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Moral Finitude and the Ethics of Language

A New World Response to Gianni Vattimo 

Shira Wolosky

Morality has often been thought to be grounded in some access to an ultimate truth, an infinite experience, a sublime authority with which the individual identifies and that the individual is able to draw upon or claim.
 Instead, I would like to suggest that a moral position may be one that disclaims any such identification. Instead of grounding a moral stance in access to the absolute, we might define it as a positive acceptance of one’s own finitude, limitation, circumscription. What characterizes a moral position may not be identification with, or claims to speak from or for, any absolute authority or infinite understanding, but rather the denial of just such claims or possibility. It may be in our self-retraction—in our recognition of human fallibility and lack of total understanding—that morality resides.


These suggestions generally accord with those of Gianni Vattimo’s contribution to this symposium (“Ethics without Transcendence”), although with differences in formulation and emphasis. I share Vattimo’s sense of the “risks run by any ethics claiming to be ‘natural,’ any ethics claiming to be founded in the nature of humankind and the nature of things,” and I share as well his skepticism of ethical modes that presuppose an “essentialist metaphysics.” I admire his support for “an ethics of negotiation and consensus rather than one of immutable principles that speak identically to all.” I admire also his support for an ethics in which recognizing “that our reasons are not absolute tends to make shared criteria available instead.” However, I would propose a somewhat different formulation of the notion of transcendence (as distinct from postmetaphysics, terms he seems to use alternatively), and would situate “individual conscience” in other terms than he does. I think too that the stance of moral finitude may find expression and enactment in particular modes of language, where language itself is revealed to have an ethical dimension, to deploy, define, and project ethical attitudes and commitments.

To develop this notion of moral finitude and a corresponding ethics of language, I prefer to appeal to an American tradition in politics, culture, and literature, and specifically to a poetic tradition as represented in the work of Robert Frost. Poetics affords an intensive view into the ethics of language in that it, above all other literary modes, makes the forms of language its first attention, its particular, self-conscious reflection. In Frost, linguistic self-reflection with specifically ethical implications is clearly rooted in, and speaks for, a tradition of American discourses, institutions, and experiences. To make this claim is not to say that an ethical poetics and moral understanding like Frost’s are central to every American context or writer or even poet, although I do think that their extent in the literary tradition may be larger than it might first appear. Nor is my claim that the sorts of linguistic commitments central to Frost are exclusively American. Yet Frost can speak on behalf of a strong tendency of American culture and American poets, for which and for whom a commitment to moral finitude is central and defines both poetic practices and the poetic address to aspects of the surrounding world. 

This commitment to moral finitude, to embracing one’s own finitude as a moral position, is (for Frost and the poetic tradition from which he emerges) concretely situated within American contexts. Especially relevant is the lack of an established church, which is to say that the anarchy and hence freedom of religious activities in North America are pertinent.
 The tradition of individualism as the fundamental unit of any social contract or communal commitment has roots in American Protestant experience and takes on its own specific forms within the  community and authority of the various churches.
 This mode of religious individualism has in turn complex historical, political, and theoretical connections to other American individualist modes, including both political republicanism and economic liberalism. Political traditions of distinct states balanced against federal authority, of distinct branches of government balanced against each other, of separation of church and state creating neutral public spaces: all of these in complex interaction open a negative space of retraction, the observance of which constitutes a positive moral commitment. 

This history involves intricate and sometimes surprising relations between religious structures and a morality of limitation. The idea of moral finitude may perhaps be extended toward a corollary notion of religious finitude, and I would like to show how the extension is fundamental to genuine religious sensibility and commitment. I hope, that is, to claim that unconditional claims to authority transgress what is defining in religious commitment: the awe before a transcendence that one can never command or possess and in terms of which the self emerges as a finite person unable to—indeed forbidden from—asserting command and possession. Here the notion of transcendence is not identical with or subsumable into metaphysics as a category, a distinction that Gianni Vattimo does not draw in his piece. Instead, the notion of transcendence asserts limits to what we can grasp and thereby obviates claims to know a metaphysical reality. Vattimo’s distinction between the postmetaphysical ethics of others—the ethics that he himself proposes—and the Levinasian ethics of the Other (“conceived in terms of laws that stem from essences and metaphysical structures”) misses, I believe, some of Levinas’s force. The Other and others are not simply oppositional. The Other announces, not a metaphysical category or “transcendent entity,” but rather its remotion. Levinas’s idea of otherness establishes a relationship that removes from any self a right of incursion into any other self. Each other remains reserved, which is to say sacred, in this structure of transcendence—a structure that, however, is not metaphysical (either as realm or as claim) but rather acts as a limit to such realms and claims.

The relation of moral finitude (as a concept) to religious tradition is complex. The sense of human limitation or retraction proposed here has some common ground with what has traditionally, in religious contexts, been called humility. I would distinguish, however, finitude from humility in that humility has tended to imply an act of submission or subordination within a hierarchy of authority that ultimately could or does make very expansive, if not infinite, claims. Yet finitude, if it is to mean anything, ought to deny any such claims to any person in any position; nor should it entail utter subordination to any other finite person in a hierarchy. Each self remains his or her own center of moral authority. Finitude affirms, not a subjection, but a limitation, a self-limitation or self-retraction, as a moral stance. Self-retraction also stands distinct from traditional ideals of self-sacrifice, which carry, in my view, a self-contradictory element. What self is acting if the self is sacrificed? Self-limitation or retraction, in contrast, does not ideally eliminate the self: agent selves who respect and make room for other selves are, more or less by definition, required.  

Finally, moral finitude may suggest or recall some traditional conceptions of humanity as fallen or sinful. But finitude, in the sense in which I am treating it, is not a defect that requires recovery or rescue: it is, rather, a proper and appropriate condition to be acknowledged and embraced. There may, however, remain important connections to and yet differences from what has been referred to as self-transcendence. Still, transcendence, in the context that Vattimo’s and my contributions here seek to establish, is not a realm or state one can enter. Instead, transcendence stands for what cannot be entered, what remains ever beyond one’s own finitude, marking its proper boundaries. A formula of the consequent religious position might be that: the reason to believe in God is to remember that you are not yourself God, that you cannot claim to see or know as He does, and above all that you cannot venture to enact for God or in His name what you imagine He wills or intends, especially if doing so would impose on others. 

Self-transcendence, understood in this way, accepts a boundary to the self and experiences awe before what stands beyond it, outside the reach and possession of the self. What stands beyond is marked as transcendent Other but experienced in every other that transcends each selfhood. Finitude, again, is not sin. Yet there remains a possibility of sin by the definitions that Vattimo proposes. There is “the pretense that value is given us categorically as an object—this is sin.” There is also, as sin, the “inability to suspend total adherence to the present object.” And, as Vattimo adds, “recovery from sin would be an opening to other voices and other possibilities that would free us from the submissiveness with which the given and the actual tend to subjugate us.” I would add, though, that Vattimo’s formulation is refracted through the lens of a European centered tradition and its concerns. He distances himself from an Other as metaphysically conceived, “thundering its categorical imperative to the private individual conscience,” and Vattimo aligns himself instead with a Heideggerean distrust of humanism as “subjective, relating to the limited individual conscience.” Moreover, Vattimo describes the “very essence of ethics” as “endless attenuation of the self,” which seems to express a desire for release from the human boundedness that is, for me in any case, the site of human responsibility and hence morality. Self-retraction is not an endless attenuation of the self, but rather a firm centering in the self as bounded: as acknowledging those boundaries in relation and respect to others, yet also in relation and respect to the self. Without self, there is also no other and thus no moral agency.  


A formulation of moral finitude like the one I have been sketching may seem to raise or issue in problems of moral skepticism or relativism. Disclaiming access to the absolute may be said to render impossible any moral position at all. Conversely, it might seem that the commitment to moral finitude may render impossible any sort of joint action, mutual commitment, or common life, isolating each individual in finite selfhood. In response, very briefly, I would suggest that the notion of moral finitude be regarded as self-regulating: any action that fails to respect the moral finitude of others and impinges upon them may be considered immoral and rightly resisted. This approach, of course, follows the sort of formal reasoning familiar from the Kantian tradition. However, instead of resting on a concept of impartiality that erases the particular differences between the selves making moral judgments, the notion of moral finitude assumes that each finite self remains defined by the specific histories, communities, and families that gave him or her birth and definition. The self I have been describing is no “unencumbered self”: relationship is part of what it means to be  (and again, to acknowledge being) finite and to act out of that finitude.
 In this context, it is not the universal common nature of human beings that is morally fundamental.
 What is called for is to recognize the inevitable and irrevocable differences between us, such that one must not project oneself onto others but instead respect everyone as ultimately unique. Each moral finitude is, we might even say, nonnegotiable—protected, defended, and entitled to be sustained.  

Of course, just how to balance the different claims and defenses of each finitude, each self, would have to be adjudicated case by case. Vattimo’s vision of an “ethics of negotiation and consensus rather than one of immutable principles that speak identically to all” points at once in philosophical, ethical, and political directions. Here he approaches a scene of Habermasian negotiation. The scene of discourse in Vattimo’s version, however, would not be idealized, as discourse theory idealizes it, nor imagined as (in Thomas McCarthy’s description) a “general and reciprocal perspective taking.”
 Vattimian negotiation would be between uncommon interests, each distinct from the others. Yet more than the purely negative liberty of Isaiah Berlin’s definition seems required for an ethical vision. As Vattimo poses it, an ethics “must propose specific content as well. As a citizen,” he asks, “what values, precisely, do I profess and what reasons should I put forward for preferring them?” Each moral finitude must have positive responsibility for each other finitude, at least the responsibility of establishing conditions for each one’s (finite) moral agency and (finite) sphere and interests. Not accidentally, a standard of praxis for this balance between negative and positive would be James Madison’s in Federalist 10, where he argues that, not unity, but a greater multiplicity of interests in mutual negotiation, is the most pragmatic mode for achieving fair and just government. Madison’s vision of social relationship is rooted in the contexts of America’s own history of plural settlement, far-flung and relatively autonomous regions, multiple ethnicities and plural religious trends competing one with the other in the presence of no established church and no coercive church power. Drawing on Locke, Madison would grant validation to individual interest and agency, to a selfhood asserted as well as retracted, to the legitimacy of any finitude so long as other finitudes are both safeguarded and sustained. Each is called upon, not to deny his or her own interests, but to make room for those of others. A crucial feature here is the mode of negation assumed, or perhaps it is a mode of defense. One might call it consensual nonself-destruction: no one renounces particular interests and commitments, and no one can be expected to agree to an arrangement that would be injurious or destructive to his or her finite position or existence. Yet these terms would also apply to all others. Put positively, there would be the commitment to basic conditions ensuring each one’s access and agency to act, speak, negotiate, and participate in the society that safeguards and makes possible just this access and these norms. The model, then, is implicitly political as well as ethical. 


And also linguistic. What might be the linguistic corollary or stratum to a stance of moral finitude? It was Nietzsche who first claimed that grammar structures our basic categories and understandings. “In its origin,” he writes in Twilight of the Idols, “language belongs in the age of the most rudimentary form of psychology.” The “metaphysics of language” establishes subject and object, cause and effect. This (counter-) revelation led Nietzsche, in “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” to rename truth an “army of metaphors.”
 But the rejection of metaphysical linguistic “truth” does not entail the defeat of all notions of truth, just as the rejection of metaphysics does not entail the defeat of ethics. What Nietzsche’s argument does is invite examination of ethical responsibility in the context of language. Not just what we say but how we say what we say establishes specific claims, specific relations to ourselves, to others, to our world—and we need to become conscious of this process and to take responsibility for it. 

I

Bringing that process to consciousness is the project of Robert Frost’s work, despite—or rather, in and through—its deep engagement with apparently simple and transparent language. Frost’s intently self-conscious unself-consciousness penetrates beyond his rustic scenes into modes of linguistic experience. What seems a mere walk through a New England forest or farm is a venture into linguistic terrain in which human claims and their ethical implications take place as a linguistic event, through our most common, most insistent forms of language. Poetry itself, as the genre of linguistic self-investigation and self-reflection, offers an apt medium for this project. Through it, Frost puts pressure on our ordinary linguistic structures to investigate the assumptions—and even more, the responsibilities—that they deploy and command. To the (large) extent that this linguistic investigation takes place in Frost as a naked confrontation with nature, it marks his no less deliberate pose as American; and he proposes the American contexts for his venture in other ways as well. At the same time, Frost carries his investigation of the ethics of language into an area that Habermas, in an essay titled “Morality and Ethical Life,” worries might be excluded from “discourse ethics,” given that the model it has furnished invites only those who can participate in the public sphere of language.
 Frost’s concerns, that is, extend beyond the human world to the natural one, in an almost ecological morality. He peculiarly engages that which cannot speak, or rather he explores just how powerful and extensive a trope human speaking is. Through all, he projects an ethics of finitude, established through a rhetoric of limitation and retraction. This procedure can often be deflationary. Frost’s is an irony of the finite. Yet I think Frost is ultimately affirmative—his poetry affirms proper ways of conduct and speaking, granted in and through the limited frameworks that define us as human beings. 

Many of Frost’s most familiar scenes take shape through this commitment to figural and, more generally, linguistic limitation. There is, for example, his poem “Mending Wall” and the mutually exclusive choice in “The Road Not Taken.” Both in theory and in practice, Frost inscribes boundaries straining to contain forces straining to break through them, in a constant tension of pressure and counterpressure. In his formal poetics, which he erected against more experimental trends, he is often interested in boundaries against incursion and violence. The poem “Unharvested” gratefully commends what is left untouched by human desire and consumption, bidding: “May much stay out of our stated plan.” His poem “The Flood” declares that 

“Blood has been harder to dam back than water.”

Just when we think we have it impounded safe

Behind new barrier walls (and let it chafe!)

It breaks away in some new kind of slaughter.

Yet, conversely and perversely, it is often the lines we draw, the patterns we construct, that intrude a violent imposition. The constellations we trace as lines “Between the dotted stars” turn out, in the ironically titled “Peaceful Shepherd,” to be “the Crown of Rule, / The Scales of Trade, / the Cross of Faith”—that is, figures of poitical power, economic rapacity, religious violence, all finally summed up in the “Sword” of warfare.   


But it is in the conduct of ordinary language—its construction, its rhetorical patterns, its implications—that Frost’s genius resides. His is a grammatological poetics: a poetics of linguistic worlds as we compose and inhabit them. He invokes a range of mutually impinging rhetorical figures—chiasm, catachresis, oxymoron, negation—as the linguistic modes in which we dwell, and that, in his work, are revealed above all to have ethical import and impact. Especially personification emerges as his master trope, permeating all others. For the impulse to understand the world around us in human terms is, for humans, irresistible and even unavoidable. The impulse structures and penetrates all language, making personification a ground of human discourse. 

Frost explores the extent—as well as the limit—of personification’s (proper) claims. “Stopping by Woods,” for example, balances the notion of untrammeled woods with rights of ownership and, above all, the beauty of nature against the seductions of too great (which is to say, dangerous) identifications with nature. “The Most of It” records the disappointment of human beings with nature’s failure to provide a “voice in answer” to our own except as mere “mocking echo” and “copy speech.” But this human desire for nature to have its own voice independent of the human proves another inescapable humanization. “Spring Pools” misreads (through human reflective preferences, figured in the pools) the circulation of nature as destructive force. “The Need of Being Versed” traces a still more complex course of the seductions and confusions of seeing the self in the mirror of nature and of seeing nature in linguistic mirrors of the self. A destroyed farm (itself a figure of personification) is rescued from desolation, not through the imposition of human categories on it, but by their withdrawal. Familiarity with nature is, paradoxically, necessary to make this separation from it possible: “One had to be versed in country things/ Not to believe the phoebes wept.” Renewed fertility is only recognized when personification—seeing the birds in human categories—is withdrawn.

In Frost’s poetic world, humans are inescapably humanizing in the very words they use for themselves and their world. Yet language can also play a positive role in constraining human drives and can make a moral space around each agent/person that  self-restricts devouring desires and claims. Frost has an exquisite sense of just how much claim language can—cannot help but—make. Still, he also has a sense of how our recognizing the limits of language helps define its proper moral domain. He enacts this recognition, not by describing the world as it is “in itself” (an impossibility in human language), but by opening a space beyond the human through retracting personification. The mode in which Frost exposes or contradicts or negates personifications might be termed “depersonification.” A full range of Frost’s linguistic claims and disclaimers can be seen in short compass in the poem “Once by the Pacific”:  

The shattered water made a misty din.

Great waves looked over others coming in,

And thought of doing something to the shore

That water never did to land before.

The clouds were low and hairy in the skies,

Like locks blown forward in the gleam of eyes.

You could not tell, and yet it looked as if 

The shore was lucky in being backed by cliff,

The cliff in being backed by continent;

It looked as if a night of dark intent

Was coming, and not only a night, an age.

Someone had better be prepared for rage.

There would be more than ocean-water broken

Before God’s last Put out the Light was spoken.

This poem for all its brevity offers a compendium of modes of personification. The second line presents a kind of “pathetic fallacy” or romantic personification of ascribing to inanimate nature human qualities: the waves “looked over” each other as if nature were humanly alive, prescient, intentional. This mode then modulates into a larger, more archaic form of personification, as the world becomes a mythological giant. The figure of the clouds, “low and hairy . . . like locks blown forward in the gleam of eyes,” makes the cosmos into a mythical monster. A yet further kind of personification follows, that of allegory. The “night of dark intent” allegorizes an interior human state as an exterior figure, night. “Someone,” too, invites allegorical elaboration, where just who “someone” stands for remains a pivotal question. Lastly, “God” at the poem’s end gestures toward religious anthropomorphism. 

But the personifying mode of this poem goes beyond, or stands in modifying relationship to, all these traditional kinds. Frost here (as often in his work) serves to limit his figures, even while using them, by pushing linguistic and rhetorical tendencies to an extremity that focuses attention on them and on their consequences. Here, through the very accumulation of personifying modes as well as the particular forms he gives to them, Frost brings them toward self-exposure. That is, he renders personification so visible and extreme, so hyperbolic, that it exposes its own operation and, in doing so, calls its own claims into question. The exaggeration and exposure occur, for instance, when the great waves in “Once by the Pacific” not only look over each other but think about doing so; also when the clouds are not only hairy, but lurk and loom with gleaming eyes. The taken-for-granted pull of the pathetic fallacy pushes toward conscious assessment and beyond credibility. The mythological impulse becomes less expansive than farcical.


The image of the eyes dramatizes the question of point of view that the poem makes central throughout. The waves look, the clouds have eyes, and the poet also watches (and watches himself watching). “It looked as if” of line 7 is repeated in line 10. The first “as if” is the turning center of the poem—formally, as the seventh of the sonnet’s (eccentrically rhymed) fourteen lines; but also conceptually and rhetorically. Personification is itself an “as if,” an imagined comparison between self and world, constructed in language. The capacity to compare is, in the poem, presented as a dangerous power. The hyperbole of personification takes shape as an exaggeration (unto apocalyptic proportions) of danger itself. The mistaking of the world as human, and of its processes as intentions, becomes increasingly threatening, until “it looked as if”—when the phrase is repeated in line 10—“a night of dark intent / Was coming, and not only a night, an age.” Here is the world’s end, the last age. Our final hour is here, in this language of personification, this projecting of human intention and categories onto the world.


This sonnet also offers its own little exercise in biblical commentary. The poem’s opening line recalls the opening of Genesis, the creation of the world out of waste and void. In the sonnet, however, it is not the world but the chaos preceding its creation that, in Frost’s oxymoron, is “made”—a “misty din” that synesthetically confuses sight and sound and rises out of “shattered water.” Such unmaking becomes explicit, in the sonnet’s closing line, as “God’s last Put out the Light.” But the unmaking is achieved in Frost’s peculiarly self-exposing rhetoric: deflation puts the high consequence of apocalypse in the lowest colloquial language. “Put out the Light” as God’s word makes the entire apocalyptic fantasy seem exactly that, a trivial daydream. The mysterious allegorical “Someone” named earlier turns out to be ourselves, in our conceptual and linguistic “rage” to confuse the world with our own interiority, a rage projected in ideas of a hastening end. For Frost, human intention projected onto the world, rather than redeeming the world into design, is potentially destructive, consuming. It is to be resisted or at least self-consciously suspected. As he writes in “Acceptance” (a companion sonnet to “Once by the Pacific”): “Now let the night be too dark for me to see / Into the future. Let what will be, be.” The biblical word remains creative, a “Let there be” grounded on acceptance of what we do not know, cannot fathom: “a night too dark for me / to see.” In “Once by the Pacific,” the apocalyptic terror of final purpose is similarly resisted, unmasked. The first word of the title—“Once”—confirms that what “looked” ultimate and final was merely a place the poet walked to sing, one moment in a world that will go on, despite human projections of finality. And even as the speaker grows fierce and wild, there is a retraction: “You could not tell.” This understated, apparently colloquial line emphasizes the responsibility for what one says and its limitations, how much our world is made through our telling, yet how much we ought to recognize that our language is no less, but also no more, than itself. We live and move and have our being in a linguistic world, but we have no license to claim even that world to be ours, either terminally or without end.  


Isaiah Berlin, in Four Essays on Liberty, warns against “the perils of using organic metaphors to justify the coercion of some men by others”—he means metaphors that personify society as a human agent.
 Frost’s ethics of language tends to be staged on deserted American country roads. But Frost can be directly social and political in no less explicitly American contexts. He places his discourse in terms of American political history. His dauntingly celebratory poem on President Kennedy’s inauguration portrays the American Revolution as inspiring movements of self-government everywhere. Washington, Adams, Jefferson, and Madison “by the example of our Declaration / Make everybody want to be a nation . . . They are our wards we think to some extent / For the time being and with their consent.” What is instituted, however, is less a “New order of the ages” than new forms of disorder: “’Tis a confusion it was ours to start / So in it have to take courageous part . . . Our venture in revolution and outlawry / Has justified itself in freedom’s story.” Frost characteristically warns against too thoroughgoing an order and too complete a revolution. “A Case for Jefferson” denounces programs that want “all made new,” so that “love of country means / blowing it all to smithereens.” “A Semi-Revolution” recommends revolution “by halves,” lest too total an overturning fulfill too absolute a plan. Suspicious of absolutes, wary of human ends, Frost in 1946 scorned “The Planners” as intending a “burst of nuclear phenomenon / that put an end to what is going on.” 


Frost prefers to project partial ventures and retractive gestures. In “Build Soil: A Political Pastoral,” he commends (at most) one-man revolutions, with the goal “to keep off each other and to keep each other off.” Then he warns: “We’re too unseparate out among each other.” Here and elsewhere are firm poems of negative liberty and individual agency—an agency invested as much in self-constraint as in any kind of self-assertion. In “A Minor Bird,” Frost self-critically chides himself, on something like First Amendment grounds, for trying to drive away a bird whose song had irritated him: “And of course there must be something wrong / In wanting to silence any song.” The poem “Not Quite Social” outlines a more elaborate social scene. In it, defiance and commitment stand in essential relation to each other, as an eccentric person appeals to his fellow citizens regarding his uncommon behavior: 

To punish me overcruelly wouldn’t be right

For merely giving you once more gentle proof

That the city’s hold on a man is no more tight

Than when its walls rose higher than any roof.

You may taunt me with not being able to flee the earth.

You have me there, but loosely as I would be held.

The way of understanding is partly mirth.

I would not be taken as ever having rebelled.

This poem denies to the city any anthropomorphic agency to “hold” its inhabitants. Rather, the city is an architectural and social arrangement made up of those who dwell in it. The relations between them are represented through a rhetoric of negation that limits each one’s imposition on the other, even while affirming a bond between them: “Woudn’t be right,” “no more tight,” “not being able,” “not be taken.” This negative grammar opens a space between and among people—a social space, regulated in part by “mirth,” where each member is “loosely held” and never rebellious or in flight from the world.  

Fleeing the earth is not what is on the poet’s mind. His ethic is ungrounded in any metaphysic; indeed Frost shows an enormous wariness about the metaphysical. In the poem “Bond and Free,” for example, he denies that “Thought,” in its fantasy of “soaring” above the earth, is truly free or that “Love,” in its complex earthly attachments, is unfree. Elsewhere, he is against “Etherealizing” as a poetic principle and complains that the dualistic desire to have “mind . . . freed” of “flesh” is a falsifying “theory” held so hard it has come to be “rated as a creed.” Frost is, furthermore, against unconstraint in both politics and daily life. In a poem about kings and their usurpers (“The Vindictives”), he curses the tyrants of unrestrained desire with

Unsatisfied love of the high,

Unvulgar, unsoiled, and ideal.

Let their trappings be taken away.

Let them suffer starvation and die

Of being brought down to the real.

II

Poetry is not political theory and Frost does not specify social procedures and premises. Nevertheless, his tendency accords with that of writers such as Michael Walzer, who writes, in Thick and Thin, of the “defense of boundaries” between different spheres of life. Against “totalizing views” that see society as only a system of domination or as only autonomous individuals calculating their own interests, Walzer proposes a middle way in which multifaceted human beings seek and find overlapping courses. Morality itself requires a “self-restraint” that forbids imposing “a complete set of moral principles across the range of cultural difference.”
 Even within each self, multiple voices reside; there is a dynamic intersection of various relationships, roles, and projects. But this multiplicity, rather than threatening morality becomes its basis, both substantively and procedurally. It is just such divisions that make possible (in the self and in society) standpoints for critical inquiry and judgment—and it is those divisions as well that, through their negotiation of boundaries, sustain and respect each individual in his or her individuality:   

Not a single critic, standing in a privileged place, upholding a unifom and universal standard, but a variety of critics with competing standards . . . [affords us] room for choice. There are alternative claims and proposals to which we have to listen, which can’t be silenced by some all-powerful, once-and-for-all, ideologically correct argument. The case is the same with self-criticism. I am served best if I have many internal critics.
 

In a procedure that Walzer describes as “negative injunction,” difference, contention, and negotiation between and among variant positions—none of which has the moral authority to impose itself as universally valid, each of which has to concede space and moral authority to others—can guarantee respect and also commitment between and among moral finitudes. 


Walzer is of course recasting insights pivotal to the founding of the American republic. James Madison’s argument in Federalist 10 for greater multiplicity regards unity as attainable in government only “by destroying the liberty which is central to its existence” or by assuming for “every citizen the same opinions, the same passions, and the same interests.” Pursuit of unity, in other words, would falsify and controvert “the diversity of faculties in man.” Whereas, Madison writes, if you  

Extend the sphere . . . you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own strength and to act in unison with each other. 

Frost’s own discourses, while cognate with Madison’s before him and Walzer’s after his time, remain on the whole indirect and figural. As such, however, they penetrate into linguistic domains as these shape our experience, of which much is obviously social. How we say what we say carries with it immense consequences for our relation to others and to the world. The Linguistic Turn of thought and art has been in this sense an ethical turn: part of a general shift from epistemological to more ethical concerns. In Frost’s most characteristic work, language discloses its strained engagement with nature, but the human scene is its true domain. The poem “Misgiving” makes a persuasive example. “Misgiving” (the title is very Frostian) may slyly answer to the sweeping drive of Shelley’s revolutionary “Ode to the West Wind.” Frost brazenly attributes language, reason, and intention—which, as in the Stoic definition of logos, establish and define personification—to “foliage . . . leaf and stem”:
  

All crying, “We will go with you, O Wind!”

The foliage follow him, leaf and stem;

But a sleep oppresses them as they go,

And they end by bidding him stay with them.

Since ever they flung abroad in spring

The leaves had promised themselves this flight,

Who now would fain seek sheltering wall,

Or thicket, or hollow place for the night.

And now they answer his summoning blast

With an ever vaguer and vaguer stir,

Or at utmost a little reluctant whirl

That drops them no further than where they were.

Frost’s bird-poems wonder precariously how far animals do or do not share with humans our powers of language, memory, anticipation. But when it comes to foliage, ascribing such powers can only shatter whatever illusion they seem to be conjuring. Here leaf and stem cry in words, they follow and sleep and bid; they promise and seek and answer a wind whose “summoning blast” similarly exhibits linguistic intent. As with any outrageously impossible ascription, this poem pushes toward a self-exposure that takes the shape of a moral lesson in the final stanza:

I only hope that when I am free

As they are free to go in quest

Of the knowledge beyond the bounds of life

It may not seem better to me to rest.

In a strangely winding counterreading of itself, the poem now makes the sort of analogy against which it has been warning. The scene of nature-as-humanized is revealed in the end to be a scene of human nature. And the lesson of the fable is to draw just such distinctions. The wind in this poem is not a prophetic force as in  Shelley’s ode, not the divine spirit of romantic and indeed religious tradition. Frost resolutely resists these sorts of identification with ultimate sources. He resists total identifications generally—whether with nature or with others or with God. Identifications of this sort are the misgiven in “Misgiving.” In place of identification, Frost offer a fierce individuation. But his variety of individualism is not structured as pure self-assertion; it moreover includes self-retraction. In this poem as elsewhere, the retraction is linguistic as well as ethical. The poem’s misgivings extend to the linguistic habits that are exposed, as in the “speech” of leaf and wind. These are figures and no more. To be swept along with such linguistic identifications is to dangerously break the bounds of the human and attempt to possess the natural world for human purposes and intentions. Frost’s verse traces linguistic boundaries within which, each of us, finitely and uniquely, asserts our own proper human and moral terrain.

III

The antiprophetic impulse found amply in Frost’s poetry can be glimpsed as well in foundational texts of the republic, for instance John Adams’s Defense of the Constitutions of Government of the United States. Adams wrote: “It will never be pretended that any persons employed in [framing the United States Government] had interviews with the gods or were in any degree under the inspiration of Heaven, more than those at work upon ships or houses” (letter to Dr. Richard Price, March 22, 1787). Thomas Jefferson’s resistance to imposed religious and other unities is grounded in a sense of the divine as, precisely, what is beyond human claim: “Would the world be more beautiful were all our faces alike? Were our tempers, our talents, our tastes, our forms, our wishes, aversions and pursuits cast exactly in the same mold? . . . These are the absurdities into which those run who usurp the throne of God and dictate to Him what He should have done” (letter to Charles Thomson, January 29, 1817).
 This sense of diffidence as moral, religious, and political commitment comes to expression perhaps most urgently, and most movingly, in Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural address:

Both [sides in the Civil War] read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes his aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces; but let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has his own purposes.

In this extraordinary political statement, Lincoln does not claim, even for his own side, full or exclusive access to truth and right as manifest in the Bible or in divine will. Instead, Lincoln denies absolute validity to the claims of his own or any side. Neither God nor history affords anyone full authorization or authority. Beyond the incomplete visions of all sides are purposes (“The Almighty has his own”) that no side can rightly fathom.   


In this passage, Lincoln is addressing directly, and directly resisting, concrete historical events. The Bible, religious rhetoric, and even apocalyptic discourse were potently mobilized by North and South alike as the ground of each one’s moral authority—and the self-contradiction was duly registered in the schismatic division of American Protestant denominations into Northern and Southern churches. While religious rhetorics became combatants, participating in and indeed fueling the Civil War, Lincoln by contrast invoked Scripture, not to command it authoritatively, but to situate it beyond any such command: “The prayers of both could not be answered.” Yet Lincoln does not thereby abjure his own moral position. He makes moral commitments and claims, condemning slavery as an evil to be resisted and overturned. Yet he puts his moral commitment in negative language (echoing the Lord’s Prayer): “let us judge not that we be not judged.” However wrong he believes his opponents to be, however strongly committed he is to denying them their version of American society, he will not negate them as persons. His opponents are finite as he himself is finite; respect for them, despite difference, is for him a moral principle. However, it is a moral principle that—with regard to slavery—Lincoln would claim that he, but not his opponents, is respecting. In other words, he will not commit against his Southern adversaries the transgression of moral erasure that he sees them as committing against their slaves; he will not adopt their moral error in the course of trying to correct it. For slave owners transgressed (in the terms of my argument) moral finitude, claiming for themselves the right to dominate and command others, to impose upon others beyond proper limits. There is a regulatory structure of any morality based on acknowledgment of our finitude: only positions that permit expression and negotiation of other positions can be permitted. In a social process that can only in this way sustain itself, no individual can be forced to his or her own self-destruction or injury, nor can any demand the injury of others. The acceptance of limitation is both a safeguard and a positive moral commitment—claiming not absolute right but the inability to claim it. 

In the American literary tradition, an ethics of language based in this questioning of absolutes—whether the absolutes are situated in the self or outside it, in nature or in God—can be found in the nineteenth century, however variously, in such poets as Herman Melville and Emily Dickinson. In the twentieth century, Marianne Moore and Elizabeth Bishop are others who might be regarded as contributors to an American poetic of self-retractive authority. Their careful craft enacts an exquisite respect for the integrity and value of each finite representation in their poetry. Theirs is a patient, modest, passionate devotion to each particular form, to partial efforts undertaken—making the poem itself an image or figure for what is the heroic, ordinary act of responsibility in and to mundane commitments. In Moore, accordingly, the Steam Roller is urgently suspected: “You crush all the particles down into close conformity, and then walk back and forth on them.” But the Snail is modestly praised: “If ‘compression is the first grace of style’, you have it. Contractility is a virtue / as modesty is a virtue.” Here the self is not attenuated into utter self-displacement, as Vattimo seems to suggest; and individual conscience remains a moral center, but one that both asserts and retracts its own—and others’—proper domain. 

The crossing of this poetics with the tradition of Lincoln, Madison, Adams, and Jefferson in moral and political thinking is perhaps most visible in Frost’s work, which often has recourse to American history. “The Black Cottage” is a poem about a woman whose menfolk all died in the Civil War:

Whatever else the Civil War was for . . .

Her giving somehow touched the principle

That all men are created free and equal . . . 

That’s a hard mystery of Jefferson’s.

What did it mean? . . .

But never mind, the Welshman got it planted

Where it will trouble us a thousand years.

Each age will have to reconsider it . . .

White was the only race she ever knew.

Black she had scarcely seen, and yellow never.

But how could they be made so very unlike

By the same hand working in the same stuff?

This poem’s sense of a “hard mystery” underscores meaning as never fully fathomed or exhausted. The question that Frost poses—how is there such difference when all are made by the same hand?—finally serves to link poetics and politics together. However understood, a creator’s act founds both difference and value, value grounded in respect for difference. In Frost’s poetry, language becomes both the ultimate model and site for ethical respect and responsibility. For it is in and through language, as Frost makes us feel, that we engage each other and our world—and, as his poetry repeatedly warns, potentially threaten to damage them. 


>         --p. 3:  I've changed "if this is conceived" to "if this were conceived" (grammatical)    OK
>
>         --p. 4:  I've made the change from "required" to "affirmed," but I have no idea what you mean--affirmed by what or whom?  OK
>
>         --p. 5:  I haven't made the change to "remember that you are not Him" because the grammar gives me hives.  That's why I came up with that convolution I
>         put in there to begin with.  Doesn't Grandma demand (correct me if I'm misremembering Lesson 401 in Eng. 5A) "to remember that you are not He" in that
>         syntax?  Copulatives don't take the accusative "Him" (at least they don't in Latin, whose grammar I know better than I know English grammar...it's dead
>         and hence less messy); copulatives take the nominative "He"--right?  Or wrong?  But--"to remember that you are not He" sounds more than a little
>         prissy.  Hence, as I say, my proposed circumlocution.  Unless you tell me otherwise, I'll leave the version I sent you originally.  Warning:  if you
>         change it to "Him," the copyeditors at Duke will very likely (unless Chicago Style has definitively given up all Latin structures by now, which is
>         possible; everything else has gone to hell) change your "Him" to "He" and you'll sound like a School Marm from Surrey.
     Oh Dear.  I guess we must not be ungrammatical, although with no disrespect for Latin I think we could do it here. What bothered me more was the gender problem.  your judgement.
      --p. 6:  I've deleted "we might even say," but I do think that it (or something like it) would improve the tone.  "Nonnegotiable" is a very harsh word,
>         used in general by fanatics who are resisting pressure from more reasonable people to sit down and talk.  Unless what you mean is "by nature not
>         negotiable"?  If so, that's what you should say.  I've got it in the harsh version and it will stay that way unless you tell me otherwise.
>
>          in fact it's grammatically impossible.  You can have "this poem on misgiving,"
>         without the cap and the title marks.  Instead, I've made the change as follows:  "in this poem called 'Misgiving'."  If you want something else, let me
>         know.
>         WHy don't you do "by nature not negotiable" if that is less harsh?
>
>
>         --p. 17:  Finally, I can't make out what you mean by "(cf. unseparate)"--I have no idea what you want done there.  Try again?
>         Cut unseparate (it was a quote from a poem discussed before, but who cares)
>         ast piece for the 9:3 symposium installment--by Wai Chee Dimock (Yale Eng. dept.).
>         It's on Thoreau...sort of.   Then I have my own thing to write, and I'm feeling singularly uninspired.  A college friend used to suggest peach ice
>         cream at such moments.  I wonder if it works; but I always thought she was nuts.
>
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