Rorty, ironists don't
have to decide who is a poet and who is a philosopher. Only common sense
metaphysicians worry about getting, as he puts it, "the genre right." Rorty
writes:
[Hegel] began a tradition of ironist philosophy which is continued in Nietzsche,
Heidegger, and Derrida. He helped turn [philosophy] into a literary genre . , .
Hegel's so-called dialectical method is not an argumentative procedure . . . but
simply a literary skill at producing surprising gestalt switches by making smooth
rapid transitions from one terminology to another. (Rorty 79)
This last can more exactly be said of Santayana than of Hegel. It is ironic that
Santayana is not on Rorty's list of ironists, though Habermas and Foucault are.
And how can Rorty forget the very beginnings of irony in Xenophanes,
Heraclitus and Plato? Rorty refers to "we ironists," but that has to be looked at
guardedly, coming from an ironist. Santayana, who at least on one occasion
referred to his use of irony, would not have given it the central status of a
philosophical attitude or genre.
In any case, I've veered to my extreme ironic interpretation in part,
perhaps, because no one else (with respect to Santayana) chooses to occupy
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this critical place. My rules, or axioms, are appallingly simple:
(1) There are no contradictions in Santayana.
(2) Everything in Santayana is ironic or dramatic.
If contradictions seem to be discovered in a text, and (1) is threatened, use (2)
to put things aright. Axioms, I think, should be like friends; not consistent, not
independent, and willing on occasion to help each other out.
It should follow from the above, as surely as day follows night, that a
capsulated account of a Santayana text, a univocal statement of its theme and
its "argument," always misses the mark. Should we be surprised at the essential
Inadequacy of a summary statement when the object of it is a poetic essay, or a
prose poem, or an ironic disquisition? If the summary or argument could do
the job, why does the author give detailed, complicated, challenging, poetic
elaborations? Are the latter (recall Santayana) merely spread on the former
like butter? Are they filler to fatten otherwise slim volumes of clearly stated
principles and truths? Such summaries are no more to be taken seriously, i.e.
unironically, than are Monarch notes, or thirty minute papers read at
conferences.
Summary fails whether we do it for Santayana or whether Santayana does it
for us, though this latter case Is interpretively more challenging. Santayana has,
in fact, provided us with a number of neat summaries of himself, tempted at
times by friends and correspondents who needed quick philosophical fixes, or
perhaps provoked by publishers who wanted prefaces and introductions.
Santayana's Preface to Interpretation^ is a good case in point, and allows me, at
the outset, to comment on his interpretation of Interpretations. Santayana on
Santayana might be more interesting, though in no way more reliable, than
anybody else on Santayana. For we need to understand his comments about
himself as ironical and indeed as part of a complicated drama. Porte (4)
quotes a letter to James in which Santayana, backed as he indicates by the
authority of Plato and Aristotle, writes, ul have the right to be sincere, to be
absolutely objective and unapologetic, because it is not I that speak but human
reason that speaks in me." This is vintage Santayana in his summary mode,
ironically juxtaposing, in a single sentence, the poses of false pride and humble
piety.
In his Preface (3), Santayana says that his essays are
gathered together in the hope that they may lead the reader, from somewhat
different points of approach, to a single idea. This idea is that religion and poetry
are identical in essence, and differ merely in the way in which they are attached to
practical affairs. Poetry is called religion when it intervenes in life, and religion,
when it merely supervenes upon life, is seen to be nothing but poetry.
This is summarily provocative and neat, but there is no such single idea in the

- Interpretations of Poetry and Religion. Originally published in 1900 by Scribner's in New York, it
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and edited by William Holzberger and Herman Saatkamp. Page references are to the latter. As in the
title, this will be cited briefly as Interpretations.
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texts, no idea so coherent in its sharp boldness. Like the "argument" of a
drama, it lays the groundwork for what is to be further explored, but it is not its
substance and, indeed (unless taken ironically) betrays, rather than prepares
for, the richness of what follows.
A distinction quite parallel to that between "supervene" and 'Intervene," is
the one that Santayana makes between Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. "The
mass of mankind is divided into two classes, the Sancho Panzas who have a
sense for reality, but no ideals, and the Don Quixotes with a sense for ideals,
but mad. The expedient of recognizing facts as facts and accepting ideals as
ideals, - and this is all we propose, - although apparently simple enough, seems
to elude the normal human power of discrimination" (4). This again is
minimal and by no means all that Santayana proposes. It is merely the
beginning of the drama, the cast of characters, and diminishes, by simplistic
summary, the meaning and scope of what is to follow. Aren't such prefatory
remarks, on the face of it, ironic, or best to be seen as such? They don't get to
the details. When and why do ideas intervene and supervene? What are the
concrete agons of madness and sanity?
It is obviously not a simple matter to know when Ideals ought to drift off
into art and imagination (supervene) and when they should be turned around
to direct life with practical purpose (intervene). It is the whole incredibly
difficult art of life to make such assessments, or to wTrite about how they are
made.
That Santayana's self-summaries are ironic can be supported obliquely, by a
passage on Browning (pointed to by Joel Porte) where Santayana says that,
"even In the poems where the effort at impersonality is most successful, the
dramatic disguise is usually thrown off in a preface, epilogue or parenthesis.**3
Could Santayana, knowing about throwing off dramatic disguises, fail us by
actually throwing off his own dramatic disguise in his Preface? Hardly. To
know you are throwing off a dramatic disguise is to engage in one! So
Santayana, we must conclude, only seems to say a few things that are
straightforward, simple, compressed, and univocaL For Santayana without
dramatic disguise is not Santayana. His Preface is an artful and ironic series of
reduction 1st summaries.
While Santayana could write summary ironic sentences about entire essays,
even on occasion a condemnatory ironic word ("potboiler") about an entire
book, his preferred way was to give his iron}' some range and scope, and to
write essays about sentences rather than sentences about essays.
I happened recently to read Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice (Harvard,
1982), while concurrently rereading the Santayana essay on Homeric Hymns.
They both deal with the story of Persephone and Demeter. It goes without
saying that their interpretations are different, since Gilligan summarizes the
myth from a feminist perspective. There's no need to make invidious
comparisons; interpretations of myths are further myths, variously true and
imaginative, depending upon further interpretation. But what struck me was
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the greater detail and Inventiveness in Santayana's account. He discusses
relatively few lines at relatively great length. His Interpretation Is neither a
summary of plot (though that is provided) nor a summary theory (though
several hover in the background). His Interpretation becomes, in effect, a
substantial poem about a poem.
-II"
To help understand the dramas and ironies that are my focus, I propose what I
call a double moral grid, a structure that is often hidden in Santayana and
hence not sufficiently taken into account in studies of him. It can be applied to
much of Santayana, these essays as well as other writings. It connects with what
Santayana refers to as the still non-existent "poet of . . . double insight." Also
to what has been called his own "binocular vision."
I turn first to The Sense of Beauty,4 which was written about the same time as
Interpretations, and which has a section on religious art which could have been
included in Interpretations. In SB, k4work" and *play" are first distinguished in
their conventional ways and In terms of common linguistic usage. But then
Santayana sets the concepts in motion, examines them, inverts them, and shows
how each of the terms can be, indeed needs to be, further scrutinized. Both
"work" and "play" are shown to have two complexions, morally good and bad
sides. Obviously, seizing upon a part of the discussion, even a wonderfully
quotable line, and neglecting the totality of the textual play, will give a nonSantayanian, i.e. a nondramatic, glimpse of the Issues at stake.
Consider, once again, intervening and supervening ideas. Men generate
Ideas; these ideas sometimes intervene in life and give it moral direction; such
ideas, created by art, wit and passion, modify how men live. This is good, and
rational - and part of the work of life. Is it only that? No. Is there a bad side to
It? Yes, because if Ideals were merely practical, and never visionary and
extravagant, there would be a paucity to life, and a diminution of it. Is it good
that there are supervening ideas? Yes, because they are enriching, impractical
and playful Is it bad? Yes, because they run the risk of irrelevance and
madness.
- The • ambiguities are even more subtle than this. Some ideas are
entertained hi imagination, do not modify actions, and seem merely to
supervene. Nonetheless there is a difference, even a practical difference,
between imagining something and not imagining it, between imaginative
actions and life actions. These ideas may express poetically, and even truly, the
genuine needs of those who generated them, but they do not or cannot affect
essential or motor behavior. Yet a supervening idea, when entertained,
"intervenes" in the imaginative life of somebody, and it seems to make a
practical difference whether he had it or not. Is such a supervening idea good
or bad? "Bad" if imaginative extravagance, poetic decadence, and even

1
Volume 2 of the Santayana Edition. (Boston; The MIT Press, 1988), edited by William
Holzberger and Herman Saatkamp. Cited hecafter as SB.
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religious mysticism turn attention away from right action. "Good" if they
enhance and supplement one's merely practical life by adding to it and
enriching it in another dimension. Santayana characteristically makes and
unmakes his distinctions, as when he distinguishes rational and post-rational
morality, and suggests that post-rational sentiment be admitted into the life of
reason.
This double moral grid, as I have called it, here crudely set down, might
help tts to understand the groundwork of the complicated moral claims that
Santayana variously develops. The distinction between poetry and religion, the
definitions of intervene and supervene, the characterizations of Don Quixote
and Sancho Pair/o, do not begin to dramatize the larger issues, let alone even
address them. They only start us off.
How sane ought the Don to become? If the change from madness were to
bring him io dullness, ought he make the move at all? Mightn't he be morally
preferable as is? He is not entirely oblivious to facts. He recognizes a woman as
a woman, even if he misses some of the finer points of her character. And
windmills, especially in Spain, actually look a lot like giants. As for plodding,
dull Sancho Panza - how much literary, religious and philosophical education
for him? Would we know the point at which we are no longer enriching his life
but ruining it? Do we know these things for our students? For ourselves? The
problem is not that the world is divided into Don Quixotes and Sancho Panzas.
The problem is that we are so divided, and are always facing the task of what to
do abotit it. The characters and concepts aren't out there; they are us, and in
constant dispute. The appropriate mix of truth and imagination awaits
ongoing discover); it cannot be blocked out or provided by prior definition; it
is generated by the poet IT of human self-creation, in the detailed words of
uncertain effort. It always involves simultaneous attention both to who we are
and who we ought to be, which can be churned out only in endless irony and
drama.
Imagination and truth are another pairing, not unlike supervene and
intervene, each with its double set of moral inflections. Imagination has its
rampant, extravagant, mad side, as with Don Quixote. Pressured by need, will
and desire, it generates the fantastic, the remote, the untrue. It sometimes
"moralizes physics," as in Platonism, and leads people to turn their desires of
what ought to be into false claims about what is. Thus, even the greatest poets,
Homer and Dante, distort. Imagination gives its the illusory and the false; it
can accompany an unwillingness to face the world as it is.
But imagination has its wondrous, positive side. It enriches life. It
generates poetry, religion, ideals. It is even needed in order to discover truth.
It also gives us something to envision which might be better to attend to than
mere truth. In a word, (though it takes more than a word to render the drama
properly) some of Santayana's language lauds imagination, and some of it
lauds facts and truth. Some of it deplores imaginativeness for its dangers, and
some of it faults facts and truth for being dttll and humanly incomplete.
Santayana's bare definitions do little for us, as little as do any summaries of
his philosophical "positions." But the complicated dramas of moral choice he
creates with them, the momentous battles set upon a large and actively peopled
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stage, do a great deal. Santayana's plots, like Shakespeare's, are conventional
and derivative. There is no sense in summarizing them. But the dramatic
issues, sometimes in their carefully nuanced complications and sometimes in
their unexpected and widely leaping moral modulations, are what his writing is
significantly about.
My delineation of this double moral grid, this oft-repeated Santayana
structure, can at best be helpful in a negative way. Perhaps attention to it can
forstall hasty judgment about what is happening in a text. Too often, critics of
Santayana focus on a part of him, to the exclusion or neglect of other parts.
This makes him seem more coherent than he is, and likeable in different ways
to different people. In response to faulting critics, Santayana somewhere said
that he was content, like the curate's egg, to be good in parts. This is another
instance of summary irony. He aspired to wholeness, even at the painful price
of logical incoherence. (He also aspired to coherence, at the painful price of
loss of wholeness.) My interpretation proposes that we try to understand and
consume, sometimes with our own comparable pains and difficulties, the whole
egg.
Here are a few samples of what happens when the egg is broken and
scrambled, when parts are taken in isolation from the whole. I quote the part,
and then supply the dramatic context in which it is embedded. I point to the
double grid that might otherwise not be immediately apparent.
T h e ideal of mysticism is accordingly exactly contrary to the ideal of
reason; instead of perfecting human nature it seeks to abolish it . . .
(14).
But we elsewhere learn that mysticism, spiritual life and post-rational morality
perfect a different way of being.
In evaluating those barbaric poets Browning and Whitman, Santayana
suggests that they had "no grasp of the whole reality, and consequently no
capacity for a sane and steady idealization." Also, "The comparatively barbarous
ages had a poetry of the ideal; they had visions of beauty, order and perfection"
(104). Sane idealization is at once an oxymoron and also the whole impossible
art of life. Visions of beauty, order and perfection risk departures from the
truth. There is no way of having everything, both Dichtung und Wahrheit, other
than by dramatizing the things that cannot be had together. Santayana
characteristically envisions the unattainable unity.
Santayana writes of "The silence of Shakespeare and his philosophical
incoherence . . . " (96). But one could speak of such incoherence in
Santayana as well. In both men, a higher dramatic wisdom is predicated on the
eschewal of a false coherence and orderliness. In many places in his texts,
Santayana mocks, always ironically, logical orderliness and coherence.
Interpretations is largely concerned with getting at the dramatic and
emotional feel of a variety of religions and religious attitudes, which religions
could not cohere together. The masterful skill with which Santayana regularly
entered into imaginative and historical roles is evident, for example, in the way
he vivifies pagan belief. He shows how it had a sense for "the real existence of
religious objects . . . " and knew that "god was not an invention but a fact."
But then decline and decadence came about. "Reflection . . . and desire for
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philosophical truth led inevitably to . . . the reduction of positive traditions to
moral allegories. . . . What an age of imagination had intuited as truth, an
age of reflection could preserve only as fable . . . " (38, 39). So we see almost
in process how that moral decline (from the perspective of enthusiasm and
imagination) yields to moral advance (from the perspective of truth and
philosophy). And conversely. It is this kind of tragic and ironic recognition,
provided by that double moral insight, which pervades Santayana.
Santayana ironically scolds "that zealous Protestant Xenophanes" for
"decrying the fanciful polytheism of the poets." And he says that Socrates,
"invoking the local deities of brooks and meadows . . . is more reasonable and
noble to our minds than are the hard denials of Xenophanes . . . " (39).
Reasonable and noble indeed! Is that what Socrates is about? Santayana will
soon show tis not the nether side of the argument, but a developed alternative
argument that is the nether side of the drama.
Santayana himself sought in various ways to articulate a natural religion, a
human orthodoxy that wottld be at once imaginatively poetic and
philosophically true. In Interpretations he conveys the poignance of the conflict
which he was never to resolve because there could be no resolution to it. Here,
natural religion is seen as "most unnatural." It has been "the appanage of a few
philosophers in ages of religious disintegration . . . " (43). And It is the
appanage of Santayana himself, who in many respects was at one with the Stoics
whom he scolded, and who himself lived in an age of religious disintegration.
Joel Porte nicely gets to the essential psychological drama when he writes,
"Santayana's critique of the [Catholic] modernist accordingly amounts to an
oblique exercise in self-castigation, as if the believer in him needed to reprove
the skeptic when he went too far and seemed about to commit spiritual suicide"
(xviii).
Again, sttch squibs and summary judgments are at best interpretive starting
points. The dramatis personae by themselves do not give us the feel for what it
Is that the drama celebrates, the moving intensity of certain oppositions, made
to run their careful courses. Santayana characteristically gives us not
arguments for viewpoints, which would be lean and Insufficient, but
Intellectually passionate cases for them; as he also makes intellectually
passionate cases for their opposites. To uncover the details, the inflections, the
nuances of how he does this is beyond reductionist arguments or static
Interpretive schemes. Proper writing about Santayana needs itself to be
appreciative and dynamic, sustained and developed. The exegeses that merely
uncover or underline certain arguments in Santayana, or that direct certain
arguments at him, are necessarily threadbare and insufficient.
-IIII venture some expanded attention to an essay I have already alluded to, "The
Absence of Religion in Shakespeare." It certainly dramatizes viewpoints, and
partakes of the uncertainties and problems that have already been sketched.
Perhaps it tests to its very limits my critical approach of always attributing irony
to Santayana. It allows for a focus on some textual minutiae, and suggests the
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possible4 value of directing many words at very few.
"We might say," Santayana says, "that the absence of religion in Shakespeare
was a sign of his good sense . . . and that he was in that respect superior to
Homer and Dante." And, "we might say," that the latter gave us a
representation of life that was "indirect and partly unreal" (99). Earlier,
Shakespeare s absence of religion was seeti as a weakness. The two sets of
claims build from different premises; we could easily detect, and indeed have
already seen, what those premises are and why the arguments must clash.
It is not too often that Santayana gives us a metacomment on his method, a
little postscript in his text that is at once a confirmation of his two viewpoints as
well as a crib for an ironic interpretation. But here he writes, "What I have
treated as a limitation in him would, then, appear as the maturity of his
strength" (99). The strengths and weaknesses of Shakespeare are explored, as
are the strengths and weaknesses of the poets used for comparisons - Dante
and Homer. Here qttite clearly is that double moral grid.
The dramatizations, however, are not as finished and as settled as they
might be (and as they become in Three Philosophical Poets),5 and the elusive
ironies have to be carefully discovered, puzzled over, weighed and prescribed.
Santayana here writes "those who think it wise . . . to refrain from searching
for general principles. . . may well see in Shakespeare their natural prophet"
(100). He is giving us the perspective of "those who think . . . " in an essay
that might well have been written as a dialogue between those who think this
and those who think that. A little further down, however, there is a twist.
"Those of us, however, who believe in circumnavigation, and who think that
both human reason and human imagination require a certain totality in our
views . . . can hardly find in Shakespeare all that the highest poet could give"
(100). "Those of us . . . " sounds like an authorial perspective, privileged
above the first one.
These little phrases, "those who think" and "Those of us," manage to entrap
both Santayana and me in our mutual problem of getting him properly
interpreted. If we can extricate ourselves from this, other interpretive
problems will seem easy and routine by comparison. Those, by the way, who
think that this is all a critical tempest in a tiny teapot clearly differ from those of
us who delight in attention to the nuances of Santayana's texts, and who would
like some comparable nuances detected in our own.
The problem, to pursue it relentlessly, is that we seem to find in Santayana's
"Those of us," a clear stance, a move away from Shakespeare as ultimate poet, a
move to Dante and Horner as the likely exemplars of that superior person.
Santayana even dares to say, and surely there is emerging irony here, that "what
is required for theoretic wholeness is not this or that system but some system.
Its value is not the value of truth, but that of victorious imagination" (100).
Indeed! Santayana seems to be turning away from dramatization of his views to
an unexpected univocacy; he seems to be replacing a preference for truth with
a preference for imaginativeness. Has he momentarily forgotten that he has

* Cambridge: Harvard University Press, " 947. Hereafter cited as TPP.
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been concerned also about the falsenesses in Homer and Dante and the
Christian tradition, memorably and imaginatively wonderful though they are?
He was later to sustain the drama more fully, and to acknowledge that Homer
and Dante too, along with Shakespeare, Lucretius and Goethe, are not the
highest poets. They were all great, but in different ways, and with respect to
different values that needed to be argued and developed from different
premises. The highest poet is merely Imagined in Three Philosophical Poets and is
yet to come.
Is there any other way of reading the move from u those who think . . . n to
'Those of us . . . "? I must make my own critical move here, summon up my
axioms, and suggest that Santayana was being ironic against all appearances,
though the appearances do not suggest any Irony. Those who think that he was
taking an unequivocal moral position might be right, merely right, but those of
us who say he was ironic might be doing him a greater interpretive and
imaginative service!
In effect I propose that we had better see Santayana as ironic, and not as
sincere, when he sides against Shakespeare and even against truth. We should
do it for his own good, and for a truth of sorts, our proper recognition of his
Ideal and profottnder self. In a word we would see Santayana in more moral
fashion, and closer to the sources of his deepest inspiration, if we credit him
here with irony rather than seriousness. Santayana himself will soon come to
our rescue of him, i.e., to our ironic interpretation. In Three Philosophical Poets
he will not take sides but give us, in purer fashion, the agonistic and unyielding
drama of the claims of both truth and imagination.
It is necessary to be wary of labels, even the drama-cum-ironist label which
has pervaded this summary essay. It no more suffices, as we all should know by
now, than to see Santayana by other labels - materialist, moral relativist,
rational moralist, post-rational moralist, naturalist, Christian, anti-semite,
Platonist - or anything else, simpliciter. Santayana is none of these things, and
all of them.
To deal with Santayana adequately and subtly, to interpret him effectively, is
to bring some of his own splendidly interpretive skills to the task. Drama is
trivialized if we do not search out its phases and Its inflections and its waverings.
Irony is trivialized if it is not dealt with ironically, and if its moments and shifts
are not imaginatively rendered. And irony becomes oppressive if it is only dealt
with ironically; it can become as tiresome and as unsatisfying as uninterrupted
seriousness and argument can become. The problem of philosophy, in this
post-modernist age, Is how to write philosophy; Santayana can serve as an
exemplar and his writing remains endlessly fascinating.
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The study of Santayana, then, like the new Santayana edition, is still in the
making. The proper interpretation of Santayana awaits the ultimate poet who
cannot actuallv exist, but whose description Santayana prefigured and whose
performance he sought mightily to emulate. Santayana quotes the poets in
Dante's limbo greeting Virgil: "Quorate Vallissimo pacta." "But the supreme
poet," Santayana goes on to say, % in limbo still" (TPP 215). By a strange
confluence of truth and imagination that is exactly where Santayana now is,
dialoguing eternally with the other poets and philosophers, while the rest of us
try to eavesdrop on them from a very great distance.
MORRIS GROSSMAN
Fah fteld Un iversity

What Good is Irony?
To my mind, Morris Grossman's principles for interpreting Santayana's writing
make good sense. This is so because I think that Santayana's work is, indeed,
saturated with irony, drama, literary tropes, and what Grossman calls "the
double moral grid."
Santayana doesn't exactly say that we must appreciate the innocence of the
things we hate and the truth of the things we frown on or deny until Soliloquies
in England nor that we are condemned to live a dramatic life in an undramatic
universe until Realms of Being nor that philosophy is good literature if it is good
for anything until Scepticism and Animal Faith nor, finally, that one community's
power is Inevitably another's domination until Dominations and Powers. But all
these themes are previewed or exemplified in Interpretations of Poetry and
Religion.1 Moreover, they hang together; they beg for one another; at least, this
is the point I aim to make, all too briefly, tonight.

THE DRAMA OF REPRESENTATION
Let me begin by saying that it is Important to note not only that Interpretations is
dramatic, but what dramas are going on there. Indeed, there are dramas within
dramas in the book. For example, there is a drama of contrary Romanticisms
(Emerson's, Whitman's, and Browning's), within a drama of contrary religions
(Pagan, Christian, Romantic, and Disillusioned), within a drama about
choosing inheritances under difficult circumstances (how best to maintain
continuity and coherence with our traditions when we suspect that the grand
designs we have inherited are fraught with illusions built on deception and selfdeception), within a drama that tries to solve the puzzle of representative
authority in a self-consciously historical culture (not how best to mirror, but
how best to speak for, stand for, and help to fulfill the interests of our culture's
constituents - interests assumed to be diverse, conflicting, and contingent).
To invoke another Grossmanian insight about Santayana, there is a
"controlled ambiguity" about these dramas, a deliberate attempt on Santayana's
part to permit any one of these plays to be the one the others play in. 2 But the
last drama - the drama of representative authority in a historically contingent
world - is the one, I think, that counts most for understanding what makes

A version of this paper was presented as a response to the paper "Interpreting Interpretations," by
Morris Grossman, at the December 1989 meeting of the Santayana Society.
1
George Santayana, Inierpretalimts of Poetry and Religion, Charles Scribner's Sons: New York, 1900.
Hereafter cited in the text as IPR, or sometimes as Interpretations.

- See Morris Grossman, "Controlled Ambiguity." in Peter Caws, ed., Twr Centuries of Philosophy in
America, Rowan and Uuleiield: Totowa, 1980.
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irony good in Santayana's view of things.
What do I mean by representative authority? When Santayana praises
something or someone in Interpretations, he does so for the capacity to
represent the diverse Interests articulated in the vocabularies of common sense,
poetry, religion, and science. The job is to do justice to each without
hampering the practice of the others and to show how all of them may remain
"conversable," as ready to stand corrected by the others as to correct them. 3
So, for example, when Santayana lauds Emerson, he does so not only for his
capacity to represent disparate or conflicting interests but, even more
significantly, for his acceptance of common sense, art, social thought, science
and religion as so many imaginative ways to enable the human spirit to flourish.
Emerson realizes that "every conception in an adult mind is a fiction" that is
individuated by function, rather than by epistemological privilege or
metaphysical status [IPR:259]. In the doing, Emerson does two related things.
He kicks out the Enlightenment props which permit science to lord itself over
other kinds of imaginative life, suppressing some of them unjustifiably. At the
same time, he makes way for the view that philosophy is good literature if It is
good for anything.
On the other hand, when Santayana rebukes Emerson or, far more severely,
Whitman and Browning, he show?s how these poets have failed to give this or
that interest its due. Browning, he claims, is least representative, simply
displaying his own interests in various historical disguises. Whitman represents,
badly, a jumble of democratic interests, without envisioning any way to bring
harmony out of cacophony. Emerson upends his ability truly to be
representative by falling to do justice to institutions and rituals that carry
traditions; by blinking at the utter historicity of life; and by embracing a kind of
American exceptionalism that makes the interests of the United States
preeminent no matter what.
The same holds for Santayana's evaluation of intellectual movements or
disciplines. He is critical of Christian theologians for not giving common sense
and science their due. He finds fault with liberal theologians for razing what Is
best about religions - their capacity "to initiate tis, by feigning something which
as an experience is impossible, into the meaning of the experience which we
have actually had" - in order to establish some 'verifiable truth 1 (bound, he is
persuaded, to be so much superstition) [IPR:284]. He is disparaging of
apathetic positivism or reductive naturalism for its ostrich-like attitude towards
Its own status as imaginative, not to mention its tyrannous hostility towards arts
and letters.
On the other hand, Santayana seeks a "total vision" [IPR: 168]. But here
again, he means one that carries representative authority in an historically
contingent world; one that does justice to every part of culture; one that gives
each sort of discourse its due; one that is ordered from the bottom up,
emerging out of Interests extant in the "human commonwealth"; one open-
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ended enough not simply to allow, but to invite variation and change as
understanding, knowledge, ideals, and circumstances change.

DIVERSITY AND REPUBLICAN ORDER
Just here, where Santayana commissions a total vision that carries
representative authority in light of historical change, irony understood as a
practice or discipline becomes important. Now it may be true, as Grossman
suggests, that Santayana, because he was an ironist, "would not have given [irony]
the central status of a philosophical discipline or genre." 4 But consider what is
at stake, and what options remain open, when Santayana dismisses both
absolutism and relativism in one fell swoop.
At issue is the resolution of conflicts between or among interests, desires,
affections, or beliefs; a practical settlement that must be secured to achieve the
good life as representative republicans understand it. As Timothy Sprigge has
pointed out, Santayana begins with two assumptions in this regard. First, the
sole and sufficient reason why something is good is that it is felt to be good. If
we are to establish good order, we must begin by considering, indeed by being
considerate toward, all the felt desires at hand. Second, there are many and
diverse actual feelings of good. Harmony, therefore, is to be forged e pluribus
unum.5
As Santayana interprets absolutism, for example the kind Royce authored in
The World and the Individual, the key to settling disputes among competing 'felt
goods' is to discover some objective non-human, though nonetheless spiritual,
scheme of things that somehow includes and harmonizes them all. In this view,
warranting the goodness of this or that is constrained by the way it fits 'the
whole that is Good/ i.e., the Absolute Spirit in which we live and move and
have our being.
As Santayana construes relativism, for example the kind Royce pictures as a
nemesis in The Religious Aspect of Philosophy, it is the hapless view that, without
any standard external to human traditions or cultures, there simply is no way to
adjudicate disputes among them, or for them to criticize or learn from one
another in ways that are not question-begging, or for truths to be asserted. But
this view results from the presumption that we ought to be able to establish
some standard of judgment external to human opinion if we are to criticize,
learn, or make truth-claims. Relativism, like absolutism, throws over "all human
ideas because they are infected with humanity." But, in fact, with relativism,
"all human ideas are being sacrificed to one of them - the idea of an absolute
reality" [IPR: 12]. Both absolutism and relativism result, Santayana insists, in "a
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civil war of the mind" that ends "in the extermination of all parties" [IPR: 16].
Now Santayana does not refute absolutism or relativism in Interpretations. But
he rejects them both. They come, he claims, with the flights from traditional
authority that religion and philosophy take in modern, Western, Protestant
cultures. There are two sides of the same illusion, dependent on the mistaken
thought that there must be some essential non-human standard of knowledge
and will and spirit to measure up to.
It is true, Santayana says, "that every idea Is equally relative to human nature
and that nothing can be represented in the human mind except by the
operation of human faculties" [IPR: 12]. But such relativity is not relativism.
Relativity, per se, does not preclude cross-cultural or cross-epochal
understanding, criticism, or argument. In the view that Santayana presents in
Interpretations, human opinions are not constrained by any Absolute Reality, but
the absence of such a force need not lead to mayhem, because human opinions
may constrain one another. The key to good republican order is responsibility
to one another, not responsibility to some fictitious force demanding our
allegiance.

REASON: JUSTICE: CHARITY: IRONY
So where does that leave us, given the stakes? For both the absolutist and the
relativist, there are bald assertions and counter-assertions; and there is either
some culture- and time-invariant Judge adjudicating conflicts, absorbing and
overcoming them, or there is a tragically frozen stand-off among the differing
ways of being human. But for Santayana, there is a life, a dramatic life
together, a life of reason.
As Grossman wisely suggests, there are not simply assertions and counterassertions. There are people conversing with themselves and with other
people, indeed with other peoples. There are people who can reason with one
another which means, to Santayana's way of thinking, that there are people
who can do justice to one another's aspirations in light of the fate they share.
To be reasonable with one another is to be just to one another. What is more,
to be just, Santayana will expressly maintain five years later in Reason in Religion,
is to be charitable. There he will say (as he is saying concurrently with
Interpretations in Lucifer and The Marriage of Venus) that
There is a . . . universal justice called charity, a kind of all-penetrating courtesy, by
which the limits of personal and corporate interests are transgressed in imagination.
Value is attributed to rival forms of life; something of the intensity and narrowness
inherent in the private will is surrendered in admiration and solicitude for what is
most alien and hostile to one's self. When this imaginative expansion ends in
neutralizing the will altogether, we have mysticism; but when it serves . . . to coordinate felt interests with other actual interests conceived sympathetically, and to
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make them converge, we have justice and charity.6

The mind-stretching that Santayana's life of reason, or justice, or charity
demands, I want to say, depends on the practice of irony. It depends, as Rorty
has put It, on our ability both to claim or propose and simultaneously to
maintain "radical and continuing doubts" about our own views in light of
Impressive rival or alien claims and proposals we encounter. 7 It depends on an
awareness that our own total views are contingent, fragile, and emphatically
ours to keep, revise, or exchange, in light of what others have to teach. It
depends on taking those others seriously enough to take ourselves with a grain
of salt. It depends on recognizing that, in an antinomial world, the good we
propose is likely to frustrate the Ideals to which others aspire and, more than
likely, to undercut some other aims that we, ourselves, have. It is the practice
of irony that keeps us both appreciative enough of the other whom we are not
and critical enough of ourselves - and then, reversibly, appreciative enough of
ourselves and critical enough of the other - to attempt, as Santayana puts it, the
coordination of "felt interests with other actual interests conceived
sympathetically" so as to "make them converge.* That is what makes irony
good.
And that is why Santayana reaches beyond Romanticism to propose a
religion of disillusion. Let me turn, then and finally, to Santayana's dramatic
characterization of the religions that are his inheritance. Classical sources
teach Santayana that
what we should do is to make a modest Inventory of our possessions and a just
estimate of our powers in order to apply both, with what strength we have, to the
realization of our ideals in society, in art, and in science. These will constitute our
Cosmos. In building it - for there is none other that builds It for us - we will be
carrying on the work of the only race that has yet seriously attempted to live
rationally. [IPR: 250]
But classical spirituality, in his view, is "innocent of any essential defeat"
[IPR; 168]. Christian sources, to the contrary, teach him that our reach exceeds
our grasp; that the life of reason misses the mark Its devotees promise to
themselves; that the Cosmos which reasonable people build together is l i k e a
Noah's Ark floating In the Deluge" [IPR:243]; that people's lives fall short of
their aspirations and frustrate those of others; that there is something
Inalienably catastrophic about the human prospect; that we must learn ways to
flourish together with love and solicitude, ever shadowed by the Cross.
The trouble with orthodox Christianity, he thinks, is its realistic belief in
"the definitive redemption of the world" [IPR: 168]. Romantic sources have
taught him, to the contrary, to construe Christian eschatology as imaginative,
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not realistic; to accept the responsibilities imposed by the privileges of human
self-assertion; to abandon classical metaphysical projects and to turn to the arts
and sciences to manage the difficulties that stand In the way of getting what we
most desire; to abandon the Christian quest for immortal bliss in another world
and to offer training in the disciplines that bring joy and consolation to this
one.
Together, these techniques constitute Santayana's "religion of disillusion."
This religion constitutes Santayana's effort to correct "the natural but hopeless
misunderstanding of imagining that poetry, in order to be religion, in order to
be the inspiration of life, must first deny that it is poetry and deceive us about
the facts with which we deal" [IPR: 115]. Any and every religion that has done
this has jeopardized its own role in republican culture twice over, by failing to
remain conversable with the other institutions of reason, especially the
explanatory sciences, and by arrogating absolute truth, power, and moral
propriety to itself, at the expense of all the religious affections, practices, and
aspirations that it, per force, excludes.
The greatest illusions of all, Santayana is convinced, are the illusions of
arrogance: the arrogance of wisdom, of power, and of virtue. Romanticism, he
believes, has done much to correct the pretensions of the other two traditions
to which he and his culture are heirs, by disclosing the imaginative status of
every variety of human discourse. But if Romanticism has done this, It has also
given rise to a new cult of human power, a devotion so intense it has
transformed the reasonable assertion of human interests into a fanaticism blind
to the boundaries of human finitude. Romanticism is itself deluded as it
renders the human imagination omnipotent: it gives up the project of
grounding knowledge on itself, but holds fast to unlimited human selfassertion.
Religion, or the spiritual life, Santayana thinks, not only establishes a total
view of things that permit and foster human joy as well as the things impeding
it. It also functions to curb the pretensions of human self-assertion by opening
people's eyes to their conditions of their own finitude. That, he will argue in
The Life of Reason, makes religion a practically indispensable part of our cultural
inheritance.
HENRY SAMUEL LEVINSON
University of North Carolina at Greensboro

Santayana in Rome
On the last day of my leave I determined to seek out George Santayana, who
was reported to be In seclusion somewhere in Rome.1 Inquiry at the American
embassy led me to a convent-hospital on a bluff overlooking the city and the
Roman countryside immediately behind the garden and church of San Stefano
Rotondo. There an elderly sister, transported long ago from her native
Chicago, conducted me to a large airy chamber. From the shade of a curtained
window a small, scholarly man with white hair, dressed in a linen, pajama-like
suit and a short lavender jacket, arose and greeted me with warm and simple
kindness. In Santayana I was never conscious of age, only of those merry7 eyes
and a liberating laughter. When he talked, as he did freely and quietly, there
was none of the harshness of the English voice, or the insistent correctness of
the Bostonian. His was a measured, timeless tone, full of clarity and richness
and humor. So complete was the spirit of ease and warmth in that room, that
never an awkward moment or a fleeting sense of embarrassment separated me
from my host; although he was receiving a young man whose knowledge of
either the world or the philosopher's own writings was meager indeed.
Questioning the origin of his present isolation, I was surprised to learn that
Santayana had not been in America for more than thirty years. On his last
leave of absence from Harvard, before World War I, It was arranged with
President Lowell that he should teach for half of each year and have the
remaining time for travel and the solitude essential to his work. Before the
plan could be implemented, however, Santayana's mother died, his sister
returned to Spain, and the last strong ties with the new world disappeared.
Never really at home in New England or Harvard, Santayana found in Europe a
way of life encouraging to his individual needs and philosophic background.
The war changed all this, leaving him stranded in Italy. His efforts to gain
passage to America were unsuccessful; entry into England or Switzerland was
equally impossible. Casting about for a refuge In the rising storm, Santayana
found safety in this religious house which, perhaps, may shelter the remaining
years of his life. The situation was made simple, for this particular order has its
founding chapter in Chicago and a transfer of funds was easily adjusted. When
I mentioned Spain as an untried place of refuge, Santayana laughingly
overruled the suggestion. In Avila he was too well known; there were too many
friends and relatives. Living alone, he added, is his greatest luxury, and one for
which not a little sacrifice is necessary and freely given.

The editors are eager to publish the persona! reminiscences of those who were acquainted with
George Santayana.
1
! visited Santayana in June of 194:">, when on leave from the 10th Mountain Division. The text is
exactly as I set it down afterwards excepting for the elimination of certain personal observations on
the war, politics, Italian cities, etc., which are irrelevant to the subject.
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As it developed, Santayana's isolation was not complete. Sometimes he
strolled in the streets or went for a drive in the one-horse hacks now so popular
with soldiers in Rome. He recalled with what excitement the city watched the
Germans march through the streets, sprinkled well with machine gun bullets,
while the Allies waited at the gates. Often, he heard the thunder of our
bombers overhead and the crash of explosives on nearby rail installations.
Now, occasionally, he receives British or American soliders whose visits largely
furnish his contacts with the outside world. Nor are the black carriages the sole
means of conveyance known to Santayana; he told of the ride he experienced
recently in a jeep and the discomforts of being bounced and shaken over the
rough streets of Rome.
Primarily Santayana worked during this period on the completion of his
memoirs, that mellow, stimulating background of which Persons and Places
appeared in 1944. With the liberation of Rome came the second volume, The
Middk Span. Of this, Mr. Santayana despaired of very great success in the
United States. For, he explained, The Middk Span deals largely with life in
England and that part of his education as an expatriate abroad. However, it
seems to me, that here in Rome, amid the scent of oleanders and orange
blossoms, against the long vista of the baths of Caraealla and the Appian WTay,
appears the true picture of the philosopher. Like the Roman of fifteen
centuries before him, Santayana labored serenely in his chamber while the
crash of the barbarian sounded in the court below. Indeed, there was
something of an air of quiet pleasure in the manner Santayana told of the
comparative comforts of this little stronghold which he held secure during four
years of war. Not that he lives splendidly, but only with the modest sufficiency
of an untroubled scholar.
It soon became clear to me that I could speak little with Santayana about
the war or hopes which we had for building something better from the ruins of
this shattering experience. It is not that the philosopher isn't deeply interested
in the success of the Allies or that he is unfamiliar with current history. But it
must be remembered that he lived through the war in enemy country, without
the benefit of reliable information. He frankly admitted that he has not felt
this war as much as the last, when he was an active campaigner in the
democracies' cause. To Santayana the reappearance of the German military
government and the war machine were a logical outcome of our failure to
examine closely the German war spirit or potentiality and to take the necessary
steps of control in the years after 1919, He recalled that at the time he wrote a
book explaining in part the philosophical background for a warring Germany
and its continued threat to a peace-minded world. The work, he said, was at
once assailed as an unprovoked attack on German philosophy and went
unheeded.
Santayana holds no great hope that Europe's defeated people will
demonstrate much of a capacity for self-government or in particular for those
democratic Institutions attractive to the Western allies. Nor is he optimistic in
regard to America's spiritual future. We are living in the middle of a desert,
said Santayana; to be sure, we come occasionally to an oasis, some deep pool or
sheltered grove, but essentially we Tead on barren ground. Going on further,
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he explained that scientifically and industrially we are far ahead; but in the
field of the humanities there was little room for hope on his part. I could take
the question no farther, for 34 years of absence was too great a gulf to bridge in
a few hours.
I told him of his old university that has become a new Harvard: the centers
of graduate study, the houses along the river, the searching for a balance
between a broad general background and the necessity for eventual
specialization. Yes, he liked much of this, but it was all done so quickly, it was
all so new. But no, the philosopher then conceded, time was of little
importance in the lives or deeds of men. Look what glory came to Greece in 40
years; how completely had a pope changed Rome in less time.
I told Santayana that I often wondered what Oliver, the hero in The Last
Puritan, would think If he faced our world today. But here I overstepped my
liberty. For Oliver's education, life and world found fulfillment in the ending
of the first World War. Santayana said this much of The Puritan: It was the
favorite of all his books, and the only one he could reread enjoyably.
After tea my host, in the most engaging manner, ended our meeting with
an inquiry as to my opinion of Italian architecture. I told him that I preferred
the more austere Renaissance forms I had seen in Florence to the later Roman
ones. Santayana accepted this as the expected response of a young American
and laughingly suggested that as I grew older I would grow to appreciate the
Baroque.
HAROLD KIRKER
Department of History
University of California, Santa Barbara

The Santayana Edition
Interpretations of Poetry and Religion, Volume III of the Works of George
Santayana, was released in 1990. This volume represents the cumulative work
of many years and of many persons, and its appearance exemplifies the pattern
of scholarly editing and high-quality production associated with our volumes.
Reviews are beginning to appear, and if anyone wishes to review the volume for
a journal, please write to me or to MIT Press.
We are presently working on the next three volumes: The Last Puritan,
tetters (four books), and The Life of Reason, (five books). A lagniappe of the
novel is the prospect of a feature-length film. John Friedman continues his
work on this project, and I have received two versions of the script by Sherman
Yellen. The tetters will provide valuable information that has long been missing
from Santayana scholarship. Less than five hundred of Santayana's letters have
appeared in print, and we have collected approximately twenty-five hundred
letters for the volume. This is a project that Bill Holzberger has worked on
since 1972, and it will be a delight to see it come to fruition in a few years. The
five books of The Life of Reason are far from completion, but the initial research
on these volumes confirms their importance for understanding the
development of Santayana's thought as well as his scholarly stature at the turn
of the century.
This past year I made two trips to western Europe and to England working
on the Santayana project. The Spanish Institute in London and the Diplomatic
School in Madrid invited me to present papers, and I located several small but
significant caches of letters to Santayana's Spanish family as well as
photographs that belonged to Santayana. I am greatly indepted to Javier
Jimenez-Ugarte, the Spanish El Secretario General Tecnico del Ministerio de
Asuntos Exteriores, for his continued support and consideration. In addition,
Jose-Ramon Sastre, the great grand nephew of Santayana, has been of
invaluable assistance in finding letters and photographs. Pedro Garcia-Martin
and I continue to work on a possible 1992 Santayana conference in Avila.
In June, we completed another detailed proposal to NEH for 1991-94. This
is a task that takes considerable energy and time, but we simply cannot
continue our work without the appreciable support of NEH. The staff there
has been supportive and helpful in our endeavors.
HERMAN J. SAATKAMP, JR.
General Editor
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL CHECKLIST
SEVENTH UPDATE
The items below will supplement the references given in George Santayana: A
Bibliographical Checklist, 1880 - 1980 (Bowling Green: Philosophy Documentation Center, 1982) prepared by Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr., and John Jones.
These references are divided into primary and secondary sources. Except for
the book reviews, the following articles and books are classified according to
their year of publication. Readers with further information or corrections are
invited to send these to Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr., Santayana Edition,
Department of Philosophy, Texas A&M University. College Station, Texas
77843-4237.
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