The Meaning of September 11

"We had the experience but missed the meaning."

T. S. Eliot

Trauma by definition is an event for which we have no frame of reference, no context, no "big picture" within which to assimilate it.  It is unrealistic and dangerous to believe that if we just don't think about it, kill some evil people and work to improve the economy, things will soon get back to normal, the good old days.  Trauma by definition permanently changes things, for better or worse.

Where does one find a frame of reference of the magnitude necessary to get a handle on 9/11?

A quick search of the Internet indicates that American universities (Vanderbilt, Georgia, Loyola of Chicago, North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Ohio State) are providing courses in the Greek and Roman classics to help their students assimilate the changes going on in the world.  

The UC Berkeley catalog: "The Power of the Past in the Present: In this course we will turn to texts and motifs from a different world -- ancient Greece -- and explore the powerful role they play in illuminating some of the major moral issues of the modern Western world."

And this is a trend that began before 9/11 says the director of the Master of Arts in Liberal studies at Barry University in the Miami Herald of July 29, 2001, who sees an increase in reading Plato and Aristotle, because, "How can we understand anything today unless we first understand the basis of our civilization?" 

Simply put, you need to know the dimensions of the playing field to accompany the game, and the Greeks and Romans established the cultural dimensions of the Western world, including Islam.

"The Greek way of looking at the world -- what we call Greek wisdom -- offers a vision of human nature and the place of man in the world . . . central to all subsequent Western thought." (Hanson and Heath in "Who Killed Homer", Free Press, 1998, p. 25.)

We need to think beyond our shores.  Einstein is credited with saying:

A human being is part of the whole called by us universe , a part limited in time and space.  We experience ourselves, our thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest.  A kind of optical delusion of consciousness.  This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us.  Our task must be to free ourselves from the prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty. . .  We shall require a substantially new manner of thinking if mankind is to survive.

Once we realize we are in prison, the classics are one way out.

Schools generally instill a distaste for Greek and Roman literature, and they are not easy to read, an acquired taste, but worth the effort.  In Thomas Jefferson's words: ". . . as we advance in life . . . things fall off one by one, and I suspect we are left at last with Homer and Virgil, perhaps Homer alone." (Hanson and Health, p. 12)

Homer's "Illiad" brings us the siege of Troy, the greatest war ever.  His "Odyssey" and Virgil's "Aenid" are adventure unlimited.  Acquire a translation you are comfortable with and take along a good commentary, including the Cliffs Notes.  For an introduction to that soap opera to end all soap operas, Greek and Roman mythology, try, "The Past and Present - The Continuity of Classical Myths", by Meyer Reinhold.

Julius Caesar's assassination destroyed the Roman Republic, but ushered in the Pax Romana.   Europe was decimated by the bubonic plague,  while the Renaissance flourished.

Shakespeare:

There is a tide in the affairs of men

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

On such full sea are we now afloat,

And we must take the current when it serves,

Or lose our ventures.

(Julius Caesar 4.3.218)

To end where we began: 

We had the experience but missed the meaning,

And approach to the meaning restores the experience

In a different form, beyond any meaning. . . 

(T. S. Eliot, "The Dry Salvages")
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