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nuanced and cannot adequately be discussed in this short note. But we can say that
Haar repreatedly comes back to phrases such as “a latent sketch of artistic configura-
tions” (196), and a “secret outline of forms” (216) when describing the earth (both in
the artwork and the world of artistic existence) as the origin and substructure of
human, linguistic existence. Though Haar finds ample support in Heidegger's writ-
ings, one is nevertheless led to wonder: What is the ontological status of this latent
articulation immanent in earth? In what sense can earth be transepochal, ahistorical, if
it contains such articulations to which the poet, artist, and thinker respond? How is the
ahistorical/prelinguistic song from the earth to be compared to the historical/linguistic
song about the earth? One must finally ask if the graceful and thoughtful prose Haar
has given us is, as he hopes, a resonance of the former, or a spontaneous production of
the latter. The success of Haar's insightful exposition of the ahistorical substructure of
existence stands and falls on the answer to these questions.
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‘History of philosophy’ is an ambiguous term. It has been applied to doxography, a
history of doctrines apart from their systematic relations or context. It has been ap-
plied to rational reconstructions of what a thinker must have meant apart from
whether the thinker ever said it and from the context that provides checks on possible
interpretations, rational or not. And it has been applied to contextual interpretations,
which set philosophers and philosophies in the context of the language, history, and
culture that condition them.

Richard McKeon practiced the history of philosophy (or of thought, a phrase he
sometimes prefers) in a different way: in terms of the subject matters thinkers treat
and the functions they try to perform under the rubric of philosophy (rhetoric, poetry,
grammar, and soon). Thus it is a history of changing definitions and differing concep-
tions, and of the spread of intellectual devices and ideas from realm to realm and from
age to age.

McKeon’s kind of history is based on the observation that the terms we use—the
names of our arts and sciences and the concepts employed in them—are stable but
ambiguous. Thus it might be called a semantic history. It is also based on the insight,
explained in the concluding essay, “A Philosopher Meditates on Discovery,” that the
truth is one, though it can be expressed in many different ways. And his history is
consciously intended to provide both theoretical clarifications and insights and practi-
cal guidance in the resolution of contemporary problems.

McKeon's work has not been widely influential in philosophy, although he is consid-
ered a major figure in the recent “renaissance of rhetoric” to which this volume primar-
ily directs itself. However, despite the title, the selection of articles reprinted, and the
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editor’s emphasis on the term ‘rhetoric’ rather than ‘philosophy’, these essays can well be
read—in roughly the reverse of their present order—as the discovery, illustration, and
application of what McKeon calls his “new philosophy” (120). It is a philosophy built on
the notions of “historical semantics” and “philosophic semantics” (218-20) and aiming
to reunite philosophy and rhetoric, wisdom and eloquence, theory and practice.

In the concluding essay, he describes his own intellectual development and the
complex matrix of subject matters, methods, principles, and aims that can be used to
characterize philosophic positions unambiguously despite their ambiguous use of com-
mon terms.' The system of historical semantics is illustrated by the two preceding
essays. “Rhetoric in the Middle Ages,” a tour de force of medieval scholarship and
famous among medievalists and historians of rhetoric, shows how rhetoric affected not
only rhetoricians, but also philosophers, theologians, and logicians from Augustine
into the Renaissance. “Poetry and Philosophy in the Twelfth Century” presents the
varying conceptions of the two disciplines and the oscillation in their relations from
identity to antithesis.

In “Symbols, Myths, and Arguments,” “Discourse, Demonstration, Verification,
Justification,” and “Creativity and the Commonplace” McKeon uses historical and
philosophic semantics to analyze concepts and at the same time diagnose the directions
and needs of philosophic thought and common action in our time. One can sense a
contemporary relevance in the themes of these essays, and McKeon suggests as much.
But the remaining essays apply his ideas more directly to the construction of an art, be
it a new rhetoric or a new philosophy, adequate to the problems of our time, “the
absence of interdisciplinary connection and . . . the breakdown of interpersonal, in-
tergroup, and intercultural communication” (11).

“The Uses of Rhetoric in a Technological Age,” from which I just quoted, claims
that we need a “new architectonic productive art,” a “new rhetoric” that rejoins wisdom
and eloquence, theory and practice; and McKeon goes on to outline the methods and
principles, the fields and problems of this new rhetoric. “The Methods of Rhetoric and
Philosophy” argues that “the methods of a new rhetoric transformed to philosophic
uses is needed to bring invention to bear on innovation of insights . .. and to bring
judgement to bear on issues of causes” (65). Finally, “Philosophy of Communication
and the Arts” shows how “the arts of communication and construction give promise of
constituting a new philosophy in which the pluralism of arts and philosophies makes
use of semantic differences for diversified treatments of the common problems and
subject-matters of philosophical inquiry” (119).

Thus one can disagree with Mr. Backman’s arrangement and his emphasis on
rhetoric instead of philosophy. We miss an index (such as McKeon himself provided in
Freedom and History and Thought, Action, and Passion) to help us find our way through
the complexities of his semantic systems and his Ciceronian prose. Nevertheless, this
collection should contribute to a new appreciation of Richard McKeon’s historical

' The system has been clarified and presented comprehensively in a recent book by one of
McKeon’s students, Walter Watson, The Architectonics of Meaning (Albany: S.U.N.Y. Press, 1987);
and see my review, Journal of the History of Philosophy 26 (1988): 505—507.
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strategy and his pluralism, which has been called “the most significant philosophic

discovery of the present century.”*
GERALD A. PRESS
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