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In almost all current academic
controversies, one common issue is
always raised and negotiated with
great intensity: the place of the
Greek heritage in western tradition.
Whatever the subject may be
(curriculum or gender, methodology
or values), it seems that everyone
considers this heritage a blessing or a
burden: a blessing, to the extent that
we trace most of our arts and
sciences to classical antiquity; and a
burden, because this presumed
lineage has given the West a false
and discriminatory sense of
superiority over the rest of the world.

The necessity, the size, and the
consequences of this huge debt are
hotly debated. Some proclaim that
we need a coordinated effort to
recover the ancient values. Others
denounce what they perceive as
dangerous parallels between Greek
and western imperialism. A third
group argues that the Greeks should
not even be credited with discoveries
that they stole from their Near
Eastern neighbors. Thus we hear
some calls for a new classicism, and
others for a systematic "de-
hellenization." In either case, the
claims made about our relation to
Greece are so grand that the identity
and future of our culture appear to
be at stake.

This is precisely what I call the
"scandal" of the Hellenic: the
irresistible idea overwhelming the
West that any decision about its
place and responsibility in the world
requires yet another re-evaluation of



its Hellenic past. I call it a scandal
because I find this idea puzzling.
Why should we, twenty-five centuries
later, afford the Greeks such a
uniquely privileged position? Why
the Hellenic and not any other
ancient civilization--the Persian, say,
Egyptian, Chinese, or Mayan? They
too produced glorious empires of
commerce, religion, and art. When
and why did we choose to trace our
beginnings to the small world of
those dispersed autonomous cities
that never united in a single state?

We usually concede that there isn’t
much we can do that they haven’t
done already. For example, our
concepts (and not just language) are
ancient: when we inquire about
truth, politics, beauty, or nature we
apparently use Greek principles of
philosophy, democracy, aesthetics,
and epistemology. Our stories about
heroism, fate, love, or creativity draw
from mythology: when we look for
figures that symbolize the human
condition, we repeat the stories of
Antigone, Prometheus, Helen, or
Odysseus. Our fascination with
Greece becomes even more
astonishing when we realize that,
most of the time, what we have in
mind is only the Athenian
achievement of less than one
hundred years.

This scandal of the western
obsession with the Hellenic has
become my general area of research:
not Greek antiquity itself but the
ways in which we represent and
appropriate it for our own purposes.
In my current book-length
manuscript, I propose that the
Hellenic as a distinct object of study
and emulation (or aversion) is a
relatively recent invention. I show
that at the beginning of the modern
era in the sixteenth century, the
Protestant middle class which
emerged powerful out of the collapse
of feudalism, constructed ancient
Greece as a historical model (of

governance, wisdom, and culture) to
counter the Roman ideal of the
preceding regime. The Greek model
was an original and strategic means
of legitimation for the socio-political
order that the new class wanted to
establish--a grandiose way of
discrediting the authority of the
Latin (medieval and Renaissance)
tradition by telling an entirely
different story about man, society,
and justice.
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I investigate the emergence of the
Hellenic and its role in the modern
era by discussing its importance for
the theology of Soren Kirkegaard,
the cultural theory of Matthew
Arnold, the philosophy of Theodor
Adorno, the literary criticism of
Erich Auerbach, and the aesthetics
of Jacques Derrida. I am interested
in the intellectual genealogy of
modernity not just the history of an
idea. What I hope to compose is the
history of a central truth--the
Hellenic inheritance of the West--
which, far from being self-evident,
may now be examined as a
constitutive part of the dominant
ideology.



