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    The Matter with Matter 

 

 We live in a world where many things matter—perhaps too much.  Black lives matter.  

Blue lives matter.  All lives matter.  The country seems to be continually dividing itself in pursuit 

of a calculus that gives great credence to both imagery and injury.  The image of injustice wields 

great popularity.  We vaunt our weaknesses while gingerly acknowledging our strengths.  

Allegations of victimization seem to have great political traction.  To suffer is to lay claim to a 

past that cries out for redress. 

 This is the unspoken appeal of the national yearning for greatness.  Shall we make 

America great again or is America great— the two slogans differ only in language.  Both appeals 

hint at a past that was better than the present and at a future that is rife with uncertainty.  The 

present, however, limps along with its crippling disabilities. 

 The word great, whether modified with the either “again” or “still,” is as bloated with 

hubris as anxiety.  What, after all, does great mean?  Disagreements over the meaning of the 

word dramatize or current political impasse. 

 The liberal imagination seems awkwardly mute in the presence of the conservative 

demand for a Supreme Court staffed by, or stuffed by, “strict constitutionalists.”  According to 

this theme, the Court should welcome into membership only those who would construct the 

Constitution in accord with the original intent of its framers.  The argument would be risible 

were it not so ardently advocated as part of the conservative canon.  Nine modern justices are to 
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enter into the minds of men who lived two hundred years ago, men who considered women as 

unworthy of the vote and slaves as less than unworthy (unless, of course, worth meant wealth 

that was to be inherited by their children or to be used to remit their debts).  And the venerated 

Declaration of Independence did not hesitate to label Native Americans as “savages.” 

 It has become a commonplace to picture an idyllic past counter imposed upon a chaotic 

present.  This presupposes a national unity in the eighteenth century that has not only evaporated 

today but been replaced by bitter rivalry between competing ethnic and social groups.  But even 

then, differing political impulses were profound, and, as historian Joseph Ellis has so recently 

documented, the melding together of the colonies into a United States was something of a 

miracle. 

 Though today’s social lesions may seem more complicated and intractable, it is 

undoubtedly true that every age regards its own traumas as unique.  History has seen its share of 

fanatics, many of whom have been willing to sacrifice their own lives in the pursuit of some 

greater good.  The call to “greatness” is hardly one whose appeal finds traction only in our times. 

That such appeals have too often grown into chauvinistic and, invariably, military visions, is a 

temptation that truly “great” nations must constantly avoid.  Germany succumbed to this 

temptation in the 1930s, and surely so did the Soviet Union, not to mention countless other less 

memorable epigones. 

 The dream of military power remains tenaciously seductive.  The national anthem with its 

bellicose illusions inaugurates numberless sports events, and the military hold upon sports 

contests remains remarkably tenacious.  Is the association of physical activity with guns and 

rockets destined to remain an eternal partnership, or can the national spirit find an outlet that is 

neither bellicose nor chauvinistic? 
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 To answer this question is to enter into the heart of our current national discussion.  What 

is it that makes our country great?  In confronting that question we may acknowledge the real 

genius of our founders.  They were wrong about women’s rights. They were wrong about 

slavery.  And the consequences of their tragic mistakes caused incredible damage, the 

consequences of which even a Civil War could not eradicate.  But despite their mistakes, they 

did something incredibly right.  They created a democracy and they were endowed with a unique 

appreciation of one idea—freedom.  What they could not extend to women or to slaves, they 

could eloquently offer to a citizenry freshly released from monarchical bondage.  And their 

ability to guard speech and religion from governmental interference represented an 

unprecedented expansion of human dignity.  If the freedom to bear arms remains a subject of 

contention, other rights remain firmly embedded in the American psyche—religion, speech, the 

press, the right to a speedy trial. 

 At the suggestion of my friend Mitch Brown, I have been reading Aileen Kelly’s 

impressive biography of the nineteenth century Russian philosopher, Alexander Herzen.  This 

radical thinker, who remains unduly neglected, was a student and also a critic of Hegel’s 

dialectic as well as all forms of Idealism which assume that the human mind is capable of 

arriving at eternal truth.  For Herzen, the random intrusion of chance played a primary, and 

seldom appreciated, role in the unfolding of human history. 

 The “discovery” of chance was Herzen’s great contribution to modern philosophy.   And 

perhaps an acknowledgment of chance can lead to an appreciation of the uniqueness of our own 

national quest.  The question begs to be asked.  Was it not a miracle (a religious term!), an 

incredible happenstance that thirteen disparate colonies should have united to create such a 

unique experiment in human dignity? 
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 It is important to understand the tenacity of causal thinking and its role in our current 

political dialogue.   As military airplanes fly over countless “super bowls” a repeated message is 

transmitted:  the safety and durability of our nation depends upon its military might.   The 

primary duty of every president, as most will be quick to affirm, is to “protect the United States.” 

For most Americans there is a clear causal connection between military strength and national 

greatness.  But there are also other indispensable values.  For some it is religion.  A nation that 

prays… stays.  Less visible, but dimly discernible, are those who believe that American 

greatness lies in some assertion of racial purity.  The white supremacist sometimes feels safe 

enough to give us a peek at what hides behind the white sheet.   

 The point is that there always must be a connection, an explanation that covers all 

contingencies.  America is great…because.  America is great…..when… 

 But what if there is no causal explanation?  What if the purely accidental phenomenon of 

a democracy that persisted was just that-- an accidental, a unique occurrence?  Would that make 

it less honorable, less lovable?  

 I started these musings with a simple problem that had troubled me for years.  How can 

one understand Darwin?  Oh, not the Darwin of evolution, but rather the Darwin who 

confounded our understanding of causality with the doctrine that became known as “the survival 

of the fittest.” Evolution is easy once you move beyond Bacon and Hobbes and Spinoza, once 

you become deaf to the religious fundamentalists, once you understand that the fossil remains in 

the Museum of Natural History are more than 10,000 years old.  Evolution is linear; it follows a 

curve that is easy to discern.  But the survival of the fittest is a different story.  It occurs 

randomly.  It occurs spasmodically, unpredictably. 
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   In life we expect the predictable, the logical.  We grow up, we become ill, we die.  We 

go to school to earn a degree.  We are promoted in our work because we are diligent—or not.  

We develop esophageal cancer because we smoke.  All life is indeed a play. And the acts follow 

one another in discernible order.   We have our entrances and our exits.  The events may be hard 

to foresee, but the time line is discernible; and it is ineluctable. The survival of the fittest defies 

the time pattern.  It is occasional.  It is unpredictable.  It is almost impossible to discern.   And 

yet it is essential to confront this ubiquitous pattern in order to understand the complexities of 

natural as well as human history.   

 Like a religion, a nation is often tempted to reach into its past to rediscover its mission.  

But despite the seductions of nostalgia, a nation is not a past, or even a re-creation of its better 

self.  It is a present reality. The recognition of this reality is not an act of surrender or of 

resignation in the face of imperfection.  Rather it is a challenge.  It is a call to action.  Freedom is 

a living value.  This means that it must recognize the conditions that impair freedom—not 

conditions that prevailed two centuries ago—conditions that mark our days.  These conditions 

are well known, immigration, racial injustice, economic imbalance, a re-examination of the 

Second Amendment with its real or putative guarantees.  These conditions include a concern for 

natural resources, for the termination of lethal conflict all over the world, and certainly for the 

future of the universe itself. 

 The problem is this:  Can freedom and equality ever become compatible?  The dichotomy 

between the two was pointed out almost two hundred years ago by the neglected French 

philosopher Pierre Leroux.  Both freedom and equality are components of an ideal society.  But, 

when unchecked both pose tremendous dangers.  Equality without freedom easily opens the door 

to a Socialist, even a Communist state, where the state itself defines what is good, and what is 
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good for its citizens.  The arbiter of the good is the state itself, and whether benign or malignant, 

the result of governmental control, inevitably leads to an attenuation of individual freedom.  

Equally pernicious is the unchecked ideal of freedom.  When my right to earn as much as I can 

condemns you to poverty, then I am obligated to rethink the meaning of freedom.  How many of 

our current problems are caught in this conundrum:  my right to extract anything I want from the 

earth no matter what harm may result from my excesses, my right to treat my wife or the women 

in my life as I see fit, my right to carry a loaded weapon where I will. 

 Changes in everyday vocabulary shed light on the ever changing patterns of social 

tension. Martin Luther King was drawn into Selma and also Chicago with the promise of 

“Freedom Now.” The vision of the Civil Rights Movement pivoted around the prospect of 

freedom, freedom to vote, freedom to live in an open city.  Today the word black spokesmen use 

most often is not freedom, but “respect.” As confusing as it is, even to sympathetic whites, 

“respect” is a word of equality, a word that has a significantly different meaning than the 

powerful yet anodyne promise:  “We shall overcome.”  

 No matter how praiseworthy they both are, the unchecked progress of either freedom or 

equality leads to social chaos.  What is needed is a mediating force, one that will seek to make 

possible a noble coexistence.  What is needed is justice.  And justice can only achieve its 

potential if it is able to carefully determine the difference between the powerful and the 

powerless.  It can only achieve its potentially in a society where men and women understand that 

what created America, what sustained it, was the ongoing conviction that justice was indeed 

possible.  Patience and compromise are the two vital elements that can make this formula 

possible.  And it is patience and compromise that have temporarily vacated their positions in the 

American imagination.    
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 The role of justice is to mediate between freedom and equality.  Justice is often depicted 

as blind.  And indeed, in determining the fate of individuals, a blindfold is truly appropriate.  But 

justice is also, and inevitably, accompanied by a scale.  It measures the conflicting claims of 

freedom and equality.  It recognizes that both are necessary components of a healthy society. 

Freedom and equality, patience and compromise—the comfortable accommodation of these 

dualities—this represents the difference between justice and chaos.  

  


