














What was your introduction to political philosophy?

My interest in political theory started with my interest
in philosophy. I had a sense, entering college, that 
philosophy was the master discipline. It addressed the 
big puzzles: how we should live, what we should do, 
and why we should care about these questions in the 
first place. I loved ethics. I read the Nicomachean Ethics 
freshman year and I was hooked. Aristotle’s system was 
intuitive, comprehensive, and, I thought, quite com-
pelling. I spent much of the rest of my time in college 
trying to figure out why I was so drawn to that book 
and, of course, trying to understand it. In the process, I 
came to absorb many of the approaches – and tendencies 
– of philosophy as it’s practiced in the English-speaking 
academy. There were things I valued about it, and I’m 
very grateful for my philosophical education. Philosophy 
taught me to read, interpret, and argue slowly, deeply, 
and carefully.

By the time I graduated from college, though, I real- 
ized that the questions I most cared about began where 
philosophy ended. In part this came from being exposed 
to anthropology during a term abroad in South Africa. I 
was dazzled by what theoretically informed and sophisti- 
cated social science could do.

I found that political theory was far less concerned with 
genre than academic philosophy: political theorists aren’t 
usually in the business of policing what is or isn’t politi- 
cal theory. There are certainly academic conventions and 
disciplinary expectations, but political theorists tend to 
read a wider range of texts than philosophers: manifes- 
tos, pamphlets, high and low art, activist memoirs, and 
the work of popular intellectuals. As a result, political 
theorists are fairly ecumenical, open to conversations 
with other fields in the humanities and social sciences.
So, officially, my training is in political theory, which 
I see as somewhat different from political philosophy. 
But I’m more inclined to see myself as interested in and 
studying politics. Unlike scholars who run experiments, 
surveys or regressions, however, my “data” are in the his-
tory of social and political thought – how observers and 
participants registered the dynamics of their own time, 
identified enduring or particular problems, and sought 
to address them.

Who is your favorite political philosopher?

I wrote my dissertation about someone who most po- 
litical philosophers wouldn’t put in the canon: the mid- 
century American theologian and intellectual Reinhold 
Niebuhr. But I think he’s got much to offer contempo- 
rary political theory. Niebuhr spent a good deal of his 
life trying to figure out how to hold together two ideas. 

First, that people are deeply, inherently fallible, and sec- 
ond, that it is nevertheless possible and necessary for a
flawed public to try to repair a world that is very broken.
Niebuhr believed that politics amplifies human faults – 
pride, impatience, self-absorption – and that politics is 
different from ordinary interpersonal life. So, an appeal 
to moral or filial obligation might persuade friends to do 
something they weren’t already planning to do, but it’s 
going to fall flat when trying to resolve a political con-
flict. That’s for a few reasons. We think and act differen-
ty when something political is at stake because political 
life involves more than just us as individuals. There’s 
also almost always some group or identity that we are 
tied to and invested in.

Niebuhr sees politics as being about the arrangement 
and organization of power, not the honest exchange of 
reasons or ideas, and so it takes power, not just strong 
arguments, to create political change. We should want 
to change things to reduce harm and suffering: he sees 
the concentration of power as domination, oppression, 
and exclusion – injustice. Although he didn’t have an 
optimistic appraisal of human capacities, he thought that 
competitive government was the best way to ensure that 
political power and other important resources were fairly 
distributed and dispersed. His writings about how to do 
this most effectively, through confrontational but strate- 
gic nonviolence, were influential for people like Martin 
Luther King, and other activists of the era.

Niebuhr was an important figure in twentieth century 
Protestant thought, and he described his own work as 
“Christian realism.” But I think it’s possible to interpret 
him more secularly, as an astute political psychologist 
and theorist of democracy. Is Niebuhr my favorite 
political philosopher? I’m not sure. But I do think more 
academics and students should be reading him.

How does the study of  political philosophy shape your under-
standing of  the world?

As I mentioned, I spent much of my time in graduate 
school in the labor movement and as an elected repre-
sentative. Through this I got a practical education in 
politics: the structural competition between the legisla-
tive and executive branches; the communication break-
downs, value differences, or interest differences that lead 
to conflicts; the role of rhetoric, charisma, and leadership 
in getting any significant initiative or collective action 
project off the ground; the difference between making a 
good argument and demonstrating or deploying orga-
nized power; and then, of course, something that should 
be familiar to Deep Springs students – the challenges of 
getting to consensus, or something like it, on matters 
that people care about. I’m grateful that I was getting an 
academic political education alongside these experiences.
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To begin with, could you tell me a bit about your current relation-
ship with Philosophy?

With respect to my current work, it’s mostly on the phi-
losophy of language. More specifically, I tend to think 
about what linguistic meaning is, how words get their 
meanings, and how they can be used to mean things in 
context. I’ve thought about this most with respect to 
names and indexicals like ‘I’ or ‘that’, but the hope is 
that the lessons generalize. A lot of what I’ve been trying 
to do is basically to unwind a whole bunch of idealiza-
tions that other philosophers have made when theorizing 
about meaning: e.g. only speakers can mean things, and 
only when they’re being cooperative. I think that’s all 
bunk, basically, but the real challenge is to provide a 
reasonable alternative. That’s a lot of what I’m working 
on at the moment and expect to be for a while yet.

I’m curious as to what attracted you to study the philosophy of  
language to begin with? Why do you think it’s important?

My interest in the philosophy of language really just 
came from having some rather good teachers. The first 
of those was Josef Stern at UChicago, where I went after 
Deep Springs. I’d taken several history of philosophy 
courses from Josef and liked him as a teacher. I think 
that’s mainly why I signed up for his language course, 
not out of much of any antecedent interest. I was pret-
ty into Wittgenstein at that point though, so maybe I 
thought philosophy of language sounded interesting in 
virtue of its having been something Wittgenstein had 
worked on. I can’t recall for certain. Anyway, I got the 
lowest grade of my time at Chicago in that course, but 
I also loved it. Josef actually refused to write me a letter 
for graduate school due to my performance in that 
course, something which he has more recently told me 
he regretted. To be honest though, I doubt he should 
regret it; I’m pretty sure I wrote some downright terrible 
papers for that course. I found it deeply confusing, but 
not because the writing was particularly opaque or any-
thing like that. The subject matter was just really hard 
for me to wrap my head around, and I hadn’t run into 
that feeling too often in my life to that point. I liked it.

Here’s a more direct plug for my sub-field: human be-
ings are social creatures in some fairly deep sense. Lan-
guage is part of what allows us to maintain that sociality, 
to coordinate our projects and thinking with each other, 
to demonstrate our personal style to each other, to alter 
the moral landscape by promising, forgiving, consenting, 
and making other sorts of commitments to each other, 
and to maintain a wide range of norms, institutions, 
etc. Quite possibly, our thinking is in some fairly deep 
sense shaped by the very languages we use. Basically, I’m 

interested in trying to better understand these various 
things, in addition to how our language is changing with 
the advent of machine speakers, and what the possibility 
of such speakers reveals about how we should have been 
thinking about language all along. All of these strike me 
as intrinsically interesting projects, though some will also 
overlap with various more practical projects we might 
be interested in: like better grasping the variety of ways 
that we can use language badly, not just to misinform 
each other, but to mislead each other about the sorts 
of evidence that are available for the claims we make, 
or to undermine our collective trust in institutions and 
experts. And then, of course, we might ask how best 
to respond to these various issues. All that said, even if 
there was no practical upshot to the project of trying to 
better understand meaning, communication, and think-
ing in language, I’d still be plenty interested in it, and 
I’d still find it a worthwhile endeavor.

I think it would be best to segue to how your time at Deep Springs 
influenced your relationship with philosophy. Would you mind 
telling me about that? 

My time at Deep Springs influenced my philosophical 
thinking in two main ways: first, it was where I took 
my first few philosophy classes; second, it’s where I 
learned to fail. The first is fairly self-explanatory, except 
that I should give due credit to the excellent teachers I 
was lucky enough to have there: Elizabeth Kiss and Jeff 
Holzgrefe, who taught the summer seminar in my first 
year, David Arndt, who taught me composition and 
Heidegger, and Mark Greenberg and Kinch Hoekstra 
DS82, who taught me a course on ethics and evolution. 
I cared less for the latter 
course than the others, 
which is funny since 
Mark eventually ended 
up on my PhD commit-
tee. Ah well.

Learning to fail was, in 
some sense, the more 
important aspect of my 
philosophical educa-
tion at Deep Springs. 
Philosophy, like most 
anything worth doing as 
best I can tell, involves 
a great deal of failure. 
It takes some serious 
chutzpa to think that 
one might manage to 
make progress on some 
topic that has stumped  
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So, tell me a little about your path, how you got into studying and 
eventually teaching philosophy.

I was a bit of a derelict in high school—but an intellec-
tual derelict. I flunked out of high school. I didn’t go 
very often, largely because I hated the wealthy suburban 
culture that I grew up in and that the high school held 
dear. At the same time reading a wide variety of books 
on my own—physics, mathematics, and literature were 
all big intellectual influences on me in my teenage years 
as I read them independently. I took a gap year because 
I wanted to figure out just what I wanted to do with my 
life. At the time, I thought I wanted to be a writer, since 
the things that moved me most were actually dramas. I 
was a huge fan of Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams. 
It seemed to me that that kind of thought, doing that 
kind of work, would enable me to do what I most cared 
about, which was trying to understand what it is to be a 
human being. 

While I was working as a waiter during my time off, I 
discovered St. John’s. I had read a lot of old texts on my 
own already, and it seemed like the place that I wanted 
to go. After getting there, I remember feeling that this 
was exactly what I was missing in my high school educa-
tion: really serious engagement with really serious books. 
There, I read Plato for the first time. And I realized, 
“Oh. If I want to understand what it is to be a human 
being, I need to get as close to doing this as is possible”. 
Since then, I’ve basically never turned back. 

The philosophers that I care about most, the ones I 
think are the most serious in the philosophical tradition 
are authors who are, in a sense, literary. I came to under-
stand that philosophers who prompt you to think about 
reading, about the task of interpretation, are doing so 
deliberately, in an attempt to reanimate genuine think-
ing, real questioning of the content of our experience. 
And it’s not just philosophers who adopt that title who 
do that; many literary figures, like Sophocles, fall into 
this category. 

Given this way of  thinking about philosophy, why did you come 
to teach philosophy at Deep Springs in particular over these last 
few years? How do you think that pursuit contributes to a life of  
service, whether for you or for your students?

I tried to bring the way that I approach and engage with 
philosophy to the British academic system when I was at 
the University of Exeter. But I was lecturing! One of the 
things that’s central to my approach, and to my work as 
a whole is what the Greeks call aporia, perplexity. The 
way that I understand what Plato and Aristotle think 
about perplexity is that our life is structured around cer-
tain fundamental questions. We grow up with, are ha-
bituated to, in Aristotle’s terms, certain answers to those 
fundamental questions. The problem is that we never 

clearly pose those questions to ourselves to begin with. 
Often, then, the way of thinking that governs our lives is 
not really our own thinking. Coming to grips with, and 
being in the grip of those questions is to me the pur-
pose of doing and teaching philosophy. The framework 
of a lecture class, then, just isn’t the best way of doing 
that! It’s not just the difference in the way that students 
engage with the class, but even you, the lecturer, become 
accustomed to lecturing, to professing. Philosophy is in 
a certain way at odds with what it is to profess. What it 
should be is a life of inquiry.

For myself, I wanted to get back into an environment 
where I could be talking to small groups of serious 
students, and getting them to find in these texts, and 
getting me to find again or anew in these texts, questions 
which we are all and each individually struggling with, 
questions which we might not have seen as underlying 
our experience. Not having a list of the things I wanted 
to get across at the end of the lecture, but rather be-
ing open to whatever reanimation of these questions a 
seminar might create, is important to me. It’s also the 
case that in general, what makes teaching anything good 
is how much it matters to the students. Not everyone 
comes to Deep Springs as interested in the “intellectual” 
side of a life of service, but you only really come to Deep 
Springs instead of a more conventional path because 
there are questions that matter to you deeply. 

The idea of teaching in that context, where students 
are thinking about the college experience as something 
that, ideally, is preparing them for something: a life of 
service, but also thinking about what a life of service 
could mean. That’s what I had hoped to find at Deep 
Springs, and that’s what I did find. Not always perfectly, 
of course, but whenever you become too comfortable in 
any institution, I think you’re making a mistake.

Philosophy, and the kind of philosophy I’m interested 
in in particular, is important to a life of service in gener-
al, but especially for your generation. What philosophy 
should enable one to do is to see what questions are 
not being asked, what is being assumed, to find a way 
of taking up a problem anew in a way that’s more than 
just abstract, a way that’s motivated by the phenomena 
of the world. We’re at a time when it’s astonishingly 
evident that the answers to a whole series of political, 
ethical, and technical questions are not working in some 
very, very fundamental ways. That means that it’s not 
good enough to think harder—one has to think anew. 
That means that you have to be thinking about funda-
mental questions, because that’s the only way that you 
can see the possibility of a different paradigm. That 
means that regardless of what particular way you choose 
to go about a life of service, it’s important to read these-
ancient philosophers. Whatever you do, you’re going to 
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Under the Hawk Tree, September 30, 2019

Gabriel, the theme of  this newsletter is philosophy, so I was think-
ing to start with some big open questions. How does that sound?

Ok.

What are you here for?

[laughs] That’s a big open question. I’m here to en-
sure the future of farming by passing anything that 
I’ve learned from my mentors onto you guys. A lot of 
knowledge in agriculture goes generation to generation, 
but only to people born into that. And in a lot of those 
farming families, the next generation tends to not really 
want to go into farming or into agriculture. Being here 
provides me with the opportunity to pass this knowledge 
on without it having to be just because of your family. 
And it provides you an opportunity to learn this differ-
ent perspective — how to actually live and work with 
nature, while creating a product that’s beneficial for 
the land, animals, the economy, and people. I want to 
ensure that your future and my daughter’s future, and 
her daughter’s future is brighter by passing this kind of 
knowledge to you guys — you know, the seven genera-
tions mentality. I don’t know everything, but everything 
that I do know I’m going to try to pass on to you so that 
you can pass it on without it being… erased [laughs].

What do you see the farming doing for Deep Springs or 
Deep Springers?

It gives you, the SB, pride in what you do. It gives you 
more purpose, advancing your education, being not just 
about the scholarly papers — which are important — 

but also applying what you’re learning in there. One 
thing I’ve told students is, you know why philosophers 
know how to philosophize? Cause they’ve lived life. And 
you guys have not lived life, not all of you, so the farm 
allows you to come up with your own philosophy, to 
actually realize, “oh shit, that’s what they mean by this” 
because now you’re living life, you’re learning how to 
work, you’re implementing certain practices. And I’m 
not big into philosophy, but the more I work, the more 
I start to think, the more I start to plan things out, the 
more I start to think on the way the world works, the 
way nature works, and the way the human condition is. 
The more I can instill that experience in you, and the 
pride that you put into the work that you’re doing, the 
more it starts to open you up into that kind of emotion, 
a kind of compassion. You know, the more work and 
responsibilities that you put into the farm, the more 
emotion you’re going to give it. You start to think in 
a broader perspective — you think not just about this 
farm, but how this little 150 acres connects with the rest 
of this valley. And I want you guys to understand how 
that can actually — how it does affect it. 

The more responsibilities that you get, the harder you 
guys work, it will also start to build your confidence. 
And that’s a key thing that I constantly want to instill. 
Getting you behind a tractor, getting you to do some-
thing that you’ve never done before, putting you in an 
awkward position, getting you to solve certain types 
of problems that you weren’t able to solve before, it’s 
to build pride in what you do, its to build your confi-
dence, so you can apply it to other aspects of what Deep 
Springs has to offer... and also just life. I mean, you’re 
not always going to be here, this is just a bubble, this is 
a sample of the world. We’re such a small community, 
but what happens at Deep Springs reflects a lot of what’s 
happening in the world as well. So if you can apply cer-
tain things here, by taking what I teach you, by taking 
the confidence that you’ve built up on the farm, taking 
the pride in the work that you have, and the emotion 
that you give to this land, and apply it to the other as-
pects of Deep Springs, and apply it to the world, then I 
know that in some way I have succeeded.

And it’s not always about how much we’ve grown or 
how much we’ve seeded, but it all comes back to how 
you view the farm, how you view the school. And if it’s 
because of what you’ve learned on the farm, then I’ve 
succeeded. 

What ideas or beliefs most signiþcantly impact your interaction 
with this place?

I think it’s more how I am with the desert. I come from 
the desert, I respect the desert for what it is, and I give 
and take what I can of myself. It helps me be a member 
of this community.
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