dead poets society summary

dead poets society summary provides an insightful overview of the acclaimed 1989 film directed
by Peter Weir. This article explores the film’s narrative, themes, character development, and cultural
impact, offering a comprehensive understanding of its enduring relevance. Dead Poets Society is a
coming-of-age drama set in an elite preparatory school, focusing on an English teacher who inspires
his students through poetry and unconventional teaching methods. The summary delves into the
plot, highlighting key moments and the emotional journey of the characters. Additionally, the article
examines the film’s exploration of themes such as individuality, conformity, and the power of self-
expression. Readers will gain a detailed perspective on the movie’s critical reception and its
significance in contemporary cinema. The following sections outline the main aspects of the dead
poets society summary.

¢ Plot Overview of Dead Poets Society
e Main Characters and Their Roles
e Themes Explored in Dead Poets Society

e Symbolism and Literary References

e Cultural Impact and Legacy

Plot Overview of Dead Poets Society

The dead poets society summary begins with the setting of Welton Academy, a conservative all-boys
preparatory school in 1959. The story centers around the arrival of John Keating, an unorthodox
English teacher who encourages students to seize the day and think independently. Keating’s
teaching methods contrast sharply with the rigid, traditional academic environment of Welton.

As the narrative unfolds, Keating inspires a group of students to revive the "Dead Poets Society," a
secret club where they read poetry and embrace creative expression. The film follows the students’
personal growth, challenges, and the consequences of defying societal expectations.

Key Plot Points

The plot can be summarized through several pivotal events that define the story’s progression and
emotional depth.

1. Introduction of John Keating and his unique teaching philosophy.
2. Formation and revival of the Dead Poets Society by the students.

3. Individual struggles of the main characters as they confront familial and societal pressures.



4. Climactic events resulting from the tragic consequences of rebellion and conformity.

5. The students’ ultimate response to authority and the lasting impact of Keating’s lessons.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The characters in dead poets society summary are central to conveying the film’s message. Each
student represents different responses to the pressures of tradition and expectations placed upon
them.

John Keating

As the inspirational English teacher, Keating challenges his students to think critically and embrace
individuality. His charisma and passion for poetry serve as catalysts for change within the school.

Neil Perry

Neil is a talented and ambitious student who struggles between his own desires and his father’s
strict expectations. His tragic fate underscores the film’s commentary on authoritarianism and the
suppression of creativity.

Todd Anderson

Todd is initially shy and withdrawn but gradually gains confidence through Keating’s encouragement
and the support of his peers. His transformation highlights themes of self-discovery and courage.

Other Students

Characters such as Knox Overstreet, Charlie Dalton, and Richard Cameron represent varying
degrees of conformity and rebellion, enriching the narrative with diverse perspectives on freedom
and discipline.

Themes Explored in Dead Poets Society

The dead poets society summary reveals several profound themes that contribute to the film’s
critical acclaim and resonance with audiences.

Individuality vs. Conformity

The central theme revolves around the tension between personal expression and societal



expectations. The film critiques rigid educational systems and emphasizes the importance of self-
expression.

The Power of Poetry and Art

Poetry serves as a metaphor for freedom and emotional authenticity. Through poetry, characters
find a voice and a means to challenge the status quo.

The Impact of Authority

The film examines the influence of authoritarian figures, particularly parental and institutional
pressures, on young individuals’ development and mental health.

Carpe Diem - Seize the Day

Keating’s repeated exhortation to “seize the day” encapsulates the film’s motivational message,
encouraging living life fully and embracing risk for personal growth.

Symbolism and Literary References

Dead Poets Society is rich in symbolism and allusions that enhance its narrative depth and
intellectual appeal.

The Dead Poets Society Club

The secret club symbolizes a sanctuary for free thought and artistic expression, representing a
countercultural rebellion against conformity.

Poetic Works

The film references poets such as Walt Whitman, Robert Frost, and Henry David Thoreau, whose
works reinforce themes of individuality and transcendence.

The Tree and Nature Imagery

Nature scenes and the iconic tree under which the students gather symbolize growth, freedom, and
the natural cycle of life and change.



Cultural Impact and Legacy

Since its release, dead poets society summary highlights the film’s significant influence on
education, cinema, and popular culture.

Critical Reception

The film received widespread acclaim for its performances, particularly Robin Williams as John
Keating, and its thought-provoking themes. It earned several award nominations and remains a
beloved classic.

Influence on Education

Dead Poets Society has inspired educators to adopt more student-centered and creative teaching
approaches, emphasizing critical thinking and emotional engagement.

Enduring Popularity

The film continues to resonate with audiences worldwide, often cited in discussions about the
importance of nurturing creativity and resisting oppressive structures.

 Revitalized interest in poetry and literature among young viewers
e Encouraged discussions on mental health and adolescent pressures

e Influenced other media exploring themes of rebellion and self-discovery

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of Dead Poets Society?

Dead Poets Society follows an English teacher, John Keating, at a conservative boarding school who
inspires his students to appreciate poetry, seize the day, and pursue their passions despite societal
pressures.

Who is the protagonist in Dead Poets Society?

The protagonist is John Keating, an unconventional and inspiring English teacher at Welton
Academy.



What is the significance of the '‘Dead Poets Society' in the
story?

The 'Dead Poets Society' is a secret club where students meet to read poetry and express themselves
freely, symbolizing creative freedom and rebellion against conformity.

How does Dead Poets Society explore the theme of
individuality?
The film emphasizes individuality through Keating's encouragement for students to think

independently, challenge norms, and pursue their own dreams rather than conforming to
expectations.

What role does poetry play in Dead Poets Society?

Poetry acts as a catalyst for self-expression, emotional exploration, and inspiration, helping the
students to see the world differently and embrace their true selves.

What is the impact of John Keating's teaching on the
students?

Keating's teaching inspires the students to challenge authority, embrace their passions, and live life
fully, ultimately leading to both personal growth and tragic consequences.

How does Dead Poets Society end?

The film ends with the students standing on their desks in tribute to Keating after he is forced to
leave the school, symbolizing their respect and the lasting impact of his teachings.

What is the central message of Dead Poets Society?

The central message is to 'seize the day' (Carpe Diem), encouraging individuals to live authentically,
pursue their passions, and make the most of their lives.

Additional Resources

1. Dead Poets Society by N.H. Kleinbaum

This novelization of the famous film follows the story of an English teacher, John Keating, who
inspires his students at a conservative boys' prep school to embrace poetry, seize the day, and think
for themselves. The book explores themes of individuality, conformity, and the power of literature. It
captures the emotional struggles and growth of the students as they challenge societal expectations.

2. The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger

A classic coming-of-age novel that delves into the mind of Holden Caulfield, a teenager grappling
with the challenges of growing up and finding his place in the world. Like Dead Poets Society, it
emphasizes themes of rebellion, identity, and the desire to break free from societal norms. The book
is renowned for its candid portrayal of adolescent angst and alienation.



3. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee

This timeless novel explores themes of morality, justice, and empathy through the eyes of Scout
Finch, a young girl in the racially segregated American South. The story encourages readers to
question prejudice and stand up for what is right, similar to the moral lessons found in Dead Poets
Society. It highlights the importance of courage and integrity in the face of injustice.

4. The Perks of Being a Wallflower by Stephen Chbosky

This coming-of-age story is told through the letters of Charlie, a high school freshman navigating the
complexities of adolescence, mental health, and friendship. The novel shares themes with Dead
Poets Society, such as self-discovery, the impact of mentorship, and the struggles of fitting in. It
offers a poignant look at the challenges and triumphs of teenage life.

5. Brave New World by Aldous Huxley

A dystopian novel that examines a future society obsessed with conformity, control, and superficial
happiness. The book contrasts sharply with the individualistic and rebellious spirit celebrated in
Dead Poets Society, providing a cautionary tale about the loss of personal freedom. It challenges
readers to think critically about societal structures and the cost of technological advancement.

6. Flowers for Algernon by Daniel Keyes

This novel follows Charlie Gordon, a man with an intellectual disability who undergoes an
experimental surgery to increase his intelligence. It explores themes of human potential, identity,
and the emotional challenges of transformation, resonating with Dead Poets Society's focus on
personal growth and self-awareness. The story is both heartwarming and thought-provoking.

7. Lord of the Flies by William Golding

A gripping tale about a group of boys stranded on a deserted island who attempt to govern
themselves, only to descend into chaos and savagery. The novel contrasts with Dead Poets Society
by depicting the darker aspects of human nature and the struggle between civilization and primal
instincts. It raises questions about leadership, morality, and society.

8. Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli

This novel centers on an eccentric and free-spirited girl named Stargirl, who challenges the
conventions of her high school and inspires others to embrace individuality. Like Dead Poets Society,
it celebrates nonconformity, creativity, and the courage to be different. The story encourages
readers to value uniqueness and empathy.

9. Looking for Alaska by John Green

A contemporary young adult novel that explores themes of love, loss, and self-discovery through the
experiences of a boy named Miles at a boarding school. The book shares with Dead Poets Society a
focus on the transformative power of friendship and the search for meaning in life. It offers an
emotional and insightful look at adolescence and grief.

Dead Poets Society Summary

Find other PDF articles:
http://www.speargroupllc.com/suggest-articles-01/Book?docid=aGh28-4850&title=how-to-do-a-phd-i
n-usa.pdf



http://www.speargroupllc.com/gacor1-10/files?title=dead-poets-society-summary.pdf&trackid=vsg93-2950
http://www.speargroupllc.com/suggest-articles-01/Book?docid=aGh28-4850&title=how-to-do-a-phd-in-usa.pdf
http://www.speargroupllc.com/suggest-articles-01/Book?docid=aGh28-4850&title=how-to-do-a-phd-in-usa.pdf

dead poets society summary: Summary of Dave Itzkoff's Robin Milkyway Media, 2024-01-22
Get the Summary of Dave Itzkoff's Robin in 20 minutes. Please note: This is a summary & not the
original book. Robin by Dave Itzkoff is a comprehensive biography of Robin Williams, tracing his life
from a lonely childhood in Michigan to his rise as a comedic genius and his tragic death. Williams
grew up in a wealthy family, with a practical father and a whimsical mother, both of whom
influenced his complex character. Despite frequent relocations and feelings of isolation, Williams
found solace in his imagination, leading to his pursuit of acting and comedy...

dead poets society summary: Summary of The Great Awakening by Alex Jones GP
SUMMARY, 2023-12-09 DISCLAIMER This book does not in any capacity mean to replace the
original book but to serve as a vast summary of the original book. Summary of The Great Awakening
by Alex Jones: Defeating the Globalists and Launching the Next Great Renaissance IN THIS
SUMMARIZED BOOK, YOU WILL GET: - Chapter astute outline of the main contents. - Fast & simple
understanding of the content analysis. - Exceptionally summarized content that you may skip in the
original book Alex Jones' book, The Great Awakening: Defeating the Globalists and Launching the
Next Great Renaissance, reveals the failed plans of social Darwinists to control humanity. The book,
written with New York Times bestselling author Kent Heckenlively, delves into topics such as
artificial intelligence, digital currency, social credit scores, Big Tech tyranny, censorship,
fifteen-minute cities, the military-intelligence-industrial complex, and the assault on free speech and
the Second Amendment. Jones argues that these plans are destined to fail if we wake up to the
anti-human future the globalists have planned for us. He highlights the courage and love of truth
that can break free from the matrix of lies, and the fact that God consistently works His will in our
world, even through imperfect individuals like Donald Trump and Alex Jones.

dead poets society summary: Summary of Mattie Jackson Selecman's Lemons on Friday
Everest Media,, 2022-05-15T22:59:00Z Please note: This is a companion version & not the original
book. Sample Book Insights: #1 I met Ben Selecman, a second-year law student, at Caroline’s
wedding. He was extremely confident yet genuinely kind. He was my biggest cheerleader, always
believing in me more than I did in myself. #2 I had known since date three that day would happen,
though it came a little sooner than I expected. It felt fast, but why wait any longer. I was ecstatic to
be his wife. #3 My first year of marriage was full of the beautiful parts of the promise to have and to
hold. I didn’t expect the second half of these promises to come true until much later in life. #4 The
author went on a vacation with his wife, Ben, and four other couples. Ben slipped and fell off a boat,
and the doctors said his brain was starting to swell. They didn’t have to cut his skull open yet, but
they were going to have to in the next twelve hours.

dead poets society summary: Summary of K.M. Weiland's Writing Archetypal Character Arcs
Milkyway Media, 2024-07-22 Get the Summary of K.M. Weiland's Writing Archetypal Character Arcs
in 20 minutes. Please note: This is a summary & not the original book. Writing Archetypal Character
Arcs by K.M. Weiland delves into the profound impact of archetypes in storytelling, emphasizing
their role in reflecting human experiences and growth. The book outlines six primary Positive
Change character arcs—Maiden, Hero, Queen, King, Crone, and Mage—each representing stages in
the human life cycle. These arcs are divided into three acts: Individuation (Maiden, Hero),
Integration (Queen, King), and Transformation (Crone, Mage). Each arc involves overcoming specific
antagonists and internal struggles, leading to personal and communal transformation...

dead poets society summary: The Secret History by Donna Tartt (Book Analysis) Bright
Summaries, 2019-04-03 Unlock the more straightforward side of The Secret History with this
concise and insightful summary and analysis! This engaging summary presents an analysis of The
Secret History by Donna Tartt, which follows a group of highly intelligent Classics students at the
elite Hampden College in New England. Richard Papen, who comes from a humble background in
California, joins this small, privileged group and becomes increasingly embedded in their world of
wealth and intellectual pursuits. However, darkness lies just below the surface, and soon bursts out
when one of the group is murdered. The novel traces the events leading up to the killing and




examines its life-changing impact on the remaining students. The Secret History is Donna Tartt’s
first novel; she is also known for her novels The Little Friend and The Goldfinch. Find out everything
you need to know about The Secret History in a fraction of the time! This in-depth and informative
reading guide brings you: * A complete plot summary ¢ Character studies * Key themes and symbols
* Questions for further reflection Why choose BrightSummaries.com? Available in print and digital
format, our publications are designed to accompany you on your reading journey. The clear and
concise style makes for easy understanding, providing the perfect opportunity to improve your
literary knowledge in no time. See the very best of literature in a whole new light with
BrightSummaries.com!

dead poets society summary: Hollywood Worldviews Brian Godawa, 2011-11-02 In this
thoroughly revised and updated edition of his popular book, Brian Godawa guides you through the
place of redemption in film, the tricks screenwriters use to communicate their messages, and the
mental and spiritual discipline required for watching movies.

dead poets society summary: Exploring Teachers in Fiction and Film Melanie Shoffner,
2016-03-31 This book about teachers as characters in popular media examines what can be learned
from fictional teachers for the purposes of educating real teachers. Its aim is twofold: to examine the
constructed figure of the teacher in film, television and text and to apply that examination in the
context of teacher education. By exploring the teacher construct, readers are able to consider how
popular fiction and film have influenced society’s understandings and views of classroom teachers.
Organized around four main themes—Identifying with the Teacher Image; Constructing the Teacher
with Content; Imaging the Teacher as Savior; The Teacher Construct as Commentary—the chapters
examine the complicated mixture of fact, stereotype and misrepresentation that create the image of
the teacher in the public eye today. This examination, in turn, allows teacher educators to use
popular culture as curriculum. Using the fictional teacher as a text, preservice—and
practicing—teachers can examine positive and negative (and often misleading) representations of
teachers in order to develop as teachers themselves.

dead poets society summary: Ad $ Summary, 1990 Advertising expenditure data across ten
media: consumer magazines, Sunday magazines, newspapers, outdoor, network television, spot
television, syndicated television, cable television, network radio, and national spot radio. Lists
brands alphabetically and shows total ten media expenditures, media used, parent company and PIB
classification for each brand. Also included in this report are industry class totals and rankings of
the top 100 companies of the ten media.

dead poets society summary: Popular Media, Democracy and Development in Africa Herman
Wasserman, 2010-10-04 Popular Media, Democracy and Development in Africa examines the role
that popular media could play to encourage political debate, provide information for development, or
critique the very definitions of ‘democracy’ and ‘development’. Drawing on diverse case studies from
various regions of the African continent, essays employ a range of theoretical and methodological
approaches to ask critical questions about the potential of popular media to contribute to democratic
culture, provide sites of resistance, or, conversely, act as agents for the spread of Americanized
entertainment culture to the detriment of local traditions. A wide variety of media formats and
platforms are discussed, ranging from radio and television to the Internet, mobile phones, street
posters, film and music. As part of the Routledge series Internationalizing Media Studies, the book
responds to the important challenge of broadening perspectives on media studies by bringing
together a range of expert analyses of media in the African continent that will be of interest to
students and scholars of media in Africa and further afield.

dead poets society summary: The Binge Watcher's Guide to Riverdale Melissa Ford
Lucken, 2021-04 Busted families, broken hearts, secrets and corruption are the lifeblood of The
CW’s gothic horror series Riverdale. The show is based on the original Archie comics, but this
sinister town is a far cry from the wholesome, anyplace USA depicted in 80 years of the teen
adventures featuring Archie, Jughead, Betty, Veronica, and the rest of the gang. This Riverdale is an
other-worldly, ominous place where enigmatic parents and cunning town leaders hide wicked



secrets while teens struggle to survive. The Riverdale gang face the definitive dilemma: good vs.
evil. They fight ghouls, a cult leader, a serial killer, and each other—all while sporting inspiring
outfits and photo-ready hair. Great music, the occasional Vixens cheer dance-off, and
too-steamy-for-high-school sex scenes add an undeniable layer of watchability to the fan-favorite
show. This bestselling Binge Watcher’s Guide will get you through all seven seasons. Keep the book
beside you while binging; the trivia, quotes and episode commentaries will inform and entertain.
Want more? The literary analysis, connection to the comics, and resources have you covered.

dead poets society summary: Handbook of Narrative Analysis Luc Herman, Bart Vervaeck,
2019-12-01 Stories are everywhere, from fiction across media to politics and personal identity.
Handbook of Narrative Analysis sorts out both traditional and recent narrative theories, providing
the necessary skills to interpret any story. In addition to discussing classical theorists, such as
Gérard Genette, Mieke Bal, and Seymour Chatman, Handbook of Narrative Analysis presents
precursors (such as E. M. Forster), related theorists (Franz Stanzel, Dorrit Cohn), and a large variety
of postclassical critics. Among the latter particular attention is paid to rhetorical, cognitive, and
cultural approaches; intermediality; storyworlds; gender theory; and natural and unnatural
narratology. Not content to consider theory as an end in itself, Luc Herman and Bart Vervaeck use
two short stories and a graphic narrative by contemporary authors as touchstones to illustrate each
approach to narrative. In doing so they illuminate the practical implications of theoretical
preferences and the ideological leanings underlying them. Marginal glosses guide the reader
through discussions of theoretical issues, and an extensive bibliography points readers to the most
current publications in the field. Written in an accessible style, this handbook combines a
comprehensive treatment of its subject with a user-friendly format appropriate for specialists and
nonspecialists alike. Handbook of Narrative Analysis is the go-to book for understanding and
interpreting narrative. This new edition revises and extends the first edition to describe and apply
the last fifteen years of cutting-edge scholarship in the field of narrative theory.

dead poets society summary: The House of Charles Swinter James Ward, 2019-08-26 When
the world is bursting with prospective life-partners, how can two young people, thousands of miles
apart on different continents, possibly be the only ones who are right for each other? Well,
sometimes... they just can. “While not normally a book I would choose, I couldn’t put it down. Didn’t
sleep much. Kept reading. Couldn’t stop.” - Leslie O’Brien, CEO Goldenwest Editing, California
Charles Swinter is eighty, fabulously wealthy and, since the sudden death of his estranged wife,
Vivienne, seemingly on top of the world. It’s time to go abroad in search of true love. Anticipating
the disapproval of his friends, he covers his tracks in England before departing. It’s none of their
business, after all, and no one knows what’s good for him like he does. He quickly locates what he
considers the ideal woman. Nongnuch Kitkailart: beautiful, intelligent, desperately poor, pragmatic
enough to be highly biddable, and fifty years his junior. Unfortunately, back in England, people
become concerned at his prolonged absence. The police are duly informed, but one particularly close
friend, Edward Grant, decides to track him down in person. Edward is everything Charles is not.
Young, good-looking, morally perceptive, loyal, capable of deep and genuine attachment to another
human being. And suddenly - predictably - both are in love with the same woman. Yet what happens
next isn’t so straightforward. No one’s reckoned with the demands of conscience. Nor with murder,
mental disturbances, reports of ghosts, a sham marriage, wrongful imprisonment, and an entire
further universe of heavy obstacles. Not the least of which is that Edward’s older brother, George,
and Charles’s granddaughter, Susan, are also mutually smitten, and in a tangle of ways no one on
Earth can apparently unpick - including them. Nevertheless, where there is love, a happy conclusion
can never entirely be ruled out. The House of Charles Swinter is an epic romance. It concerns
human dignity, the relationship between the sexes, goodness and beauty, poverty and wealth,
globalisation, tradition and modernity. And one man and woman.

dead poets society summary: In the Company of Others ]J. Dan Rothwell, 2016 Combining
current research with humor, vivid examples, and practical advice, Rothwell brings human
communication to life for students. Now in its fifth edition, In the Company of Others continues to



use the communication competence model to help students apply theoretical lessons to their own
skills.

dead poets society summary: The Movie Guide James Monaco, 1992 From The Big Sleep to
Babette's Feast, from Lawrence of Arabia to Drugstore Cowboy, The Movie Guide offers the inside
word on 3,500 of the best motion pictures ever made. James Monaco is the president and founder of
BASELINE, the world's leading supplier of information to the film and television industries. Among
his previous books are The Encyclopedia of Film, American Film Now, and How to Read a Film.

dead poets society summary: Teaching Constructivist Science, K-8 Michael L. Bentley,
Edward S. Ebert, Christine Ebert, 2007 Invite young minds to engage in meaningful,
standards-based science! Good teachers know that science is more than just a collection of facts in a
textbook and that teaching science goes beyond the mere transmission of information. Actively
engaging students in the learning process is critical to building their knowledge base, assessing
progress, and meeting science standards. Teaching Constructivist Science, K-8 shows teachers how
to transform students’ natural curiosity into dynamic learning opportunities. By helping students
construct new knowledge using the understandings they bring to the classroom, teachers can make
the most of instruction and new learning experiences. With practical applications, teaching
strategies, activities, and assessment tools, this reader-friendly book demonstrates how to teach
student-ready, standards-based science. Teachers will be able to use: Classic and new activities to
teach big ideas with basic materials An interview approach for uncovering student
misunderstandings that block new learning A rich resource list for finding materials and
organizations Guidelines for building a science-friendly environment Sample lessons and learning
experiences aligned to national science standards Discussion questions for teacher study groups in
each chapter For both experienced and novice teachers, this accessible resource provides the
perfect method to teach science in sound ways that make sense to students.

dead poets society summary: The Point Steve Woodruff, 2023-10-17 Is it possible to grab an
audience’s attention in this noisy, confusing world? According to Steven Woodruff, the solution can
be summed up in a word: clarity. Clarity-fueled communications is the practice of using the fewest
words to make the biggest impact. The Point unveils how the overloaded human brain wants
information packaged, and how to craft brain-friendly messages that break through the noise. From
email to sales pitches, from workshops to resumes, Steven Woodruff’s Clarity Fuel Formula is the
universal recipe for communications success. The Point includes four simple actions and eight
compelling shortcuts that can be used by anyone to get to the point and get others on the same
page.

dead poets society summary: What We Deserve Michael Linehan, 2015-12-12 This book
contains a collection of poetry I have performed over the past few years. Some are old, some are
brand new, but all seek to capture the lightness and heaviness of the human soul. I hope that you
like it.

dead poets society summary: U-vacharta Ba-chayim David Birnbaum, Martin S. Cohen, In one
of his most famous poems, Robert Frost imagines himselfstanding at a crossroads in a “yellow wood”
and having to decidewhich path forward to choose. The poem turns on the fact thatneither path
clearly recommends itself as the “better” one to choose:both are covered in yellow autumnal leaves,
one is “just as fair” as theother, and both lead to destinations that Frost cannot see.1 In justtwenty
lines, the poet thus suggests the plight of moderns who mustmake decisions in life that may
eventually be perceived as mattersof great importance, but that feel hardly even to matter much
whenthey are actually being made. That is surely a challenge we all face,but how exactly to deal
with it is challenging to say. It surely seemsexaggerated to conclude from the poet’s reverie that our
decisionsin life don’t really matter at all simply because we cannot say at theoutset where they may
ultimately lead us—much less that they haveno real importance because we will end up in the same
place anyway.Those conclusions both feel just a bit irrational, but neither shouldwe read the poem’s
famous conclusion—that the poet’s decision totravel the path less taken has ended up making all the
difference inhis life—as suggesting that the wisest choices in life are invariablythose spurned by the



majority. Surely, for all the oylem may be agoylem, it can’t always be unwise to make some specific
decision inlife merely because many others have previously chosen to make it!2 Martin S. Cohen(The
Yiddish aphorism, one of my own father’s favorites, conveys thesame message as the one attributed,
possibly spuriously, to AlexanderHamilton according to which “the masses are asses.”)The Torah
offers a different take on the decision to choose onepath forward in life over another. Speaking from
the edge of his ownlife, Moses begins by imagining two paths stretching forth beforethe Israelites as
they contemplate their future. And he knows theirnames, too: they are the paths of blessing and of
curse, “a blessingif you obey all the commandments of the Eternal, your God, thatl am commanding
you this day, and a curse if you do not obey thecommandments of the Eternal, your God, and swerve
off the paththat I am commanding you today...” (Deuteronomy 11:26-28).Later in his speech, Moses
returns to that same trope and describesthat same choice in far greater detail:Behold, by
commanding you today to love the Eternal,your God, and to walk in God’s ways and to keep
God’scommandments and statutes and laws, I am placing beforeyou today, on the one hand, life and
goodness, and, on theother, death and evil. And so shall you live and flourish as theEternal, your
God, blesses you in the land that you are nowentering to possess. If, however, your heart should turn
awayand you stop obeying—such that you actually turn to apostasyand prostrate yourself before
alien gods and worship them—then I am telling you clearly today that you shall surely perish,that
you will not live for long on the land that you are aboutto cross the Jordan to enter and possess. I call
heaven andearth on this day as my witnesses that I am placing beforeyou life and death, blessing
and curse. Choose life, so thatyou live, you and your progeny. And love the Eternal, yourGod, by
obeying God’s voice and by cleaving unto God—forit is God who grants you your life and who
determines howlong shall last the days you dwell on the land that the Eternal3 Prefaceswore to
grant to your ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob(Deuteronomy 30:15-20).The title of the volume
you are holding is taken from the end ofthis very passage, where the Torah presents Moses
instructing thepeople how to deal with the choice that lies before them. U-vahartaba-hayyim
(“choose life”), he commands—and his meaning feelsclear and unambiguous: to secure a long life for
yourself and yourprogeny, choose to live in God’s service, choose to devote yourself toobeying God’s
voice, and choose to cleave unto God all the days ofyour life. And the aggregate result of all that
wise choosing will leadto the greatest choice of all: the choice to embrace life at its fullestand
richest, both as individuals linked personally to the Almightyin covenantal intimacy and as citizens of
a nation linked to theAlmighty in exactly the same way.There are countless ways to respond to the
injunction to chooselife, and each of the authors in this volume has chosen one to explorein his or
her essay. Some are theoretical in nature and deal with thelarger notion of how choice and
obligation interact in the context ofreligion. Others are more practical and treat of the specific ways
inwhich individuals might respond to the biblical obligation to chooselife in the context of the
consequential decisions that we find ourselvesfaced with in life. Still others are rooted in history and
presentthe way the injunction to choose life was understood by differentthinkers at different
moments in Jewish history. And some haveused the scriptural injunction to choose life as a
jumping-off pointfor considering the notion of free will itself, and pondering how thetheological
notion that God is all-knowing can be reconciled withthe sense people have of being able freely to
make real, meaningfulchoices in life.The authors who have contributed essays to this volume
address4 Martin S. Cohenall of these questions. Our authors come from a wide range
ofbackgrounds: many are congregational rabbis, while others areteachers and academics, and still
others work in the Jewish world indifferent capacities. They are a disparate group, our authors: men
andwomen, older and younger, staunchly traditionalist and more liberallyoriented, Israelis and
Diaspora-based. Yet, for all they are different,they are also united by the common belief that the
written word,and particularly in the form of the essay, is a useful and satisfyingmedium in which to
explore Judaism and Jewishness itself in a deepand meaningful way.This is not a book solely for Jews
of any particular spiritualorientation; nor, for that matter, is it a book solely for Jewish
readers.Rather, we hope that this anthology may open a door for all whopossess the kind of curiosity
about Jewish religion and culture thatcannot be dealt with effectively by platitudes or even heartfelt



opedpieces, but rather by thoughtful, text-based studies intended toinform, to persuade, and to
inspire. I feel privileged to present thework of these authors to the reading public and I hope our
readerswill likewise feel that this is a remarkable collection.Unless otherwise indicated, all
translations here are the authors’own work. Biblical citations of the NJPS refer to the
completetranslation of Scripture first published under the title Tanakh: TheHoly Scriptures by the
Jewish Publication Society in 1985. The fourletterHebrew name of God is rendered in this volume
almost alwaysas “the Eternal” or “Eternal God” (although authors have sometimesdeparted from this
convention, as dictated by the constraints of theirown writing).I would like to take this opportunity
to acknowledge the othersenior editors of the Mesorah Matrix series, David Birnbaum andBenjamin
Blech, as well as Saul J. Berman, our associate editor. Theyand our able staff have all supported me
as I've labored to bring this5 Prefacevolume together and I am grateful to them all.As always, I must
also express my gratitude to the men andwomen, and particularly to the lay leadership, of the
synagoguel serve as rabbi, the Shelter Rock Jewish Center in Roslyn, NewYork. Possessed of the
unwavering conviction that their rabbi’s bookprojects are part and parcel of his service to them
(and, throughthem, to the larger community of those interested in learning aboutJudaism through
the medium of the well-written word), they areremarkably supportive of my literary efforts as author
and editor. Iam in their debt, and [ am pleased to acknowledge that debt formally,here and
whenever I publish my own work or the work of others.
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