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ELISEO VIVAS is a breaker of molds. He is a 
philosopher who has the audacity to take 
poets seriously; a conservative who deserted 
liberalism and a flirtatious Marxism; a meta- 
physician who abandoned naturalism when it 
was in its prime, all decked out in  artificial 
Answers to Perennial Questions. Through all 
these twists and turns Vivas has evidenced a 
commitment to “the truth as  it  has been given 
me to see it”-which is to say (as must be the 
case with any honest man) haltingly, fleeting- 
ly, and heavy with doubt. His path has led 
him to ignorance, which, being Socratic, is 
essential wisdom. The journey has been at 
times painful and is  strewn with the corpses of 
discarded beliefs, debunked myths, old alle- 
giances, and former “friends” who regarded 
Vivas’ shredding of convictions as  a form of 
desertion, a personal affront, or a threat to 
their own sense of worth. 

‘This book describes the journey. Several 
chapters have appeared in Modern Age during 
the past year or so in the form of separate 
essays, but they make even better reading in 
the context they were designed to fit: a book 
that is unusual and in its way highly original. 
Ostensibly a story about Alonzo Quijano, the 
author’s alter-ego, the format provides a 
vehicle that permits Vivas the flexibility to 
mix fact with fancy and philosophy with 
poetry. The result is a fascinating chronicle 
written in Vivas’ inimitable, highly charged 
style that reveals something about Vivas, but 
even more about the world in which he lives: a 
world in which many so-called lovers of wis- 
dom turn out to be high priests of the goddess 
Ego, more committed to career and to their 
own particular version of “The Truth” than 
they are to the disinterested pursuit of 

knowledge; a world in which “conservatives” 
sometimes exhibit more concern about pre- 
serving their wealth than they do their cul- 
ture; a world in which academia is  rank with 
petty jealousies and backbiting among pathet- 
icaiiy smaii men and women; a worid in which 
learning must go on despite the proselytizing 
of would-be “teachers”; a world in which 
“tragedy is  an essential element.” The 
description has a familiar ring to it. This is 
not only Vivas’ world; it is our world as well. 

Vivas spends the first several chapters of 
the book dealing with Alonzo’s life, for the 
most part, and then shifts his attention to the 
level of Alonzo’s intellectual development. 
The transition is made nicely by means of a 
careful critique of Marxism, leading him to a 
sustained examination of naturalism, which 
“claimed to give an account, consonant with 
the sciences, and therefore in harmony with 
the spirit of the age, of the whole range of 
human experience. . . .” Alonzo discovers 
gradually that naturalism is inadequate, 
“indifferent to some aspects of experience, 
that i t  is myopic or utterly blind toward some, 
and that it misunderstood others.” Chiefly, 
naturalism discounts value, mystery, and the 
tragic dimension of human life; it cannot 
account for conscience and the miracle of 
human creativity. Alonzo’s careful and sympa- 
thetic reading of the poets made it impossible 
for him to return to the perspective of John 
Dewey and other neo-positivists and see any- 
thing but distortions and half-truths. “An 
adequate philosophy,” concluded Alonzo, 
“one equal to the requirements of a whole 
man, not of a man with vision dimmed by 
scientific faith and Pelagian optimism, should 
have something to say about the cluster of 
values and dis-values that men cannot suc- 
cessfully turn their face from.” 

It is relatively simple to direct arrows at the 
enemy camp from a distance, but Vivas has 
for many years aimed blows at naturalism 
from within the enemy camp. Vivas’ criticisms 
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of naturalism are systemic. His charge that 
naturalism rests on “faith” is especially 
interesting precisely because the naturalist 
regards faith as  something unseemly-some- 
thing one does not discuss in polite company. 
But surely Vivas is correct: the naturalist 
assumes that his methods will rout out the 
previously unknown-given enough t i m e  
and display it for all to see. This assumption 
is obviously a matter of faith, since there 
appear to be a number of blind alleys and 
pitfalls along the way to absolute naturalistic 
certainty, and it may not be humanly possible 
to avoid them. One example of this faith is the 
“missing link” that anthropologists have 
sought for years. The presence of this faith 
alongside the other clinical elements of the 
naturalistic account of man’s origins com- 
prises a blatant systemic flaw in the naturalis- 
tic account of the descent of man. Vivas puts 
it as  only he can: 

There are all kinds of men, and women, 
too. You have to learn to live with them- 
No, not with them, but next to them. Some 
put their faith in the classless society and 
some in free enterprise; some in the com- 
missars and some in the New Deal; some 
in Mao and some in the Mau-Mau. The 
Simbas put it in dawa. If men have faith in 
dawa and in figurines, why not in natural- 
ism? Surely what is sauce for the goose is 
sauce for the gander? But it isn’t. Natural- 
ism repudiates faith and claims to be 
founded on scientific evidence. What is 
dawa? you ask. Let me tell you. If you rub 
it on you, bullets can’t touch you. 

The Freudian and Darwinian animals reside 
in a world of fact but also in a world of value. 
And above all else, it is the naturalist’s 
rejection of value that led to Vivas’ rejection of 
naturalism and the development of his ax- 
iological realism. 

Vivas’ rejection of naturalism went hand in 
glove with his rejection of liberalism: his 
conviction that values have “status in being” 
involved him in the philosophy of conserva- 
tism, since the values that constitute culture 
are values that must be preserved by that cul- 
ture or it cannot survive. In his discussion of 

the “ontic hypothesis,” then, Vivas expresses 
his deep personal concern that his prior com- 
mitment and the commitment of so many 
others to liberalism and the cult of progress 
had been in large measure responsible for the 
terror and brutality that arose out of Europe in 
the 30’s and 40’s. “What had happened then? 
Hard as it was, he had to acknowledge to him- 
self that until then he  had emphasized the evil 
and had not looked at the good that actually 
abounded around him, that he had seen noth- 
ing but evil, and had deluded himself that in 
the place of evil, perfection or something 
close to it could be placed; it was hard to 
acknowledge that evil cannot be done away 
with. . . .” Thus do the threads of Vivas‘ 
critique of naturalism and liberalism come 
together with his axiological realism and his 
conservatism. The “ontic hypothesis” is the 
only hypothesis capable of giving an adequate 
account of human experience, and the hy- 
pothesis involves, for Vivas, a commitment to 
value and its preservation wherever possible. 

There is much here to interest the philoso- 
pher and the student of twentieth-century 
American thought. But this book is primarily 
a biography, albeit an intellectual biography, 
and the question of whether as such it is mere- 
ly personal must give the reviewer pause. The 
author’s intellectual struggles are his own. But 
they resemble in  all important respects the 
struggles of any honest thinker to find a de- 
fensible position from which to view his 
world. And it is this resemblance, made clear 
by the author’s exemplary descriptive powers, 
that allows Vivas to escape the snare of self- 
indulgence. Clearly there is a personal and at 
times a caustic dimension to this book. Vivas 
occasionally discharges thinly disguised 
broadsides at foes who have crossed his path 
with sinister aspect and venom in their 
hearts. But these people are like the people 
we meet every day: “Maxie Waxie” is a specif- 
ic personage, but he is also a token of a type 
we have all met and despised. In delivering 
these volleys, to be  sure, Vivas indulges 
himself at the expense of the timid reader. But 
a t  the same time he uses these occasionally 
powerful emotional elements and blunt lan- 
guage to help him produce results that are 
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both graphic and revealing. Vivas does not 
flinch or hold back as he strips away layers of 
pretense, and some will doubtlessly find this 
unpleasant and distasteful. But upon reflec- 
tion o w  must admit that there is important 
truth here, and in the end it is the book’s 
relentless commitment to honesty, coupled 
with the author’s abiding love of wisdom and 
eminently readable prose style, that raise the 
book to the level of the exceptional. 

Two Roads to ignorance: ti Quasi-Eiogra- 
phy is a book that informs and enlightens 
while at the same time it engages us fully. The 
final chapter alone would warrant the book’s 
purchase, as it is superbly written and at 
times deeply moving. Like the book as a 
whole, it especially marks the philosopher- 
poet Vivas as an exceptional man-if we 
didn’t know that already. 

The Man Who Killed Woodstock 

Confessions of a Conservative, by Garry 
Wills, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and 
Company, 1979. 231 pp.  $10.00. 

No one in the history of political philosophy, 
or in most other fields for that matter, is more 
important than Augustine. Nor is anyone 
more sane, wise, memorable, and delightful 
than G. K. Chesterton, unless i t  be perhaps 
Samuel Johnson. That is why, in recent years, 
I have insisted that my students exercise their 
freedom to read The Confessions, Orthodoxy, 
or Boswell’s &e. Rarely do those students 
rash enough to follow my injunctions return as  
the same persons. That Garry Wills confesses 
such truths is, I confess, refreshing and 
important for a generation just learning about 
its accumulated emptiness from a Russell 
Kirk (whom Mr. Wills seems not to have liked) 
or even from the need for curriculum reform 
at Harvard. 

Throughout Western, particularly Latin 
literature, the shadowy figure of the ex-cleric 
spending the rest of his days building on or,, 

more usually, destroying the capital he 
accumulated during his seminary days, is a 
familiar one. It would indeed be interesting to 
compare the ex-clerics of the eighteenth 
century in particular with those of more 
recent vintage. During the past quarter- 
century no organization has financed the 
earlier (and higher) education of more varied 
writers, philosophers, and pundits than the 
Society of Jesus. And, generally speaking, it 
i s  fairiy ciear at what stage the particuiar 
person in question left the Order’s (at that 
time) long years of study-a salutary training 
now largely abandoned by the Order itself. 
Governor “Jerry” Brown, for instance, only 
had his two years of novitiate spiritual 
training and perhaps a year of classical 
studies, while Malachi Martin was ordained 
with a degree in biblical studies. Garry Wills 
had the novitiate, classical and philosophi- 
cal, but not the theological studies. 

Furthermore, a good insight into the 
character of an ex-clerical author can be 
gained from noting how he recalls his 
relationship to his religious experience. The 
Society of Jesus, in the United States at least, 
has been rather fortunate in having so 
many--could they be called?-alumni who 
retain a great if bemused affection and sense 
of debt to the Order. The fact is that without 
the Jesuit training, its giving time and space 
and incentive, few would have ever had a start 
on the intellectual life; few would have had 
the financial and spiritual resources. In a 
strange way, I think, religious orders are 
almost the only real “classless” societies in 
the modern world. It would be fruitful to 
suggest that the very concept is a seculariza- 
tion of religious life. Few campuses today, in 
any case, are without at least a token ex- 
Jesuit or two, where they do not actually have 
a “live” one. On the other hand, the fact that 
the Jesuit and other Catholic religious orders, 
particularly the Dominicans, no longer give a 
long and solid intellectual training to their 
younger members may well be the most 
serious crisis in the contemporary Church. It 
will be interesting to see how the “Philoso- 
pher-Pope’’ confronts this issue. 

Several years ago Carry Wills wrote a 
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