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The Socratic Daimonion in Quaker Thought, 1678-1948
Introduction

From his introduction by Quaker theologian Robert Barclay in the 1670s, until Rufus Jones’ last sermon in 1948, Socrates remained a key exemplar for Friends’ insistence on universal salvation. Following the earliest Christian theologians, Friends argued that all Greeks who preached the One True God to a pagan society were prophets. As early Friends began to focus on legends of the philosopher’s daimonion, however, Socrates gradually stepped out of their general lineup of en-Light-ened Greeks to emerge as the preferred pre-Christian ambassador for the doctrine of divine illumination. But curiously, the Quaker tradition never developed an accurate portrayal of the daemonic phenomenon, and in the case of Rufus Jones, this was especially curious because his personal philosophy was recognized as Socratic. On the other hand, antebellum New Bedford’s ex-Quaker, Mary Rotch, exhibited not only a more faithful, but more pragmatic, understanding of Socrates’ daimonion. As originally shown by Fredrick B. Tolles, her embrace of a similar spirit, or sign, played a pivotal role in the development of Emerson’s Self-Reliance — the key doctrine of Transcendentalism. This paper reviews the historic usage of Socrates as an implicit exemplar of Friendly action: as gadfly, as martyr, and above all, as mystic — specifically, as channel for the central mystery in Quaker theology: “the Ray of that true Light which lighteth every Man who cometh into the world.”

Socratic Sources

A tradition of classical education in Greek and Roman literature, as well as their familiarity with Christianity’s earliest theologians, enabled Robert Barclay and his successors to embrace the most prominent Greek sages as the sort of “Gentiles,” “heathens,” or “pagans” whose pious quest for understanding resulted in mystical encounter with “the eternal word.” Specifically, Friends were interested in their role in ushering in the dawn of monotheism. The fact that Socrates [ca. 470-399 BCE] neglected to put his teachings into written form is consonant with the far greater value that he placed upon personal dialogue.
 The most important sources for the philosopher’s teachings were the writings of his student Plato, supplemented by the accounts of his disciple Xenophon. Contemporaries who also mentioned Socrates included Antisthenes, Aristippus, Aeschines of Sphettos, and the influential satirist, Aristophanes. Later commentators included Cicero, Plutarch, Apuleius, and Maximus. Centuries later, the Neoplatonists returned to Socrates with their own interpretations.


The resulting corpus of Socratic lore established an enduring legend of an outwardly-ugly, inwardly-beautiful, charismatic, empathetic, humanistic, fun-loving, lusty, unkempt, shrewd, skeptical, probing, painstaking, arrogant, humble, patriotic, provocative, defiant, and courageous, iconoclast. Although the perennial appeal, down the ages, of such a colorful hero is easy to understand, even the most casual familiarity with Quaker biography suggests why Friends would forge an enthusiastic identification with this heathen prophet.


Of all the varied aspects of the Socratic tradition, the riddle of the daimonion has engaged philosophers more than any other. In order to convey the sheer frequency with which philosophers continue to debate the subject,
 one might as well refer to it as “an industry.” Beyond the most relevant model for our purposes — that of a supernatural voice — the Socratic tradition has tried to tease out the meaning of the “divine sign” by deductive reasoning, or has proposed alternatives such as human reason; human conscience; or human intuition. The details of such speculations are beyond our scope. Instead, our description of the “inner check” will be derived from the evolution in Friends’ literature — which, properly understood, includes Transcendentalist thought in Emerson and Whitman. From the outset, however, given that the notion of a daimon, or guardian spirit, was already a commonplace in Greek culture before Socrates, it is important to point out that, contrary to some speculations, “What he refers to is not a daimon in the sense of a discarnate ghost or spirit (as we commonly think of them) but a daimonion, a sign.”
 Plato has Socrates saying, “This sign I have had ever since I was a child. The sign is a voice which comes to me and always forbids me to do something which I am going to do, but never commands me to do anything...”

Barclay’s Lovers of Righteousness

Those who have not studied early Church history may be surprised to find that Barclay’s universalist view of Divine Light among pagan philosophers drew upon the precedent of commentaries written by the early Christian theologians Justin, Tertullian, and Athenagoras — all of whom lived in a time in which their infant sect survived only by the forbearance of the dominant pagan society. In the midst of his attempt to placate suspicious Romans, Justin had asserted that Socrates (a self-admitted gadfly), exhorted Grecians “to become acquainted with the God who was to them unknown” and that “no one trusted in Socrates so as to die for this doctrine, but in Christ, who was partially known even by Socrates (for He was and is the Word who is in every man)...”
 These authors, were, however, eventually branded heretics, and the Church utterly rejected universalism.


In his Apology, Barclay implicitly cited Romans 2:15 concerning the divine laws encoded in the hearts of righteous Gentiles, and then referred to Justin’s testimony.
 For Barclay, these “lovers of righteousness... ‘ere the scriptures were writ” included Noah, Job, Socrates, Pythagoras, several Arabians, Indians, and Ethiopians.
 Perhaps some unspoken sentiments can be inferred between the lines. All these diverse holy men probably appealed instinctively to Friends owing to some mixture of the more-Quakerish among the characteristics attributed, above, to Socrates: inward beauty, charisma, empathy, humanism, skepticism, humility, defiance, courage, or iconoclasm. The striking parallels between daimonion and Inward Teacher, however, did not initially cause Friends to develop a more specific interest in Socrates.


Despite its inarguable pedigree in the Church’s earliest theology, such universalism was an anachronism in the splintered, parochial, and bigoted Christianity of Barclay’s day, and proved a lightning rod for religious condemnation.

Penn’s Genius, Angel or Guide

Like Barclay, William Penn regarded the Christian gospel to have been anticipated by “Socrates’s good spirit... [or] genius, angel or guide.”
 Following Barclay, he enumerated many Greek authors whose works could be construed to have advocated monotheism to a polytheistic society — seekers enabled by the Light to arrive at the truth of One Eternal Being.
 Penn, motivated by Friends’ experiences as innovators, provocateurs, or martyrs, complained that ecclesiastical critics “[bring] in the poor despised Quaker saying any thing that may be most ridiculous, weak, and impertinent...” He compared their lot to that of “the esteemed best heathen of his time,” suffering the satirical ridicule of Anytus and Aristophanes — namely, Socrates, whose virtue was “unparalleled.”
 Like the Athenian theocrats’ charges against Socrates for heresy and for corrupting the morals of youth, “The charge is the same to this day… and darkness called light, and light darkness.”
 In the gathering darkness, Penn believed England would be far better off if her conceited Christians were more like earnest Socrates.
 To repeat, Friends’ attitudes towards courage and iconoclasm, however, are not the subject of this study; rather, the usage of Socrates as a pioneering conduit of the Inner Light. In this regard, Penn quoted Plutarch’s description of the daimonion as a good angel who actively taught and inspired the itinerant sage to preach temperance and self-denial.
 Penn can hardly be faulted for citing such an esteemed commentator on Socrates, but he does not seem to have conducted his classical studies very diligently. No picture of the daimonion is accurate which neglects Socrates’s own insistence that although his inner voice was unpredictable, it tended to act more as a via negativa — more as a warning against wrong actions than as an inspiration towards the right.

Graham’s Uprushes from a Great Unknown Region

In the nineteenth century, Orthodox Friends Elisha Bates,
 Robert Waln,
 and John Greenleaf Whittier,
 as well as the schismatic Joseph Gurney,
 echoed Penn’s esteem for Socrates. The consensus view was that Paul's teaching in Acts 14:17 concerning the Gentiles — “God left not himself without witness” — meant that Pythagoras, Anaxagoras, and Socrates had found their own innate access to “God’s law.” The Quaker historian Thomas Clarkson stated even more bluntly that “Socrates may be ranked in profession with the members of this community.”
 And yet, none of the authors so far mentioned ever bothered to cite verbatim any of Socrates’ own words, as recorded by Plato or Xenophon, let alone his own characterization of the eudaimonia.

In the early years of the twentieth century, the “good spirit” resurfaced as potential evidence for paranormal phenomena. In his 1913 essay on “Mysticism” for Friends Intelligencer, John William Graham gave the first cautious hint of his opinion of Socrates, observing that Greek religion failed to “draw upwards, at any rate till the time of Socrates.”
 In 1920, after spending 38 years in the Society for Psychical Research, Graham claimed to have witnessed unfolding discoveries in somnambulism, clairvoyance, premonitions, and retrocognitions, all springing from a “great reserve of subliminal faculty.” He wrote:
among the uprushes from this great unknown region we could not fail to include the Daemon of Socrates… we have, we believe, found the gateway at the back of our souls which opens into the light of the eternal.

Jones’s Feelings, Suggestions, Incursions

During the period in which Graham described his paranormal-styled mysticism in England, in America, Rufus Jones published his own influential studies on mystic experiences. In his popular book, Studies in Mystical Religion, Jones declared, “Socrates belongs to the order of the prophets.” Like other Friends, Jones approached the legend of Socrates recklessly, neglecting the specific details of Plato’s original account and drawing broad inferences which it did not warrant. As a matter of fact, leaving aside the fact that Jones did not explicitly refer to the zeitgeist for psychic phenomena, the Socrates in his book might as well have been described by Graham, “speak[ing] and act[ing] with an insight far beyond the range of [his] own account of it.” The Jones daimonion manifested as “Intimations… revelations… [and f]eelings, suggestions, incursions, whose origin he could not trace or discover...”
 Jones’s emphasis on Socrates as a sterling model for Quaker identity persisted to the his very last sermon, in the summer of 1948.
…most memorable of all was the Sunday morning at the end of the year when Rufus Jones gave his last public message at Haverford Meeting. That afternoon he had a stroke that led to his death a few weeks later. Emily and I were there that morning to hear his very moving message on Socrates. Because Rufus Jones was a devout Christian and Quaker mystic, one might ask why did he not speak the last time on Christ instead of Socrates? But because he was so deeply rooted in the Socratic-Platonic undergirding of Continental Christian Mysticism, it seemed fitting that his last public message was about Socrates.

Rotch’s Simple Influence

If Quaker theologians were cavalier about the workings of Socrates’ daimonion, one less prominent Friend actually adopted its doppleganger as a guide for the conduct of life: the Quaker schismatic, Mary Rotch, who led “the New Lights” from New Bedford’s Friends Meeting to the Unitarian church — practically destroying her Quakerism in order to save it.
 New Light leadership, observed Frederick B. Tolles, included some of the wealthiest whaling, mercantile, and manufacturing families in New Bedford; at least eight of the most prominent schismatics were among the richest citizens in all Massachusetts.
 And by all accounts, Miss Rotch’s insightful, principled personality was as impressive as her fortune.


Shortly after making Mary Rotch’s acquaintance, in his youthful role as a visiting Unitarian preacher, Ralph Waldo Emerson learned of her close encounters with a daimonion.
She was much disciplined, she said, in the years of Quaker dissension, and driven inward, driven home, to find an anchor, until she learned to have no choice, to acquiesce without understanding the reason when she found an obstruction to any particular course of acting. She objected to having this spiritual direction called an impression, or an intimation, or an oracle. It was none of them. It was so simple it could hardly be spoken of.

In another instance, after extensively planning for a tour of England, she likewise “conceived a reluctance to go… [I]n obeying it, she never felt it of any importance that she should know now or at any time what the reasons were. But she should feel that it was presumption to press through this reluctance and choose for herself.” Emerson, aged just 30, excitedly confided in his journal:

Can you believe, Waldo Emerson, that you may relieve yourself of this perpetual perplexity of choosing, and by putting your ear close to the soul, learn always the true way? I cannot but remark how perfectly this agrees with the Daimon of Socrates, even in that story which I once thought anomalous, of the direction as to the choice of two roads…


In his essay, “Greatness,” Emerson immortalized Mary Rotch’s Self Reliance.

If we should ask ourselves what is this self-respect, it would carry us to the highest problems. It is our practical perception of the Deity in man. It has its deep foundations in religion. If you have ever known a good mind among the Quakers, you will have found that is the element of their faith. As they express it, it might be thus: “I do not pretend to any commandment or large revelation, but if at any time I form some plan, propose a journey or a course of conduct, I perhaps find a silent obstacle in my mind that I cannot account for. Very well, — I let it lie, thinking it may pass away, but if it do not pass away I yield to it, obey it. You ask me to describe it. I cannot describe it. It is not an oracle, nor an angel, nor a dream, nor a law; it is too simple to be described, it is but a grain of mustard-seed, but such as it is, it is something which the contradiction of all mankind could not shake, and which the consent of all mankind could not confirm.”


Following Emerson himself, Tolles emphasized that the via negativa in Mary Rotch’s experience of the Still Small Voice is not generally characteristic of Quaker belief: “The more normal Quaker position is that the Light reveals truth and positively leads to action. Emerson, however, regularly follows Miss Rotch’s negative definition.”
 


The influence of Mary Rotch’s interpretation of Quaker theology on the career of Ralph Waldo Emerson took on historic significance. By 1938, observed Tolles, 

A vast deal of learned ink has flowed on the subject of the origins of Emerson’s thought... There is one more thread, however, which remains to be picked up before the final statement is made concerning the influences which moulded Emerson's thinking. And once this thread is picked up and laid in its proper place it will be found in a measure to clarify and define Emerson's relation to Puritanism. Emerson himself furnished the clue, and it is rather surprising that the commentators have so generally neglected it. 


In addition to his account of Miss Rotch’s influence, Tolles furnished other evidence that, to a significant degree, Transcendentalism represented a secularization of Quakerism. Prior to Tolles, only one other critic had recognized this parallelism, although Tolles had some difficulty deciding just how seriously Henry Seidel Canby took his own remark:

[Canby] tends to make light of the similarity, maintaining that “the Quakers were content with inner light, but Emerson, sprung from a harsher discipline, and a stronger will, rationalizes this inner light and lifts it out of mysticism into a doctrine for intelligent men.”


In 1938, Tolles was baffled by the fact that other scholars failed to grasp the centrality of Emerson’s Quakerism, given the common knowledge that the Sage of Concord had categorically declared, “I am more of Quaker than anything else. I believe in the ‘still, small voice,’ and that voice is Christ within us.” Today, it is equally surprising that the reference to Tolles’s findings in Ralph D. Richardson’s influential Emerson biography, The Mind on Fire,
 has failed to establish a greater awareness among the scholars of Transcendentalism. The proposition that Transcendentalism represented the secularization of Quakerism, however, was recently endorsed by Quaker historian Carole Spencer.


In his conclusion, Tolles affirmed Canby’s finding:

I have no desire to exaggerate the importance of the Quaker influence... [but] ...The doctrines of self-reliance and the Inner Light are, as Emerson himself was aware, only two figures of speech to express the same basic concept of individualism.

Whitman’s Demon

“I am a good deal of a Quaker,” Whitman cordially informed the young writer Hamlin Garland in 1888, adding that he delighted in retaining some of their distinctive customs. Garland found it humorously touching to encounter Whitman standing by his own arm chair, wearing a pale broadbrim hat, only taking it off later, once they were deep into conversation.
 Quaker historians resort to Whitman as a standard source for accounts of Elias Hicks’s preaching, without recognizing that Whitman said of his friendship with his master, Emerson, “We were like two Quakers together.”
 Nor has the field so far noticed the perennial interest which Friends Intelligencer accorded to the elder Whitman, reprinting some of his new poems, reporting on his illnesses as well as his new books, and even reprinting the little hagiographic essay by his disciple, William Sloane Kennedy, “The Quaker Traits of Walt Whitman.” It is telling that the editor of Friends Intelligencer did not dispute Kennedy’s assertion that “Walt Whitman always falls back upon the Inner Light, the intuitions of the soul (a Quaker doctrine), as, e. g., in his famous conversation with Emerson on Boston Common.”
 Such willing participation in the poet’s aggressive public-relations initiatives by the Quaker journal of record falsifies any natural assumption that Friends were too ascetic to accept his sexuality.


In 1866, William Douglas O’Connor’s bombastic “The Good Gray Poet” proposed Walt Whitman as the nineteenth-century answer to both Socrates and Jesus.
 In 1871, Whitman’s poem “The Base of All Metaphysics” boldly identified his doctrine of manly love with the spiritual messages of both Jesus and Socrates.
 It concludes:

Yet underneath Socrates clearly see — and underneath 


Christ the divine I see,

The dear love of man for his comrade — the attraction 


of friend to friend,

Of the well-married husband and wife — of children and 


parents,

Of city for city, and land for land.


In his boosterish (auto)biography of 1884, probably only nominally penned by his disciple Richard Maurice Bucke, Bucke (probably, Whitman) compared his mysticism to the “occasional fits of Socrates.”
 The next year, Whitman told a newspaper reporter, “Some friends say that I think myself attended by the demon of Socrates and await the instigation of the unseen power before making any move in particular.”
 Not only did English whitmanaut Robert Buchanan compose a poem on this theme;
 later, he also claimed:

Whitman gets about as much honest sympathy from the literary class in America as Socrates did from the elders of the city. He is simply outlawed… In Walt Whitman I see more than a mere maker of poems, I see a personality worthy to rank even above that of Socrates, akin even, though lower and far distant, to that of Him who is considered, and rightly, the first of men. I know that if that Other were here, his reception in New England might be very much the same.


Shortly before and after his death in 1892, the portrayal of Whitman as the “Socrates of Camden” became a commonplace.
 In the context of this paper, however, it is especially telling that Whitman claimed that a daimonion was overseeing the dilemma of whether or not to publish his opinions of his fellow Quaker poet, John Greenleaf Whittier.
It is seriously a question, whether I want that given to the world as my estimate, summing up, of Whittier. But I obey the demon — as Socrates so wisely held of it, — to do or not to do as the demon, the spirit, dictated. And the demon so far, in this, has deterred from any word whatever.

Conclusion

The Christian tradition insisted that the Word of God, as strictly expressed in the Bible, was the ultimate moral authority, and only those who chose Jesus as their personal Savior were eligible for eternal salvation. Citing early theological heretics, Friends initially showcased Socrates as a case of universalist salvation and subsequently (beginning in the nineteenth century and throughout the career of Rufus Jones) extolled him as an example of their own distinctive morality — one steered by transcendent signs. While it’s impossible to explain why Friends’ recognized ministers were so cavalier in their descriptions of the daimonion, a more serious embrace of the trope engendered one far-reaching consequence: Mary Rotch’s significant Quaker contribution to the genesis of Transcendentalism.
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