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Maimonides on Free Will at the Societal Level

B E R E L D O V L E R N E R

WESTERN GALILEE ACADEMIC COLLEGE

dovb@wgalil.ac.il

Although there has been some debate regarding Maimonides’
esoteric view of human metaphysical freedom (Pines 1960, 195–98; Altmann
1974) there is no doubt that his public stand is one of uncompromising 
support for the doctrine of free will, or what is known in philosophical circles
as libertarianism (not to be confused with the similarly named political 
doctrine!). As Moshe Sokol (1998, 27) points out, Maimonides was concerned
with defeating “four different grounds for denying freedom of the will:
astrological fatalism, kalam (‘a school of medieval Islamic theology’) and other
notions of divine will and causality, psychological determinism, and divine
foreknowledge.” These indeed are the only obstacles to human freedom which
Maimonides explicitly addresses as possible foundations for an attack on liber-
tarianism. Maimonides attacks psychological determinism, but he does not
mention sociological determinism. His discussion in the final chapter of
Shemonah Perakim concerns inborn psychological predispositions and ‘second
nature’ resulting from repeated deliberate action, rather than the effects of
social factors. However, it is clear from the Mishneh Torah (Hyamson 1962)
that Maimonides also contends that social pressures constitute a very real 
challenge to autonomous action:

It is natural to be influenced, in sentiments and conduct, by one’s
neighbors and associates, and observe the customs of one’s fellow
citizens. (Deot 6:1)

Although Maimonides is never troubled by the social factor’s 
philosophical significance for human freedom, I believe that it does serve a 
pivotal role in the solution of an interesting puzzle in the Mishneh Torah, a 
puzzle which brings together issues in biblical interpretation, metaphysics, and
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the philosophy of the social sciences. My explication of this problem 
begins with the fifth chapter of Hilkhot Teshuva (Laws of Repentance) of
Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, where he makes a general argument harmonizing
human freedom with divine foreknowledge:

As to the solution of this problem, understand that “the measure
thereof is longer than the earth and wider than the sea” (Job 11:19),
and many important principles of the highest sublimity are con-
nected with it. You, however, need only to know and comprehend
what I am about to say. In the second chapter of the Laws Relating to
the Fundamental Principles of the Torah, we have already explained
that God does not know with a knowledge external to Himself, like
human beings whose knowledge and self are separate entities, but
He, blessed be His Name, and His knowledge are One. (Teshuva 5:5)

The crux of Maimonides’ argument seems to be that divine
foreknowledge does not interfere with human freedom because divine 
knowledge is different from human knowledge. Apparently, Maimonides is
saying that if one person’s future decisions really were genuinely known now by
another human being, that would create a problem for the former’s freedom.
However, since God is not a human being and His knowledge is not similar to
that possessed by humans, his foreknowledge of human decisions does not
interfere with human freedom. (I shall return later to the question of what it is
about human foreknowledge that makes it a problem for libertarianism.)
Maimonides devotes his next chapter (Teshuva 6) to the exegesis of scriptural
verses which seem to contradict the libertarian doctrine. Among these is 
Deut. 31:16:

The Lord said to Moses: You are soon to lie with your fathers. This
people will thereupon go astray after the alien gods in their midst, in
the land which they are about to enter; they will forsake Me and
break My covenant which I made with them.

Deuteronomy seems to be saying that the children of Israel are foredestined to
sin. How can this square with their human freedom? Maimonides explains:

It is also written, “This people will thereupon go astray after the
alien gods in their midst, in the land” (Deut. 31:16). Did He not
decree that Israel should worship idols? Why then did He punish
them? [The answer is] that He did not decree concerning any 
particular individual that that individual should be the one to go
astray. Any one of those who went astray and worshipped idols, had
he not desired to commit idolatry, need not have done so. The
Creator only instructed Moses as to the way of the world, as one
might say,“This people will have among them righteous and wicked
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persons.” A wicked man has no right, on that account, to say that it
had been decreed that he should be wicked, because the Almighty
had informed Moses that among Israel there would be wicked men,
just as the text, “For the poor shall never cease out of the land”
(Deut. 15:11) [does not imply that any particular individual is 
destined to be poor]. (Teshuva 6:5)

Maimonides’ apology for Deut. 31:6 is based on the distinc-
tion he makes between knowing how a particular person will behave as against
knowing what we might call the statistical distribution of future behaviors in a
certain society. He reads the verse as we would read the economic prediction
that next year unemployment in some country will reach ten percent.
The economist does not claim to be able to produce a list naming those who
will lose their jobs, but rather only offers a general indication of how many
people will be unemployed. Similarly, Deuteronomy is not telling us that any
particular person will worship false gods, rather that there will indeed be such
sinners among the Israelites.

Maimonides’ comparison of Deut. 31:6 with the prediction,
“This people will have among them righteous and wicked persons,” is a bit 
misleading. Deuteronomy is not talking about the kind of deviance from
accepted norms which occurs in every human community. The prediction,
“This people will thereupon go astray,” implies a society-wide phenomenon of
mutiny against God. In simplest terms, Deuteronomy may be understood as
saying that a majority of Israelites will be involved in idolatry. Following
Gilbert (1989, 257; 1998), this is what might be called a ‘simple summative
account’ of group action. Assuming that Maimonides would accept this point
(and in this paper I take Maimonides’ biblical exegesis not to be mere ad hoc
apologetics, but rather a serious attempt to explicate scripture in a way that
addresses issues of plain meaning and context), his understanding of the verse
may be given the following formulation: Although more than fifty percent of
the Israelites will worship foreign gods, no specific individual is compelled to
belong to that number. Furthermore, this situation reflects “the way of the
world,” i.e., the historical phenomenon of widespread Israelite idolatry was a
natural and predictable state of affairs. Maimonides seems untroubled by the
idea that human behavior is predictable at the aggregate, societal, level.

Maimonides’ solution to the problem of Deut. 31:6 invites (at
least) two questions: First, what is it about Deut. 31:6 that deserves special
comment? (I shall not here attempt an explanation of Maimonides’ parallel
interpretation of Gen. 15:13 in the same section of Teshuva.) Why not simply
assume that it is covered by the general argument for the harmonization of
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libertarianism with divine foreknowledge in Teshuva (5)? Second, how does
Maimonides square individual freedom with determinism on the societal
level? In order to answer these questions, we must examine the immediate 
context in which Deut. 31:6 appears.

God, knowing that the Israelites will sin after Moses’ impending
death, asks him to teach them the song (Deut. 32:1–43) which, in the future,
will help them to understand the meaning of their own history of redemption
and exile:

The Lord said to Moses: You are soon to lie with your fathers. This
people will thereupon go astray after the alien gods in their midst, in
the land which they are about to enter; they will forsake Me and
break My covenant which I made with them. When I bring them
into the land flowing with milk and honey that I promised on oath
to their fathers; and they eat their fill and grow fat and turn to other
gods and serve them, spurning Me and breaking My covenant, and
the many evils and troubles befall them—then this poem shall
confront them as a witness, since it never will be lost from the
mouth of their offspring. For I know what plans they are devising
even now, before I bring them into the land that I promised on oath.
(Deut. 31:16–21)

Later, Moses addresses the Levites:

Well I know how defiant and stiff-necked you are: even now, while I
am still alive in your midst, you have been defiant towards the Lord;
how much more then, when I am dead!  Gather to me all the elders
of your tribes and your officials, that I may speak all these words to
them and that I may call heaven and earth to witness against them.
For I know that, when I am dead, you will act wickedly and turn
away from the path which I enjoined upon you, and that in time to
come misfortune will befall you for having done evil in the sight of
the Lord and vexed Him by your deeds. (Deut. 31:27–29)

Moses’ speech places the prophecy of Deut. 31:16 in a rather odd light. It is
trouble enough for the libertarian doctrine that God predicts Israel’s spiritual
failure. Here we have Moses speaking as a human being and in his own name
predicting the turn to idolatry!  As Maimonides’ great critic, R. Abraham ben
David of Posquieres (c. 1125–1198) points out in his gloss on Teshuva 6:5,
Moses was capable of making this prediction through the exercise of his own
intelligence. Now it is clear why Maimonides must offer a special explanation
of Deut. 31:16. His general argument harmonizing divine foreknowledge with
human freedom depends on a strict distinction between divine and human

1 1 8 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



knowledge. Deut. 31:16 reveals foreknowledge which is also directly available
to human beings such as Moses.

Moses’ speech may also help us understand what it is about
human foreknowledge that may create problems for human freedom. Moses
does not baldly proclaim that the Israelites will sin. Rather, he offers an 
explanation of how he knows that this will occur. This takes the shape of a 
well-formulated sociological prediction: “Well I know how defiant and 
stiff-necked you are: even now, while I am still alive in your midst, you 
have been defiant towards the Lord; how much more, then, when I am dead!”
(Deut. 31:27). In modern parlance, one might say that Moses observed in the
Israelites a tendency to rebellion against God so powerful that it prevailed even
in the face of a strong countervailing factor, i.e., Moses’ own leadership.
Certainly with the removal of the countervailing factor (i.e., after Moses’
death), the underlying tendency to idolatry will continue to determine Israelite
behavior.

Moses seems to be engaging in exactly the kind of psychological
forecasting which Maimonides sees as threatening the libertarian doctrine.
I propose that Moses’ prediction makes salient that aspect of human 
foreknowledge which is so problematic when applied to future human behav-
ior. To borrow Maimonides’ expression, Moses’ knowledge of the future is
“outside of himself.” It is a knowledge based on the observation of past and
current tendencies which will continue to determine the course of events in the
future. How do we human beings know that the egg, which has just been
thrown off the top floor of a high building, will soon splatter on the sidewalk?
We have seen eggs fall in the past, and we assume that the same determining
processes and tendencies that splattered eggs in the past are also at work in the
present situation. If no determining processes were involved, we would be
unable to predict the egg’s fate. Similarly, we may only predict future human
behavior to the extent that that behavior results from determining processes on
which we may depend, processes that are incompatible with human freedom.
Inasmuch as divine foreknowledge does not depend on the presence of empir-
ically discoverable determining processes, it does not imply a lack of human
freedom (at least not for the reasons under discussion).

So far I have argued that Deut. 31:16 poses special problems
for Maimonides’ libertarian doctrine. He proposes a solution to these prob-
lems which suggests that God (and Moses) did not predict that any particular
individual would worship idols, but merely that idolatry would become 
a widespread feature of Israelite society. On my interpretation, Maimonides 
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is here willing to accept the notion that widespread social phenomena 
may be caused by predictable, determinate processes. This brings us to my 
second question, i.e., how does Maimonides square individual freedom with 
determinism on the societal level?

In order to answer this question, we must recall that even
when he argues against psychological determinism, Maimonides admits that a
person’s decisions are influenced by his or her particular psychological
tendencies. A naturally (or experientially conditioned) charitable person 
will find it easier to give alms to the poor than will a born (or experientially
conditioned) miser. Furthermore, the miser is not free to instantaneously
become charitable. Rather, he may choose to undertake a course of training
(consciously designed to exploit natural psychological processes) that will
serve to develop his charitableness.

In the short term, certain aspects of human psychology are
predictable. Mary who is a miser in the morning will remain a miser at noon.
She may, through sheer force of will, perform generous acts. Indeed, that is
exactly the therapy which Maimonides would prescribe. However, even if she
has undertaken to change her ways, character traits cannot be overturned in
the course of a few hours. If the moral inertia generated by natural psychologi-
cal tendencies can be shown to become stronger at the cumulative societal
level, perhaps we will have discovered the mechanism which allows for prede-
termined social processes of a kind which are not paralleled in the psychology
of the individual.

In order to explain how, according to Maimonides’ psycho-
logical doctrine, moral inertia accumulates and strengthens at the societal
level, I must now reintroduce the notion of social pressure with which 
I began this paper. Like other psychological forces, social pressure is,
for Maimonides, a factor to be recognized and even harnessed for the
achievement of moral perfection:

It is natural to be influenced, in sentiments and conduct, by one’s
neighbors and associates, and observe the customs of one’s fellow
citizens. Hence, a person ought constantly to associate with the
righteous and frequent the company of the wise, so as to learn from
their practices, and shun the wicked who are benighted, so as not to
be corrupted by their example. So Solomon said, “He that walks
with the wise, shall be wise; but the companion of fools shall smart
for it” (Prov. 13:20). And it is also said, “Happy is the man who has
not walked in the counsel of the wicked” (Ps. 1:1). (Mishneh Torah,
Deot 6:1)
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Social influences are so powerful that one should come to terms with them by
simply avoiding contact with the wicked. When an entire society becomes evil,
a person who strives for righteousness has no choice but to leave:

So too, if one lives in a country where the customs are pernicious
and the inhabitants do not go in the right way, he should leave for a
place where the people are righteous and follow the ways of the
good. (Deot 6:1)

If all societies have become corrupted, one must shun human company 
altogether:

If all the countries of which he has a personal knowledge, or 
concerning which he hears reports, follow a course that is not
right—as is the case in our times—or if military campaigns or 
sickness debar him from leaving for a country with good customs,
he should live by himself in seclusion, as it is said,“Let him sit alone
and keep silence” (Lam. 3:28). And if the inhabitants are wicked
reprobates who will not let him stay in the country unless he mixes
with them and adopts their evil practices, let him withdraw to caves,
thickets, or deserts, and not habituate himself to the ways of sinners,
as it is said: “O that I were in the wilderness, in a lodging place of
wayfaring men” (Jer. 9:1). (Deot 6:1).

We may infer from Deot 6:1 that the influence of social pres-
sure is so overwhelmingly powerful that it is impossible for a person to remain
within a corrupt society without partaking of its corruption. The scope of
individual moral choice in such a society shrinks to the single issue of staying
or leaving, or, if relocation is not a viable option, participating or not partici-
pating in the life of the community. Inasmuch as the society survives, its
general moral tenor will be defined by the behavior of those of its members
who do not choose to leave it, and who continue to function as its members,
i.e., the morally weaker element. Anyone participating in such a society will
inevitably be corrupted by its influence. All other things being equal, such 
a community qua community is trapped in a moral decline which its own
members are incapable of reversing. Even if each and every person in the society
were to simultaneously make an individual decision to abandon evil, a societal
reformation could not take place. Instead, their decisions would only result in
the total dissolution of the society through the dispersion of its members.

The case of Moses’ predictions of future Jewish idolatry may
be reinterpreted in the light of these speculations. Moses may have held the
Jewish people of his time to be so radically predisposed to idolatry that he was
sure that after the mitigating factor of his own charismatic presence would no
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longer be in effect, they would degenerate into the kind of hopelessly depraved
community from which a pious individual must choose to flee. In that case, the
Jewish people’s fall into idolatry was indeed the foregone conclusion of an
inevitable causal process. Indeed, such a thesis conforms to ideas that find
explicit expression in the Bible. The second chapter of the book of Judges sets
out a cyclical model of Israelite history, in which a “secular trend” towards 
idolatry is temporarily interrupted in reaction to the presence of an external
military threat and the divine appointment of a successful military leader. In
the long term, such leaders were no more successful than was Moses himself:
“But when the chieftain died, they would again act basely, even more than their
fathers, following other gods” (Jud. 2:19).

Only the ultimate catastrophe of exile and the turbulent
struggles of the Second Temple period would be able to finally shake the Jews
free of their propensity to worship strange gods. The rabbis of the Talmud were
well aware of how different they were from the Jews of earlier times who had
found idolatry irresistibly attractive. It is related that Rabbi Ashi spoke with
King Menasheh in a dream and asked why even the wise men of his generation
succumbed to the idolatrous impulse. King Menasheh retorted that had Rabbi
Ashi lived in those early days when idolatry was overwhelmingly enticing, the
good rabbi himself would have “lifted up the hem of…[his] robe to run after
it” (B. Sanhedrin 102b).

Is there any basis for these speculations in Maimonides’ own
writings? According to the account in Mishneh Torah, the Israelites had fallen
into an almost irreversible spiritual decline during their stay in Egypt:

When the Israelites had stayed a long time while in Egypt, they
relapsed, learned the practices of their neighbors and, like them,
worshipped idols, with the exception of the tribe of Levi, that stead-
fastly kept the charge of the patriarch. This tribe of Levi never
practiced idolatry. The doctrine implanted by Abraham would, in a
very short time, have been uprooted, and Jacob’s descendants would
have lapsed into the error and perversities universally prevalent.
(Avodat Kokhavim 1:3)

Apparently unable to help themselves, the Israelites were lifted out of the
depths of idolatry by divine Providence acting through the person of Moses:

But because of God’s love for us and because He kept the oath made
to our ancestor Abraham, He appointed Moses to be our teacher
and the teacher of all the prophets and charged him with his 
mission. After Moses had begun to exercise his prophetic functions
and Israel had been chosen by the Almighty as His heritage, He
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crowned them with precepts, and showed them the way to worship
Him and how to deal with idolatry and those who go astray after it.
(Avodat Kokhavim 1:3)

Here, then, is the “Moses factor,” come to restrain (with rather
modest success, as all readers of Scripture know) the tendency towards idolatry
acquired by the Israelites from their Egyptian “hosts.” This much of the story is
explicitly recorded in Maimonides’ writings. It would be fair to suggest that
Maimonides believed that after Moses’ death, his immediate personal influence
would cease to work against idolatry, leaving the Jewish people fated to regress
once more. We might add that only the long and tortuous historical process of
the genuine internalization of the Law, accompanied and prodded by the course
of external events, would finally bring about the true break with idolatry.
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“To Order Well the State”:
The Politics of Titus Andronicus

Q U E N T I N T A Y L O R

ROGERS STATE UNIVERSITY

qtaylor@rsu.edu

Forty years ago the late Allan Bloom observed that
“Shakespeare was an eminently political author” (1964, 4). The comment
would hardly seem to require comment. Nearly all the poet’s plays contain
political elements of some kind, and many take “high politics” for their main
subject. Yet when coupled with the assertion that “political philosophy is the
proper beginning for the elaboration of the comprehensive framework” for
understanding Shakespeare’s plays, the ostensible commonplace takes on a
novel dimension. Add to this the notion that Shakespeare’s principal value lies
in his capacity as a moral and political teacher, that the “proper functions 
of criticism are...to recover Shakespeare’s teaching and to be the agent of his
ever-continuing education of the Anglo-Saxon world” (3), and novelty gives
way to the visionary. It is a vision far afield from the mainstream of
Shakespeare studies and remote from contemporary ideas of literature,
politics, and education. This alone might compel a friendly hearing. But it is
more than novelty that urges this alternative approach to Shakespeare. The 
cardinal cause resides in the poet himself: Shakespeare is a teacher par 
excellence, and his teaching is often expressed through the medium of politics.
As Bloom notes, “[t]he political provides the framework within which all that
is human can develop itself” (9), and it is precisely the remarkable delineation
of la condition humaine that distinguishes Shakespeare’s art. And as human
character revolves around the poles of virtue and vice, wisdom and folly,
the dramatic artist will look to the realm of politics, where the polarities of
character are writ large and may be most forcibly projected. Just as a king’s
struggle to keep his crown overshadows a burgher’s efforts to keep his shop, so

©2005 Interpretation, Inc.
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the political eclipses the merely personal. It is not simply the king’s eminence
that elevates him above the private man, but that his destiny may well encom-
pass the fate of a nation.

Few will dispute that the realm of politics serves to magnify
human qualities and heighten dramatic effect, but what of its relation to moral
and political education? To correctly identify this relation it will be necessary to
exchange our prevailing notion of “politics” for one more classical in flavor. As
Bloom explains:

Human virtues and vices can be said to be defined primarily in
political terms. Civil society and its laws define what is good and
bad, and its education forms the citizens. The character of life is
decisively influenced by the character of the regime under which a
man lives, and it is the regime that encourages or discourages the
growth within it of the various human types. Any change in a way of
life presupposes a change in the political, and it is by means of the
political that the change must be effected. It is in their living
together that men develop their human potential, and it is the polit-
ical regime which determines the goals and the arrangement of the
life in common. (8–9) 

Understood as such, “politics” is something quite different
from the definitions found in our dictionaries, textbooks, and classrooms: it is
at once a narrower and broader understanding. Not excluding routine matters
of state, it isolates the most distinctive and formative aspect of collective 
existence—the role of public life in shaping human character. It is here that
Bloom locates the nexus of politics and education, and here that Shakespeare
may serve as an exemplary “text” in moral and political instruction. As 
suggested, this will require reading Shakespeare in a spirit far removed from
current practice, at least as found in our schools and universities. It will, in
Bloom’s words, require a “naive” reading, for when thus read the dramatist
“shows most vividly and comprehensively the fate of tyrants, the character of
good rulers, the relations of friends, and the duties of citizens…” (2–3). In this
way, Shakespeare “can move the souls of his readers, and they recognize that
they understand life better because they have read him; he hence becomes a
constant guide and companion. He is turned to as the Bible was once turned to;
one sees the world, enriched and embellished, through his eyes” (3).

From this summary it should be clear that Bloom’s call for a
“political” reading of Shakespeare has little to do with “ideology” on one hand
or “parochialism” on the other. Rather it is the expression of an approach to 
literature that guided intellectual life in the West from the Renaissance down to

1 2 6 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



recent times. Prior to the rise of modern scholarship, literature (including 
history and philosophy) was read and studied for instruction and enlighten-
ment—aesthetic, moral, and political. There was a unspoken consensus that
the classics (ancient and modern) contained certain timeless truths or nuggets
of wisdom and were in some way vitally instructive. The notion that literature
should be read in a purely critical or scholastic manner would have struck 
the typical eighteenth-century reader as peculiar and retrograde, as would the
anemic methods and in some cases bizarre concerns that characterize contem-
porary literary criticism. This is hardly to dismiss modern scholarship or
impugn antiquarianism. Critical methods and specialization have made
important contributions to all branches of learning, but method can never
replace substance, nor arcana provide genuine instruction.

Unfortunately, the predominance of scholasticism and ideology
has left little room for a pedagogical vision that views research and scholarship
as mere handmaidens of wisdom. A hundred years ago to suggest to a roomful
of Shakespeareans that the plays might be read for moral and political instruc-
tion would have been redundant. Today the suggestion would surely be met
with rolling eyes, sardonic smiles, and righteous scowls. And so Shakespeare
studies today are just that—studies. Whether in the classroom, at the confer-
ence, or in print, many Shakespeareans continue to focus on extra-textual
concerns (e.g., dating, sources, historical context) or indulge in idiosyncratic
interpretations (e.g., feminist, structuralist, Freudian). Yet it seems an obvious
point, at least to Bloom, that “the origins of Shakespeare’s thought or its 
relation to its time are of relatively minor interest compared to the permanent
significance of his meaning” (3). More than a series of “lessons” or “insights,”
this meaning encompasses a deliberate and forceful teaching. The “method” of
instruction, however, is anything but didactic. It is Shakespeare’s remarkable
gift to simultaneously entertain and enlighten, reveal and instruct. Under the
transformative power of the poet’s dramatic art, we learn—without an immedi-
ate awareness of being taught—and draw conclusions we embrace as our own.

If, then, Shakespeare was possessed of a “pedagogic inten-
tion,” and if he “consciously wanted his works to convey his political wisdom”
(10, 9), then the Shakespearean canon will be of direct interest to the student of
politics. This, at least, is Bloom’s view, which identifies political philosophy as
the relevant propaedeutic to Shakespearean criticism. His essays on The
Merchant of Venice, Othello, and Julius Caesar provide a model of how political
philosophy can enrich our understanding of Shakespeare’s teaching and the
moral and political wisdom it contains.
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Since Bloom’s call for an alliance between Shakespeare and
political philosophy, interest in Shakespeare’s “politics” has blossomed, but
rarely in the direction advanced by Bloom himself. Most of the scholarship in
this area has been the work of literary critics or historians who typically seek to
relate the political content of Shakespeare’s plays to source materials, historical
context, or intellectual currents. When not driven by pet theories, these studies
have contributed to a comprehensive understanding of such relations. They
have not, however, furthered Bloom’s vision, either by exploring the plays in
terms of political philosophy or isolating the essential moral-political teaching.
The first sustained effort to do so grew out of a conference on “Poetry and
Politics in Shakespeare” held at the University of Dallas in 1978. The confer-
ence’s name was taken from Bloom’s introductory essay in Shakespeare’s
Politics, and Bloom, along with fellow political theorists, presented papers that
were later published as Shakespeare as Political Thinker (Alvis and West 1981).
Since then scholars have continued to examine the political implications of
Shakespeare’s plays, yet few have adopted the method and aims of Bloom and
his colleagues. (These few have published almost exclusively in Interpretation
since the early 1980s [Schabert 1994].) This is not to say such studies lack value;
indeed, discerning the political “lessons” in Shakespeare hardly requires a par-
ticular approach or specialized methodology. It does, however, require an
understanding of “the political” that is at once more personal and less abstract,
more normative and less positivist, more organic and less mechanical than our
current notions. In a word, it requires a classical understanding.

In his lecture on “Shakespeare’s Politics,” L. C. Knights locates
the model for the poet’s political thinking, not in Tudor politics or the
Elizabethan world-view, but in the thought of the Middle Ages. As Knights
observes, medieval thinkers were in the “habit of discussing politics in terms
not of masses but of men, and of men not only in one specialized aspect but in
relation to all their needs, spiritual as well as material, as human beings” (1957,
7). This conception of politics, augmented by an organic view of society and an
emphasis on justice, was largely derived from Aristotle. This Knights duly
notes, ending his lecture with a quote from the Ethics: “Clearly the student of
politics must know somehow the facts about soul.”Accordingly, the notion that
Shakespeare’s political teaching is best understood when viewed through the
prism of classical politics can hardly be dismissed as a Straussian conceit, for it
is a claim justified by the nature and language of the plays themselves.

With these considerations in mind, I turn to a Shakespeare
play that has entirely escaped the notice of political theorists, Straussian or 
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otherwise—Titus Andronicus. That Titus has aroused so little attention is not
surprising: it is Shakespeare’s first tragedy, and perhaps his first play. Of the
four Roman plays (Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus) it is the
least well known and the least performed. Indeed, for most of its history critics
tended to deny it a place in the Shakespearean canon, contending that it was
written by (or with) someone else. This judgment had less to do with its style
than its content, viz., the spiraling acts of horrific brutality that make Titus the
poet’s most gruesome issue. And while this gory spectacle was highly popular
among bear-baiting Elizabethans, observers of a more refined age had little 
but contempt for this most “un-Shakespearean” monstrosity. Others have 
dismissed Titus as a parody of the overwrought “revenge” plays that Marlowe
and Kyd had made popular in the 1580s—a burlesque of the grotesque 
(Bloom 1998). With few exceptions, it was only in the second half of the last
century that critics began to take Titus seriously: some even confessed to have
discovered a degree of merit in its language and construction. And while 
antiquarians continued to explore questions of authorship, dating, and
sources, others probed the play for its aesthetic value and meaning.

By the end of the twentieth century, Titus Andronicus had
largely “caught up” with its Shakespearean brethren. Once denounced as 
a “heap of Rubbish,” a “bastard issue” that “ought not be acknowledg’d”
(Scott 1987, 613, 614), and “one of the stupidest and most uninspired plays
ever written”(Eliot 1932, 82), Titus has been admitted to the fold as a legitimate
and valued member of the Bard’s family. There is now a large body of com-
mentary on the play, and several critical editions are currently available (Kolin
1995; Metz 1996). The release of a powerful film version in 1999 marked the
completion of a four centuries’ cycle—Titus was once more a hit with the
groundlings.

The rehabilitation of Titus has not, however, resulted in a
close reading of the play for its political teaching. Again, the play’s relative
obscurity is in part responsible. A more important explanation lies in its
pseudo-historical setting, plot, and characters. Unlike the other Roman plays,
Titus is not based on actual people and events, but is wholly fictional. The 
setting is imperial Rome, but one marked by notable anachronisms, rendering
it a less than faithful picture of the Eternal City. The story is a rechauffe
of various classical authors—Ovid, Seneca, Virgil, Plutarch—although the
immediate sources may have included a medieval prose tale, an eighteenth-
century version of which bears the title of the play and contains scenes and
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characters found therein. A final reason for a lack of interest in the politics of
Titus is owing to the perception that Rome and its politics are but the backdrop
to what is essentially a non-political story of decadence, evil, lust, and revenge.

In contrast to Julius Caesar, et al.—plays rooted in history and
political struggle—Titus appears to occupy a peculiar and awkward position;
indeed, a number of critics have wholly omitted it from their discussions of the
Roman plays (MacCallum 1910; Traversi 1963; Simmons 1974). This practice,
however, like the one excluding the work from the canon, has largely given way
to inclusion (Miola 1983; Thomas 1989; Wells 1992). Still, recent work on Titus
has yet to produce the type of close political analysis that the other Roman
plays have received, nor place its message in the broader context of
Shakespeare’s “politics.” The following represents an attempt to remedy the 
former omission via a careful reading of the play with an eye on its “political”
dimension. In addition to clarifying the political issues and considering their
implications, the discussion aims to identify the play’s political “lessons” as well
as determine its larger meaning. The matter of the relation of Titus to the
Roman plays and its bearing on Shakespeare’s overall political teaching is
beyond the present scope, but I will have occasion to make a few observations
touching on this broader concern.

So little of substance has been written on the politics of Titus
that it is tempting to simply by-pass what has been said and proceed directly 
to the text. As a preliminary, however, it will be useful to consider a few 
key sources that have either framed the discussion or built upon established
foundations. The first twentieth-century critic to recognize “the strong 
political trend” in Titus was E. M. W. Tillyard, whose study of the history plays
is among the most influential works of Shakespearean analysis. While charac-
terizing this trend as “incidental” to the main action, he does discern in 
the dispute over the imperial crown a concern with the theme of rightful 
succession; a theme that would recur in the English history plays. More 
specifically, Tillyard suggests that Shakespeare adheres to the “Tudor myth,”
including the law of primogeniture, and points to Titus’s decision to grant the
crown to Saturninus, the elder of the deceased emperor’s two sons, as evidence
of his “Elizabethan correctness” (1944, 139). As we shall see, there are problems
with this interpretation, but Tillyard’s effort to relate the politics in Titus to a
broader political message was an important step forward. It was not, however,
one that many chose to follow. Subsequent critics occasionally echoed Tillyard
in recognizing “a large political theme,” and the presence of “Elizabethan 
political tenets” (Spivack 1958, 383), while others saw in the play’s struggle for

1 3 0 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



power a metaphor for even more primal “Dionysian” forces (Sommers, 1960).
Others still have seen in the mutilation and death of the main characters the
symbolic “dismemberment” of the Roman state—the political instability and
social breakdown that accompany the unbridled will to power and ravenous
lust for revenge (Tricomi 1976). Yet no one has conducted a sustained analysis
of the play’s “political theme” or sought to establish its specific lessons and
broader meaning. Typically critics have glossed over political questions with an
obligatory nod to T. J. B. Spencer’s “Shakespeare and the Elizabethan Romans,”
the most widely cited work on Titus. Spencer’s article is important on a num-
ber of counts, some of which are relevant here. First, he established the play’s
“Roman” credentials. Although fictional or pseudo-historical in details,
Shakespeare presents in spirito “an authentic Rome,” indeed, “in many
respects…a more typical Roman play” than the other three set in Rome, and
one that would have been persuasive to Elizabethan audiences (1957, 32).
Much of the confusion, Spencer notes, rests with the co-existence of political
institutions (Tribunate, Assembly, Emperorship, Senate) that had no working
parallel in Roman history. On one hand,“Rome seems to be…a free common-
wealth, with the usual mixture of patrician and plebeian institutions” (32), and
yet the presence of an emperor suggest the imperial age. The Gothic wars,
which provide the initial backdrop to the action, also point to the Empire, but
the free election of the emperor again implies the Republic. As Spencer writes:

The play does not assume a political situation known to Roman 
history; it is, rather, a summary of Roman politics. It is not so much
that any particular set of political institutions is assumed in Titus,
but rather that it includes all the political institutions that Rome
ever had. The author seems anxious, not to get it all right, but to get
it all in. (32)

This passage has become the locus classicus of nearly all who
have cared to comment on the peculiarities of Titus’s Rome. It is relevant here
because it provides a key to the play’s central political teaching. That Spencer
himself suspected as much is suggested in his observation that “the political
institutions in Titus are a subject that has been rather neglected” (32).
Accordingly, a close look at these institutions will necessarily figure in the 
discussion that follows.

The storyline of Shakespeare’s first tragedy is fairly simple.
After waging a decade-long war against the Goths, Titus Andronicus, Rome’s
great general, returns in triumph, but bereft of all but four of his twenty-five
sons. He arrives to find the city rent by factions led by the sons of the recently
deceased emperor; one party favoring the succession of Saturninus (or
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Saturnine), the other Bassianus, his younger brother. Just when a clash seems
imminent, Marcus Andronicus, brother to the general and tribune of the 
people, declares that the citizens of Rome have chosen Titus for their new
emperor. Neither claimant is satisfied, but both agree to contend with words
instead of blows, and dismiss their raucous followers. Enter Titus at the head of
a triumphal procession of soldiers, sons (dead and living), booty, and captives,
including Tamora, Queen of the Goths, and her three sons. Titus’s first order of
business is to bury another fallen son—a ceremony that entails the sacrifice of
Tamora’s first born, Alarbus. She begs Titus to spare her eldest, but to no
avail—he is summarily butchered and burnt. Marcus then informs his brother
of Rome’s election, but Titus declines the office, and after hearing the entreaties
of both contenders, bestows the emperorship on Saturnine. These two 
decisions—the sacrifice of Alarbus and the selection of Saturnine—set in
motion all the horrific events that follow: the death of Mutius (one of Titus’s
remaining sons) at the hands of his father; the murder of Bassianus; the rape
and mutilation of Lavinia (Titus’s sole daughter) by Demetrius and Chiron
(Tamora’s two surviving sons); the decapitation of Quintus and Martius 
(two more of Titus’s sons) by Saturnine; the lopping off of Titus’s hand; the
execution of Demetrius and Chiron by Titus (who surreptitiously serves their
remains to Tamora); the “mercy-killing” of Lavinia by her father; the murder of
Tamora by Titus; the murder of Titus by Saturnine; and the murder of
Saturnine by Lucius, the sole survivor of the doomed house of Andronicus. In
the midst of this Aceldama, a sentence of starvation is leveled on Aaron, the
Moorish lover of Tamora and chief architect of these atrocities.

From this epitome it should be obvious why Titus is most
commonly labeled a “revenge tragedy.” This it undoubtedly is, but it also 
something more, for the tragedy is not merely the result of poor judgment,
malignant individuals, or the logic of recrimination. The horrors that befall the
Andronici are in no small part due to a failure of politics, that is, a failure of
institutions, leadership, and justice. Nor is the damage limited to single family,
but in time all Rome is made to suffer under Saturnine’s decadent tyranny.
Admittedly the general suffering remains in the background, but its presence
serves to link the actions of individuals to the broader social landscape, thereby
illustrating the vital relation between the personal and the political. Indeed,
the play’s conclusion strongly suggests that the underlying cause of Rome’s
troubles was no less political than personal, but this is to anticipate my 
own conclusions.

As noted, the tragedy of the Andronici and the sufferings of
Rome stem from Titus’s decision to sacrifice Alarbus and enthrone Saturnine.
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Independently each fashions a single dull shear; combined they form a deadly
scissors whose sharp blades slice through the Andronici and lacerate the body
politic. The lethal link is forged by the unexpected marriage of Tamora and the
new emperor. Critics have invariably laid the blame for both squarely on Titus:
for sanctioning the sacrifice of Alarbus he is censured for blind adherence to a
brutal, outdated custom, for “irreligious piety”(Maxwell 1953; I, i). For naming
Saturnine emperor he is condemned for shortsighted folly: Titus, like Lear, not
merely renounces power, but bestows it on the unworthy, bypassing the one
source where it could have been safely placed.

Certainly Titus bears a share of the blame on both counts,
otherwise he would not be a tragic figure. Yet the blame is not fully his, nor
wholly personal in nature. In both cases, Titus acts not as a private citizen, but
as a public figure in an official capacity. His actions are those of the Roman
state, and, if not fully enlightened, are statesmanlike. While human sacrifice
had no official place in the Roman Empire, it is presented by Shakespeare as a
time-honored ritual, an accepted practice that even Rome’s enemies might
anticipate if captured. Moreover, it is not Titus who calls for the sacrifice, but
his son Lucius, who does so for both personal and public reasons. (“That so 
the shadows [of the dead] be not unappeas’d,/ Nor we disturb’d with prodigies
on earth” [I, i].) True, Titus ignores Tamora’s impassioned pleas, but more in
compliance with his sons’ desires than in deference to custom. Indeed, was it
not the Goths who had made war on Rome and cost Titus a score of sons?
Could not the captive Goths expect execution, if not ritualistic killing? 

Titus may also be partially exonerated for making Saturnine
emperor. On this head, it should be recalled that the Rome of Titus is not the
Rome of the historical Empire. The principal difference involves the greater
role exercised by the people (through their representatives, the tribunes) in the
former. While the precise powers of the tribunes, the Senate, and emperor
remain opaque—not to mention the relationship between the three—it is
apparent that the formal power of electing the emperor resides with the people
via the tribunes. Yet just as formality often masked real power relations in
ancient Rome, there is a suggestion that in the Rome of Titus it was customary
to bestow the crown on the eldest son of the late emperor. This, at least, is the
basis of Saturnine’s claim, who as his father’s “first born son” should inherit the
throne. Bassianus counters this claim, arguing that “desert” should be the basis
for selecting the emperor, but neither position is wholly satisfactory. The first,
hereditary monarchy based on primogeniture, does provide a clear-cut solution
to the problem of succession, but fails to countenance the vital matter of fitness
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or capacity for rule. The second, hereditary monarchy based on merit, does
countenance desert, but introduces a subjective (and therefore disruptive) 
element that the first method of selection avoids. Moreover, if merit is the 
criterion, why limit the choice to two or three candidates?

Despite these limitations, it is immediately apparent that
Bassianus is the better choice. Both claimants speak of “right” and “justice,” but
Saturnine has no argument but age to support his cause, and appeals to force of
arms to defend it. Bassianus does not so much plead his cause as admonish his
countrymen to shun his brother—“suffer not dishonor to approach/ The
imperial seat” (I, i)—and exhorts them to “let desert in pure election shine.”
If his side must “fight,” it is not for him, but “for freedom in your choice.”

As the two sides are poised for battle, Marcus enters with the
crown. He informs the factious princes that the people, through the tribunes,
have elected Titus emperor for his “many good and great deserts to Rome”
(I, i). Upon voicing the general’s unsurpassed merit and great sacrifice in
Rome’s service, Marcus asks the sparring brothers to accept the people’s choice,
dismiss their followers, and “as suitors should,/ Plead your deserts in peace and
humbleness.” This, he asks, in the name of “the Capitol and senate’s right,/
Whom you pretend to honour and adore.” The reference to “pleading” and the
“senate” may appear odd: what is left to plead if the people have made their
decision, unless for some lesser place of honor? And why appeal to the “right”
and “honour” of the Senate, which apparently had no say in the matter? The
Senate had recalled Titus from the wars (under the Republic it exercised 
this authority), but its existence remains shadowy and its role undefined. It
would appear that Shakespeare was appealing to the Senate’s reputation as the
venerable body that, along with the people, governed Rome—S.P.Q.R.

Whatever Marcus’s intent, neither Bassianus nor Saturnine
fully accepts the people’s verdict. Bassianus is first to dismiss his bands, which
he does with respect toward Marcus and in deference to Titus. Saturnine does
the like, but shows no such courtesy, demanding entrance to the Capitol to
urge his case. Bassianus, sensing defeat, asks that he, “a poor competitor,” be
admitted as well (I, i). Clearly, each is hoping for a repeal of the election of Titus
and election in his own right. But why the Capitol, the traditional meeting
place of the Senate? True, tribunes could call and attend Senate meetings under
the Republic, but the election of magistrates took place in the popular assem-
blies. Again, we are neither in the world of the Empire nor the Republic, but
there remains a degree of institutional ambiguity even in the world of Titus.
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As the brothers and tribunes enter the Capitol, Titus arrives
with “a flourish of trumpets,” preceded by two sons (Martius and Mutius) and
two soldiers who bear the casket of their deceased brother. The victorious 
general is followed by Tamora, her sons, Aaron, and a host of Roman soldiers
and citizens. Titus salutes his countrymen, recounts the loss of his many sons,
and prepares to bury his last killed in the family tomb. After the sacrifice of
Alarbus, Titus is reunited with Lavinia, his loving daughter. Ironically, it is here,
in the hallowed crypt, where “no treason” lurks, “no envy swells,”“no damned
grudges” grow, that civil strife reappears with the entrance of the contending
brothers, along with Marcus and the tribunes (I, i). Apparently nothing was
settled in the Capitol. Marcus greets his brother and nephews, and informs
Titus that “the people of Rome” have sent him to “name thee in election for the
empire…” This passage, when completed, takes on a very different meaning:
“With these our late-deceased emperor’s sons:/ Be candidatus then, …/ And
help to set a head on headless Rome.” Perhaps something did happen in the
Capitol—perhaps the brothers convinced the tribunes (and Senate?) to hold
another election, this time a three-way race.

Titus demurs on grounds of “age and feebleness” (I, i)—his
reign, he suggests, would be short, and require a new election, perhaps 
the cause of new tumults. “Give me a staff of honour for mine age,/ But not a
sceptre to control the world/ Upright he held it, lords, that held it last.” The last
foot suggests that the late emperor was a good ruler and implies a preference
for continuing the line. But Marcus implores his brother: “Titus, thou shalt
obtain and ask the empery.” This clarifies the electoral procedure: Titus must
first agree to be a candidate and then ask the people-cum-tribunes for the
crown. Bassianus and Saturnine may indeed be candidates, but neither is a
match for Titus, “[w]hose friend in justice [with the Roman people],” notes
Marcus,“thou hast ever been.”

Misreading Titus’s intentions and resentful of his brother’s
entreaties, Saturnine explodes, calling on the “Romans” to “do me right,”
exhorting the “[p]atricians” to use violence until he is made emperor, and
damning Titus for “robb[ing] me of the people’s hearts!” (I, i). Titus tries to
calm the mercurial prince, and vows to “restore to thee/ The people’s hearts,
and wean them from themselves.” It is clear that Titus does this not from fear,
but from a predisposition towards lineal succession. Just before Titus’s pledge
to Saturnine, Lucius upbraids the “[p]roud” prince for misconstruing “the
good” that Titus intends him. Yet before Titus delivers, Bassianus respectfully
entreats him to join his faction in support of his claim. This Titus ignores, and
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proceeds to ask the tribunes for permission to select the emperor himself.
The tribunes agree, but only to “gratify” Titus for his great service to Rome,
implying that such a delegation of power was highly unusual. Titus chooses
Saturnine, but respectful of form, asks the tribunes to “create” him emperor,
which Marcus, on behalf of his colleagues, and in the name of “[p]atricians and
plebeians,” does.

Undoubtedly Titus has made a poor choice, but it is not
wholly lacking in reason, nor can he be held fully responsible for the debacle
that follows. First, it is technically not his choice, but that of the tribunes,
who must bear a measure of the blame for abdicating their constitutional
responsibility. Secondly, he upholds the principle of hereditary succession of
the eldest, which has the virtue (at least in theory) of averting civil war. Third,
he gains (if only momentarily) the good will of Saturnine, who vows to “with
deeds requite thy gentleness” (I, i). This Titus reinforces by laying all the spoils
of war at the feet of the new emperor and resigning his commission. In return
Saturnine gives thanks, and calls on the Romans to “forget your fealty to me”
“when I do forget/ The least of these unspeakable deserts…” Finally, Titus 
honors Saturnine’s request to marry Lavinia, thus uniting the house of
Andonicus with the royal family.

On face the decision to name Saturnine emperor is not so ill
conceived as it will later prove. While it may be assumed that emperors were
named for life, the popular basis of power in Titus’s Rome (as expressed by the
tribunes), and the recognition (as implied by Saturnine) that a bad ruler might
lose the “fealty” of the people, suggests that life-tenure was conditional on good
behavior. Indeed, this is assumed by Tamora, who councils the emperor to
feign reconciliation with Andronicus, “[l]est then the people, and patricians
too,/ Upon a just survey take Titus’ part,/ And so supplant you for ingratitude”
(I, i). It is only in retrospect that Titus can be arraigned for poor judgment.
He could not foresee how feckless and malign Saturnine would prove, but 
he did see that the selection of Bassianus would end in civil war. Even less 
could he predict Saturnine would release the Goth prisoners and marry
Tamora, making her empress of Rome. Worse still, he could hardly imagine
that the reign of terror visited on his family would go unchecked—that 
the institutions of Rome—the law, the tribunes, the Senate—would all fail 
to defend Rome’s most honored man. Titus is certainly guilty of bad judgment,
but less in sacrificing Alarbus and selecting Saturnine, than in his response to
what follows. Here his judgment is grievous indeed.

Titus is a play full of irony. That the first victim among the

1 3 6 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



Andronici dies at the hands of Titus himself is an obvious example, but also a
turning point in the action. Mutius is killed when he attempts to bar Titus from
retrieving Lavinia, who flees from the emperor with Bassianus, her fiancée.
Marcus defends Bassianus on the basis of law—“Suum cuique is our Roman 
justice:/ This prince in justice seizeth but his own” (I, i)—but to no avail. Titus
denounces his sons as “[t]raitors” for assisting in the escape, slays one, and
defends the deed. Yet for his effort to restore Lavinia to the emperor he is repaid
with contempt by Saturnine, who foolishly believes Titus confederate to the
escape. In this, as in another groundless charge—“that proud brag of thine/
That said’st I begg’d the empire at thy hands”—he betrays an extreme insecurity
(the corollary of his extreme self-assertion) that marks his character 
throughout.

Titus is rightfully shocked at these “reproachful words,” which
are “monstrous” and “razors to my wounded heart” (I, i), yet fails to see in the
emperor’s ignorance and ingratitude the exoneration of his sons, whom he
persists in calling “[t]raitors.” When confronted by Marcus for slaying Mutius,
Titus dismisses his brother as a “foolish tribune” and disowns his remaining
sons. It is his misplaced sense of dignitas that blinds Titus to the truth, render-
ing him as rash and unbending as Saturnine himself. (Within the space of a
page Titus speaks of being “dishonoured” three times.) He even attempts to
prevent his sons from interring Mutius in the family tomb.

The escape and burial scenes reveal a Titus who stands in
sharp contrast to the even-handed, patient, and magnanimous figure who
bestowed the empery on Saturnine. It is only now, however, that the folly of his
choice is manifest. That he fails to see this compromises the virtue and nobility
he once displayed. Yet it strains credulity to believe that he utterly fails to recog-
nize his error; rather it is an incapacity or unwillingness to concede that he was
wrong. Titus is a model of the timocratic man, the warrior who lives for honor,
but the honor Titus lives for is wholly official and public—he lives in the eyes of
the world. He is a successful general, but his long absence from Rome leaves
him ill-suited to the very different demands of civil life. He is accustomed 
to unconditional obedience, but when faced with defiance he loses all 
self-control. Titus was right in turning down the scepter, yet not for the reasons
given, but because he embraces a creed that distorts his judgment of men 
and leaves him unfit to govern.

With the union of Tamora and Saturnine, the folly of Titus’s
decision grows to a lethal maturity. Even as he moves to make Lavinia wife and
empress, the effete emperor casts a lascivious eye on the “goodly lady,” whom
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he entices with the prospect of elevation to a place “greater than the Queen of
Goths” (I, i). With the escape of Lavinia, Saturnine makes good his word, but
just how much “greater” he is yet to learn. On the mere surface it is a shocking
reversal that bodes ill for the Andronici and Rome itself. To have set the Goths
free—the sworn enemies of Rome—was bad policy, but to make their queen
empress and her sons princes of the court was reckless beyond measure. An
astonished Marcus queries Titus on how this “subtle Queen…/ Is of a sudden
thus advanc’d in Rome?” (I, i). Titus knows not—“[w]hether by device or no,
the heavens can tell”—but assumes she will be “beholden” to the emperor; a
sentiment echoed by Marcus. But just how “subtle” and full of “device” they are
yet to learn.

The dangerous volatility of Saturnine and the distressing rise
of Tamora can only spell trouble for Titus and Rome, as seen in the emperor’s
threat against the “[t]raitor” Bassianus and his “faction,” the Andronici: “if
Rome have law or we have power,/ Thou and thy faction shall repent this rape”
(I, i). Bassianus rejects the spurious charge, but agrees to “let the laws of Rome
determine all.” So begins a subtext on law and justice that emerges as an impor-
tant theme in the course of the play. Here Saturnine invokes law or, that failing,
his own power to avenge, not a crime, but a perceived insult. Bassianus, who
has the law on his side, trusts to Roman justice to defend his right. The dispute
is not tested (for he is shortly murdered), but the specter of arbitrary rule now
hovers over the city, a specter that will shortly plunge Rome into tyranny.

Yet Titus fails to appreciate the danger. The assent of
Tamora—already perceived as subtle and devious—should have been cause 
for immediate action on the part of the Andronici. Only blindness could fail to
see in Tamora’s efforts to reconcile Saturnine to “good lord Titus” an obvious
ruse, a transparent ploy to buy time in order to “find a day to massacre them
all” (I, i). What good could she possibly wish for the bane of the Goths and the
butchers of her son? Yet Tarmora prevails, and the Andronici, while distrustful,
show a willingness to bury the ax, just when it should be readied in their
defense. Tamora’s intervention has only delayed the day of reckoning to make 
it all the more bitter. Yet it is not just Titus who is duped, but the emperor 
himself, who is but a tool in her hand. As Aaron perceives, it is not merely a 
single family she aims to destroy, but ultimately Rome itself: “This siren, that
will charm Rome’s Saturnine,/ And see his shipwrack and his commonweal’s”
(II, i). Now is Rome captive to the Goths.

More accurately, Rome is captive to a hellish Moor, for it is
Aaron who holds sway over Tamora, and who contrives the means to 
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“massacre” the Andronici and “shipwrack” the state. He advises Demetrius and
Chiron on how to satisfy their lust for Lavinia in safety, “shadowed from
heaven’s eye” (II, i), and plots the murder of Bassianus, for which he conve-
niently frames Titus’s sons, Quintus and Martius. In all Aaron is the maestro of
mayhem; Tarmora and her sons merely the instruments of destruction. There
is, however, one oversight that will prove fatal—the failure to finish off Lavinia,
who eventually identifies her assailants. Aaron knows that Lavinia will “lose her
tongue” after being raped, which will in part serve to conceal the identities of
the guilty.Yet the culprits could certainly be otherwise identified, say in writing.
This Tamora suspects, for she permits the rape of Lavinia on condition that her
sons “[l]et not this wasp outlive, us both to sting” (II, iii). So in addition to 
cutting out her tongue, Demetrius and Chiron lop off her hands in the belief
that Lavinia will be unable to speak or write, mocking her to “[w]rite down thy
mind…/…if thy stumps will let thee, play the scribe” (II, iv). Ironically, this 
is precisely how she identifies them. Clearly, Aaron wanted Lavinia to live so 
as to perpetually torture her father with the hideous spectacle of a ravished,
mute daughter. Here the Moor’s devilish schadenfreude trumps his usual
Machiavellian insistence on “policy and stratagem” (II, ii).

The fate of Quintus and Martius, who are arrested for the
murder of Bassianus, is another hammer-blow to the house of Andronicus, but
also to the rule of law in Rome. Seemingly caught red-handed, and supported
by a forged letter and planted gold, Saturnine accuses the brothers of the crime,
whom he orders to prison to await “[s]ome never-heard-of torturing pain for
them” (II, iii). Titus kneels and asks to “be their bail” until “the fault be proved
in them,” promising “[t]hey shall be ready at your highness’ will/ To answer
their suspicion with their lives.” Titus doubts his sons’ guilt, but is willing to
submit to the course of law-to provide bail, insure the appearance of his sons,
and accept the sentence of the court. This Saturnine denies—“the guilt is
plain”—and forbids the accused to “speak a word,” while wishing to deliver
them to a “worse end than death.”

The collapse of the forms of law is confirmed as Quintus and
Martius are led to execution, while Titus pleads their innocence in vain. The
condemned are accompanied by “Senators, Tribunes, and Offices of Justice,”
but it is the tribunes to which the forlorn father directs his appeals. In the early
Republic, the tribunes were created to protect plebeians from arbitrary treat-
ment by the patricians, and all Roman citizens were entitled to a public trial
(and appeal before the assembly) when their lives were at stake. It is unlikely
that the brothers had so much as a hearing, but Titus does beg the tribunes 
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to “reverse the doom of death” (III, i). It is more likely that the tribunes 
pronounced the sentence in supine deference to the emperor’s will. The 
prostration of the tribunes—the symbol of popular sovereignty and individual
rights—signals Rome’s rapid descent into tyranny. Indeed, the entire political
system appears corrupted or paralyzed by the unholy alliance that now rules
the city. The Senate shows no signs of life, the tribunes are pawns of
the emperor, and the judges (who banish Lucius for attempting to free his
brothers) lack all independence. The Rome Titus assumed would “reward with
love” his valiant sons, is now “but a wilderness of tigers” (III, i).

It is not until he learns of Lavinia’s horrid fate, and is duped
by Aaron into cutting off his hand, however, that Titus recognizes that “me and
mine” are not the sole “prey” (III, i). On the verge of madness, he vows revenge
for “all these mischiefs,” and enjoins the exiled Lucius to “[h]ie to the Goths,
and raise an army there.” This Lucius pledges to do, and with that army return
to “make proud Saturnine and his empress/ Beg at the gates like Tarquin and
his queen.” Now Tamora is directly implicated in the crimes of the emperor,
who is likened to Tarquin, the last in the line of Roman kings. According to 
legend, Tarquin’s expulsion from Rome (c. 509 BC) marked the fall of the
monarchy and the beginning of the republic. The reference, therefore, has
important overtones that go well beyond those of personal revenge. The choice
of means-raising an army composed of Rome’s enemies—only reinforces 
the broader political crisis. In particular, it presents the image of a state so 
enervated and corrupt that it lacks the ability to throw off its own chains, and
drives its victims into the arms of its foes. Under the Roman constitution, the
popular, aristocratic, and magisterial parts of the state served to check and limit
one another. With the fall of the Republic, the magisterial element—in the
form of a single emperor—emerged as preeminent and largely absorbed the
other powers. Historically, this was a transitional process which took decades—
in Titus it occurs in a single reign. By the time Titus calls for an alliance with the
Goths, we are witness to “the Empire” at its worst—complete with a decadent
emperor, a corrupt court, foreign influence, flinty-hearted tribunes, craven
senators, and servile judges, all pressing down on a debased and complacent
populace. Hence the Andronici vow not merely to requite Saturnine and his
court for wrongs, but “[t]o be reveng’d on Rome” itself.

The thirst for revenge grows apace as Titus learns that it was
Tamora’s sons who raped and mutilated his daughter. Now it is plain-dealing
Andronicus who grows “subtle” and full of “device” in plotting the destruction
of his enemies. He sends Demetrius and Chiron a “gift” of weapons with a 
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message attached, slyly implying a knowledge of their guilt, which they discern
not. Next he leads his kinsmen to the walls of the imperial palace, and instructs
them to shoot arrows, with petitions to the gods attached, into the heavens.
Like Hamlet, Titus assumes an “antic disposition,” but there is likewise method
in his madness. The petitions are for “justice” in the form of “revenge,” which
Titus proclaims has fled the earth (IV, iii)—a poignant reminder of the total
eclipse of Roman law. Yet in the midst of indicting an “ungrateful Rome,” he
pauses to make a telling confession:

Ah, Rome! Well, well, I made thee miserable
What time I threw the people’s suffrages
On him that thus doth tyrannize o’er me.

This overdue peccavi is significant on at least two levels. First it
marks the ebb of Titus’s suffering through a plain recognition of his guilt—not
just as regards his own misery, but that of Rome. Pushed to the precipice of
madness, Titus receives a flash of insight commencing in a truth—he has (in
Lear’s words) “ta’en/ too little care of this,” and thus bears responsibility for his
own (and the general) suffering. Yet recognition of his folly does not bring
about true wisdom, Titus (again like Lear) is too deeply wounded to fully
recover his wits.

On another level, the confession confirms that the suffering is
general, affecting the commonweal as a whole. And since there is no hope for
justice within Rome, it becomes necessary to seek it without, that is, to “[j]oin
with the Goths,” not merely to punish the “traitor Saturnine,” but to “[t]ake
wreak on Rome” as well (IV, iii).

While Marcus fears for his brother’s sanity, he does see in his
airborne petitions a way to “afflict the emperor in his pride,” and encourages
his kinsmen to “shoot all your shafts into the court” (IV, iii). This they do with
desired effect. Saturnine storms at the appeals for divine retribution, railing 
at the insufferable “wrongs” he must endure “for the extent/ of equal justice”
(IV, iv). The unsettling political implications are readily apparent to the 
discomfited emperor, who attempts to defend his actions to the lords in 
waiting. Aware that the Andronici have set a “[b]uzz in the people’s ears”
regarding the unjust (and unlawful) execution of Quintus and Martius,
Saturnine glibly insists that “nought hath pass’d/ But even with law.” Indignant
at the insolent petitions, he takes the offensive, accusing Titus of libel and the
Andronici of sedition. “What’s this but libelling against the senate,/ And 
blazoning our injustice everywhere?” The concern for the Senate rings hollow,
and the lapsus linguae (“our injustice”) is telltale. The emperor scoffs at Titus’s
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conceit that “in Rome no justice were,” assuring his hushed court that “justice
lives in Saturninus’ health,” and promising to awaken the sleeping goddess and
“[c]ut off the proud’st conspirator that lives.”

Saturnine’s vain posturing is rendered absurd by the appear-
ance of a dull-witted clown who bears a message from Titus. The emperor
orders the clown hanged, illustrating his pretentious claims to embody justice.
Perceived that he has again been mocked, his indignation turns to rage as he
vows to be Titus’s “slaughterman” (IV, iv). In all Saturnine is bloody and rash,
but he is not wholly without reason or sense. He truly believes he has been
wronged by the Andronici—in Livinia’s escape, his brother’s murder, the
charges of injustice, and the clownish messenger—and feels justified in taking
strong measures against the clan. Once more he insists that Titus’s sons “died
by law”—why then should he be called unjust? Moreover, he rightly suspects
the Andronici of conspiring to overthrow his regime and govern Rome in his
stead. When the suspicion is confirmed with news that Lucius is marching on
Rome at the head of the Goths, Saturnine’s pompous wrath instantly withers
into despair. The polar shift is consistent with his character, but it is based on a
first-hand knowledge of the shifting political landscape.

‘Tis he the common people love so much;
Myself hath often heard them say,
When I have walked like a private man,
That Lucius’ banishment was wrongfully,
And they have wish’d that Lucius was their emperor.

Dormant throughout the play, the people of Rome now
emerge as the decisive weight in the balance of forces. And only now does
Saturnine’s overwrought anxiety at the “buzz” on the streets make perfect
sense—he has heard it himself, for like Henry V before Agincourt, he has
walked among his subjects incognito. Cleary, it is not simply Lucius’s banish-
ment that has roused the people to “revolt” against Saturnine (IV, iv)—for
technically it was the judges who passed the sentence—but rather a corrupt
and tyrannical regime. The popular element in the body politic—moribund
since it gave away its suffrages—now rises to recover its lost sovereignty.Yes, the
city is well fortified with guards and soldiers (so Saturnine answers Tamora),
but without the support of the citizens there can be no defense. Popular sover-
eignty is not merely a pretty theory, but a stubborn fact that even a brazen
despot needs acknowledge. And so the only hope lies not in forcible resistance,
but subterfuge. Thus Tamora calls on the patrician Æmilius to request “a parley
of warlike Lucius” so as to “pluck [him] from the warlike Goths.”Once bereft of
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their leader, Tamora will bring the Goths to terms, while the people of Rome
will lose its champion. It is a cunning strategy, but one that rests on a fatal 
miscalculation: the cause of the Andronici is now the cause of the Goths. Both
are the enemies of “[i]ngrateful Rome” and both are determined to “be aveng’d
on cursed Tamora” (V, i).

Yet it is not at the hands of Lucius and the Goths that
Saturnine and Tamora meet their fate. Titus has conceived his own plot, which
he executes in gruesome detail. He feigns madness to entrap Demetrius and
Chiron, then slits their throats, crushes their bones, and makes a “pasty” of
their remains (V, ii). This he serves to the attendees (viz., Tamora and
Saturnine) of the parley held at his house. During the course of the meal, he
queries the emperor on the story of Virginius, who, de profundis, slew his 
ravished daughter. Saturnine deems the deed justified, for her presence could
only “renew his sorrows” (V, iii). Titus takes this “reason” as “a lively warrant”
for abating his own grief, and kills Lavinia. The shocked company recoils in
horror—was she raped? begs the emperor. Yes, Titus replies, by Demetrius and
Chiron, who also mutilated her body. Saturnine demands they be summoned
instantly to account for the crime. Yet they are already present and have duly
answered, as Titus points to the pie “[w]hereof their mother hath daintily fed.”
The horrific revulsion is short-lived: Titus stabs Tamora, Saturnine stabs Titus,
and Lucius stabs Saturnine. In the ensuing tumult Lucius, Marcus, and their
supporters close ranks, and Marcus, the voice of reason, addresses the startled
dignitaries and the people of Rome. His speech is at once an elegy, an appeal,
and an admonition.

You sad-fac’d men, people and sons of Rome,
By uproars sever’d, as a flight of fowl
Scatter’d by winds and high tempestuous gusts,
O, let me teach you how to knit again
This scattered corn into one mutual sheaf,
These broken limbs again into one body;
Let Rome herself be bane unto herself,
And she whom mighty kingdoms cur’sy to,
Like a forlorn and desperate castaway,
Do shameful execution on herself.

Doubtful of his eloquence and overwhelmed by grief, Marcus
turns to Lucius—”Rome’s dear friend” and “young captain”—to “tell the tale”
of his family’s destruction and Rome’s debasement (V, iii). It is a story Marcus
likens to the fall of Troy, and particularly the Trojan horse. The references to
“subtle Greeks” and “Sinon” clearly implicate Tamora-cum-Aaron, but the
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matter of responsibility for admitting the “fatal engine,” recalls not just
Saturnine, but Titus himself. Whether deliberate or not, the ambiguity is 
significant, for it points to both the cause of and cure for Rome’s ills.

Lucius recounts the crimes against his family and explains the
desperate expedient of making common cause with Rome’s enemies. Marcus
interrupts to complete the tale and then asks his countrymen if they have 
not acted amiss, pledging that he and Lucius, the “poor remainder of the
Andronici,” are prepared to pay with their lives (V, iii). Æmilius intervenes,
asking Marcus to take Lucius by the hand, “Lucius our emperor; for well I
know/ The common voice do cry it shall be so.”

And so they do, hailing “Rome’s royal emperor,” but 
also “Rome’s gracious governor.” In this act the people have recovered their
sovereignty, bestowed their suffrages, and reestablished legitimate political
authority, that is,“government of the people, by the people, and for the people.”
They have retained the seat of executive authority, but given it a republican
cast—it is now elective and merit-based. Lucius recognizes these changes,
thanking his “gentle” countrymen, and vowing to “govern so,/ To heal Rome’s
harms, and wipe away her woe.”

The new emperor begs leave to mourn his family, but is 
interrupted by Æmilius who enters with Aaron. Lucius orders the satanic Moor
buried breast-deep and famished; Tamora is given no burial at all, but thrown
to the beasts and birds. Saturnine, both victim and villain, is entombed in his
father’s grave.

And so ends the play. Or does it? In the Second Quarto we
find two additional couplets, evidently penned by the compositor from a
defective copy. In the first Lucius calls for execution of Aaron’s sentence, and
concludes with the following.

Then afterwards to order well the state
That like events may ne’er it ruinate.

In this couplet—whether adventitious or not—we find the key
to what is arguably the most forceful political teaching in Titus. This teaching
has been hinted at above: the recognition that political evils are not merely the
result of bad men or even incompetent ones, but may be traced to defects in the
political structure—in ambiguous laws, faulty procedures, frail institutions,
and inadequate safeguards. In Titus the lack of a clear law of succession gives rise 
to factions and disorder, procedural irregularities elevate a corrupt and despotic

ruler, the weakness of the tribunate and Senate fail to curb a growing tyranny,
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and the absence of firm legal protections render individual liberty insecure. The
immolation of the Andronici and the prostration of Rome occur at the hands of
a petulant boy-emperor, a vengeance-driven vamp, and a sado-homicidal Moor.
Yet had one or more of these systemic flaws been remedied, the entire tragedy
could have been averted or greatly abated in scale. The tragedy of Titus is 
certainly a story of individual failure, moral breakdown, and the reality of evil. It
is also the story of political failure—not only a failure of wisdom (Titus) and
nerve (the tribunes and Senate), but a failure of institutions, or more precisely, a
failure to secure institutions against the prospect of abuses.

The problem is as old as political life itself and has been
among the perennial concerns of political thinkers since Plato. Even earlier,
Herodotus considered the merits and defects of various regime-types, viz.,
monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. Plato was the first to argue that each
“pure” form was inherently unstable, with one form giving way to the next in a
perpetual cycle of tyranny, oppression, and disorder. His remedy (outside of
rule by true philosophers) was to mix the forms (monarchy and democracy) to
establish order without oppression and secure liberty without license. Aristotle
expanded on his teacher’s theory of the “mixed” constitution, advancing
“polity”—a fusion of oligarchy and democracy—as the best practicable state.
Later the Stoics advocated a blending of the three simple forms of government
to achieve the desired balance. It was Polybius, however, who gave the mixed
constitution its classical expression. Writing in the mid-second-century B.C.,
the Greek historian ascribed much of Rome’s success to the excellence of its
constitution, which combined monarchy (consuls), aristocracy (senate), and
democracy (tribunes, assemblies). More specifically, the Roman constitution
incorporated the strengths of each form, but avoided its defects by giving 
each part an ability to check the other. The result was “the best of all existing
constitutions,” a verdict supported by Rome’s unparalleled greatness and
remarkable stability (1979, 311). The felicitous combination of institutions
formed a true “union” of the Roman people, a “union which is strong enough
to withstand all emergencies,”and possessed of “an irresistible power to achieve
any goal it has set itself” (317). But none of this would have been possible with-
out the equilibrium created by a system of checks and balances. Abuses are
inevitable, notes Polybius, but the Roman constitution has “power to correct”
them. In what might easily be mistaken for a passage from The Federalist,
Polybius summarizes its internal workings.

Whenever one of the three elements swells in importance, becomes
overambitious and tends to encroach upon the others, it becomes
apparent…that none of the three is completely independent, but
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that the designs of any one can be blocked or impeded by the rest,
with the result that none will unduly dominate the others or treat
them with contempt. Thus the whole situation remains in equilib-
rium since any aggressive impulse is checked, and each estate is
apprehensive from the outset of censure from the others. (318)

This is not the place to recount the history of the mixed 
constitution, yet in one form or another it has been hailed as a model of good
government throughout all subsequent ages. The Tudor monarchy under
which Shakespeare lived was far removed from the mixed regime of the Roman
Republic, and the doctrine of a balanced constitution had lain dormant for a
century. It would resurface, however, within a decade of the poet’s death,
notably in Charles I’s Answer to the Nineteen Propositions (1624) in which the
Stuart monarch likened the English constitution of king, lords, and commons
to a mixture of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. With the Restoration
(1660) the mixture became a working reality and by the eighteenth century
had assumed its classic form. The British constitution—with the help of
its non-British admirers—became the envy of Europe, and (like its Roman
predecessor) was identified as the principal source of Britain’s greatness.

It would be going too far to say that Shakespeare was an 
advocate of the mixed constitution on the Roman model. Yet the author 
of Titus tacitly indicates that the well being of Rome—the commonwealth 
par excellence—required a constitution that established a government with the
functions described by Polybius—a constitution that unifies the nation,
empowers the state, protects the people, and maintains an equilibrium of
forces. In Titus’s Rome the constitution is mixed, but it lacks a mechanism for
checking abuses of one of its parts, an omission that proves fatal. As a result, the
monarchical element in the form of a despotic emperor reduces the other parts
to subordinate appendages of the executive power. All balance is destroyed, and
with it liberty and the rule of law. The lesson is not lost on post-Saturnine
Rome. It is not enough to trust to a virtuous or well-meaning ruler, a maxim
Lucius himself recognizes. And it is precisely this recognition that issues in his
call “to order well the state,” for it was an ill-ordered state—a defective consti-
tution—that gave rise to “all the mischiefs” which befell his family and country.
The proposed reforms will aim to remedy the constitutional flaws that allowed
a figure like Saturnine to become emperor, abuse his power, betray his country,
and subvert justice. It is safe to say that the contemplated reconstruction will be
along distinctly Polybian lines.

Does this suggest that Shakespeare was a himself a disciple of
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Polybius? Insofar as he implicitly endorses the mixed constitution in Titus it is
not altogether improbable, even if he never read a page of the Histories. The
question is admittedly moot, but the teaching of Titus could hardly be more
relevant. In addition to “the usual political lessons,” Shakespeare delivers 
a lecture on constitutionalism that, like so much of his teaching, remains 
fresh and vibrant. But relevant? Yes, and remarkably so, particularly for those
familiar with the American Founding. We have already noted a strong link
between Polybius and The Federalist, the classic exposition of the U.S.
Constitution and the American polity (Chinard 1940). Indeed, the state and
federal constitutions established by the Founders represent the culmination of
a tradition as ancient as Sparta—the first exemplar of the mixed regime. And
while America’s mixed government owes less to Rome and more to England,
the Founders were far from ignorant of its classical roots. Indeed, they believed
they were reviving the classical tradition, specifically in its Roman incarnation
(Gummere 1963). The conspicuous use of Roman symbols, pseudonyms, and
history (as well as Latinate phrases) was but the outward expression of a far
deeper affinity with the ancient republic. Like the Romans under Tarquin,
the Americans had overthrown an oppressive monarch and established 
a republic—in fact, a series of republics. Many of the state governments
embodied the mixed constitution (even if they often failed to maintain 
the desired equilibrium). The unicameral central government created by 
the Articles of Confederation, however, did not. In the decade following 
independence, a number of states modified their constitutions to achieve a
greater balance. The men who met in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787 
were enjoined to do the same for the central authority. (Of course they had the
additional burden of reconfiguring the Union itself.) The government they
established was not patterned on the Roman model, but it was a species of the
mixed regime with strong links to the classical past (Eidelberg 1968). Its aim
and function was much the same as the Roman constitution as interpreted by
Polybius—to unify, strengthen, protect, and defend.

And so the teaching of Shakespeare in Titus Andronicus—
a play in which “classical republican ideals…are…specifically included”
(Sommers 1960, 279)—is remarkably consistent with both the spirit and letter
of the American Founding (Sellers 1994). It is the teaching that “power is of an
encroaching nature,” and subject to abuse; that unbridled “factions” are 
the greatest threat “incident to republican government”; that “[e]nlightened
statesmen will not always be at the helm”; that “experience has taught mankind
the necessity of auxiliary precautions”; and that given “the defect  of better
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motives,”“[a]mbition must be made to counteract ambition” (Hamilton, et al.,
2000, 316, 61, 57, 332, 331). Institutional arrangements alone, however, will not
insure good government or prevent abuses, a fact understood by the Romans
and Founders alike. No less than Cicero, Madison believed that unless the 
people possessed sufficient “virtue and intelligence to select men of virtue and
wisdom,” “[n]o theoretical checks, no form of government, can render 
us secure.” (Rutland et al. 1977, 163). This message is also apparent in Titus—
the corollary of the institutional teaching. Moreover, it supplies a unifying
theme, linking the virtuous leader with the regeneration of the state. In 
the opening scene, Bassianus sounds this theme—”to virtue consecrate,/ To
justice, continence, and nobility” (I, i), but the ensuing action teaches “the
necessity of auxiliary precautions.” And while the election of Lucius, like the
elevation of Washington, marks the restoration of virtuous leadership, it still
remains necessary “to order well the state.”
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Immanuel Kant’s views on revolution are notoriously 
paradoxical: on the one hand he appears to condemn all instances of
revolution, but on the other he expresses enthusiasm for the French
Revolution and other revolutionary acts. My project is to reconcile Kant’s
views on revolution by showing that a universal maxim can be derived from
Kant’s philosophy dictating when an individual is under a moral obligation 
to revolt. First, I show how Kant reconciles his position on the French 
revolution with his position on revolution in general. His answer, however,
raises additional questions involving revolution in relation to his overall
philosophical theory. Next, I present what is generally understood to be Kant’s
philosophy on revolution, and Christine Korsgaard’s analysis using this tradi-
tional understanding to reconcile his seemingly contradictory views. After
critiquing her position, I present my own analysis of Kant’s philosophy, show-
ing how this apparent paradox can be resolved by examining the universal
maxim that I have identified.

Throughout Kant’s writing his position on the permissibility
of revolution seems abundantly clear, for example in The Metaphysics of
Morals: “there is no right of sedition, much less a right of revolution…[and] it
is the people’s duty to endure even the most intolerable abuse of supreme
authority” (MM 6:320; volume and page references are to the Berlin Academy
edition). However, in The Conflict of the Faculties, Kant’s writing suggests a very
different view when he considers the French Revolution. In Part II, “An Old
Question Raised Again: Is the Human Race Constantly Progressing?,”he writes,
“The [French] Revolution, I say…finds in the hearts of all spectators…a wish-
ful participation which borders on enthusiasm” (CF 7:85). If Kant believed that
revolution is always wrong, how can the spectators of the French Revolution,



including Kant himself, justify this feeling of enthusiasm? In the words of
Korsgaard, “If revolution is wrong, how can ‘wishful participation’ in it be
right” (1997, 299)? She is not alone in wondering how this specific position fits
into Kant’s general philosophy. Dieter Henrich adds, “Kant was filled with
enthusiasm for the French Republic and eagerly awaited all reports about 
a favorable course of events for it in France and Europe. [His seemingly 
contradictory views on revolution] are hard to reconcile” (1996, 106).

While much ink has been spilled trying to make sense of this
apparent contradiction, Kant’s own solution is fairly straightforward, but 
has been almost entirely ignored. In his eyes, the French Revolution was not a
revolution in the conventional sense because it did not involve the illegitimate
seizure of power from a legitimate sovereign. Henrich argues that Kant
believed Louis XVI “abdicated [his sovereignty] and simultaneously returned
the Estates to the state of nature” (1996, 111). Therefore, when Louis XVI 
was removed from power, he was no longer a legitimate sovereign but a 
former ruler possessing magisterial authority over a state of nature condition.
A passage from The Metaphysics of Morals supports Henrich’s argument (see
Addendum 1). Kant writes:

A powerful ruler [Louis XVI] in our time therefore made a very
serious error in judgment when, to extricate himself from the
embarrassment of large state debts, he left it to the people to take
this burden on itself and distribute it as it saw fit; for then the 
legislative authority naturally came into the people’s hands, not only
with regard to the taxation of subjects but also with regard to the
government, namely to prevent it from incurring new debts 
by extravagance of war. The consequence was that the monarch’s
sovereignty wholly disappeared (it was not merely suspended) and
passed to the people, to whose legislative will the belongings of
every subject became subjected. (MM 6:341–42)

Kant believed that Louis XVI illegitimately abdicated his sovereignty by 
convoking the Estates-General in 1789, thereby making a very serious error in
moral judgment. Although no longer the legitimate sovereign of France,
he retained his power over the nation. Therefore, Kant’s enthusiasm for 
the French Revolution can be seen as enthusiasm towards the removal of an
illegitimate sovereign from power.

While Kant’s position on the French Revolution clearly suffers
from historical inaccuracies (see Addendum 2), it raises an even more 
fundamental question that must be addressed concerning revolution and 
his political philosophy. Specifically, how can one reconcile portions of his 

1 5 2 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



philosophy that explicitly condemn acting against one’s sovereign, even if this
sovereign appears to be illegitimate, with Kant’s thoughts supporting revolu-
tionary action under certain conditions? Some scholars have attempted to
answer this question either through a purely historical analysis (see Addendum
3), or by focusing on Kant’s status as an observer of the revolution, not a par-
ticipant. This latter position, forwarded most notably by Hannah Arendt
(1992, 44–51), warrants particular attention because it attempts to reconcile
Kant’s comments concerning revolution with an answer rooted in his philo-
sophical theory. For Arendt, the observer is able to express his sympathy
towards the cause of the revolutionaries publicly, but without breaking the law
and revolting himself. Kant’s enthusiasm for the French Revolution is seen as
enthusiasm for the cause of the revolutionaries’ actions, not as enthusiasm for
the actions themselves.

The philosophical problem for Kant, however, appears to 
be more significant than simply considering enthusiasm as applied to the 
spectators of a revolution. The emphasis in his statement concerning 
the French Revolution is on the feeling of wishful participation held by the
spectators, rather than on expressing enthusiasm simply for the cause of their
actions. The previously cited passage from The Metaphysics of Morals is further
evidence for this interpretation, as he is clearly providing justification for the
actions of the revolutionaries, in addition to justifying the enthusiasm of the
observers. Ultimately, Kant’s problem concerning revolution and his theory
appears to stem from his blending of moral autonomy with political conser-
vatism, as these positions appear to require different attitudes within an
individual. For Kant, one is autonomous when he owns and takes responsibil-
ity for his actions. However, this autonomy is not measured by an individual’s
opportunities to initiate his enthusiasm, but by the demands of coexistent 
freedom and coexistent responsibility. Discussion surrounding this issue goes
back as far as Gentz and Rehberg, two of Kant’s students, who were also troubled
by how one can reconcile Kant’s positions on autonomy and human dignity,
with his politically conservative position condemning revolution in general.
While they were unable to arrive at a solution, they agreed that the problem
could not be solved through clever, situational justifications, but required an
examination of fundamental principles (Henrich 1996, 112).

The discussion of Kant and revolution begins by outlining the
relevant portion of what is generally taken to be his political theory, starting
with an examination of why the establishment of civil society is necessary. A
right, for Kant, is anything consistent with universal external freedom.
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Additionally,“there is connected with right by the principle of contradiction an
authorization to coerce someone who infringes upon it” (MM 6:231). This
position comes from Kant’s argument that coercing another individual is
unjustified because it hinders that individual’s freedom. If, however, one 
is being coerced to prevent an action that would hinder freedom, then this
coercion is justified. In other words, while one would not be allowed to coerce
others forcibly under normal circumstances, coercion to hinder a hindrance 
of freedom is consistent with universal freedom and therefore is justified. It 
follows from this position that rights are enforceable through coercion.
Kant notes, however, that in the state of nature rights are merely provisional, as
there is no magisterial authority to protect these rights. The only way for an
individual to ensure that his rights are protected is to coerce others into joining
civil society with him, thereby establishing a procedure for adjudicating 
competing claims. “[One] must also be permitted to constrain everyone else
with whom he comes into conflict about whether an external object is his or
another’s to enter along with him into a civil constitution” (MM 6:256). Put
differently, the only way that competing claims can be adjudicated justly when
in the state of nature is by compelling others, by force if necessary, to join into
civil society, establishing an arbitrator to settle the dispute.

What happens if civil society is not established? Consider,
for example, a situation of competing claims in which these individuals exist
outside of civil society. Since each individual believes that he is entitled to his
claim and there is no mechanism of adjudication, if the individuals cannot
come to some agreement among themselves, the dispute is eventually solved
through the use of force. Korsgaard notes that there are two ways in which one
can view such an action (1997, 303). A first way is that this use of unilateral
force is illegitimate because the freedom of the other individual is being 
violated. When a moral individual recognizes that he has a right to freedom
that ought to be enforced, he also recognizes that others are entitled to this
same right. Using force against others violates the freedom of these individuals.
Contrary to this understanding of the use of force, using force may also be
viewed in a second way. Namely, force is being used to compel one individual
to enter into civil society with the other. Kant believes that every individual in
the state of nature has a right to compel others to join into civil society, and,
likewise, all individuals are obligated to join civil society (MM 6:255–56). Put
differently,“It is a duty of justice to live in political society. That is to say, others
have the right to require this of you…and you, reciprocally, have the right to
require membership [of them]” (Korsgaard 1997, 303).
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When individuals are compelled to join into civil society,
sometimes by force, theoretically laws are established in a manner that upholds
and protects the rights of everyone. Specifically, “every legislator [is bound] to
give his laws in such a way that they could have arisen from the united will of a
whole people and to regard each subject…as if he has joined in voting for such
a will” (TP 8:297). This hypothetical contract is fundamental to Kant’s political
theory, for it is not necessary that a particular law, or group of laws, actually 
be supported by the citizens; rather, it is necessary only that the laws could be
supported by the citizens. “If it is only possible that a people could agree to [a
law], it is a duty to consider the law just, even if the people is at present in such
a situation or frame of mind that, if consulted about it, it would probably
refuse its consent” (TP 8:297).

Kant’s position here implies that there is something more
important than whether or not citizens are content with their government. He
continues:

What is under discussion here is not the happiness that a subject
may expect from the institution or administration of a common-
wealth but above all merely the right that is to be secured for each by
means of it, which is the supreme principle for which all maxims
having to do with a commonwealth must proceed and which is lim-
ited by no other principle. (TP 8:298)

Once again, Kant returns to the idea that individuals have an obligation to
enter into civil society, but this obligation does not specifically derive from the
citizens’ desire for happiness. He adds:

The power within a state that gives effect to the law is also unoppos-
able, and there exists no rightful commonwealth that can hold its
own without a force of this kind that puts down all internal resist-
ance, since each resistance would take place in conformity with a
maxim that, made universal, would annihilate any civil constitution
and eradicate the condition in which alone people can be in posses-
sion of rights generally. From this it follows that any resistance to 
the supreme legislative power, any incitement to have the subjects’
dissatisfaction become active, any insurrection that breaks out 
in rebellion, is the highest and most punishable crime within a com-
monwealth, because it destroys the foundation. And this prohibition
is unconditional, so that even if that power or its agent, the head of
state, has gone so far as to violate the original contract and has
thereby, according to the subjects’ concept forfeited the right to be
legislator inasmuch as he has empowered the government to proceed
quite violently (tyrannically), a subject is still not permitted any
resistance by way of counteracting force. (TP 8:299–300)
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While Kant notes that individual legislators can make errors in judgment about
whether or not a particular law is prudent, a sovereign, however, “[cannot err]
when he asks himself whether the law also harmonizes with the principle of
right; for there he has the idea of the original contract at hand as an infallible
standard, and indeed has it a priori” (TP 8:299).

Kant’s position is not that laws in a state are unable to be
changed, but rather the legitimate mechanism for change is internal, coming
from the legislators themselves, not the citizens—at least not through the use
of coercive force. The method available for citizens to incite change in the poli-
cies of the government is through non-coercive means, through speech and
writing for example.“Although the constitution may contain grave defects and
gross errors and may need to be gradually improved in important respects,
still, as such, it is absolutely unpermitted and culpable to oppose it” (Korsgaard
1997, 308). Kant continues, “The people too [has] its inalienable rights against
the head of state, although these cannot be coercive rights” (TP 8:303). While
the constitution and laws produced by the government may not fill each citizen
with undying happiness and pleasure, the citizens are required to respect the
established laws because they are the manifestation of the general will.
Korsgaard adds, “If [the government] represents the general will, whatever it
says is the voice of the general will. To revolt, where that means to oppose the
decisions of the government, is therefore to oppose the general will” (1997,
311). According to how Kant’s system is usually understood, the only way a 
revolution would be legitimate is if it were consistent with the general will,
namely if the government chose to reform itself.

My project, however, is not to defend this position, but to see
how it should be understood when considering Kant’s enthusiasm towards the
French Revolution, as well as the passages in his work that appear to support
revolutionary action in general. In addressing this issue, Korsgaard considers
the fundamental importance of virtue in Kant’s moral and political theory, and
its relationship to revolution. Her argument begins by looking at the internal
duties virtue imposes. “Duties of virtue are concerned with our motives and
attitudes. They arise from the command that we should not only do certain
things, but do them for moral reasons” (1997, 316). All of an individual’s
actions are directed towards some end goal, and this end is seen as being good
(Gr 4:427). Thus, to act in a certain manner towards some end goal is to act to
bring about a particular good. “In the moral case…we may simply see our
action as expressing respect for humanity as an end in itself. Because morally
good actions…are purposive, Kant argues that the cultivation of virtue is
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achieved through the adoption of morally obligatory ends” (Korsgaard 1997,
316), and the virtue of justice is possessed by the individual who makes the
rights of humanity his end (MM 6:390).

When addressing Kant and revolution, we are left to wonder
how a virtuous individual might be viewed if he revolted against the 
government. Korsgaard writes:

It is by no means obvious that a person who makes the rights of
humanity his end would never, under any circumstances, oppose
the extant government. If this is correct, nothing in Kant’s theory
absolutely commits him to the view that a good person would never
revolt. Nor, I believe, is this what he himself thought. (1997, 317)

When considering rights, she understands that while the state has the right to
punish a revolutionary, an individual never has the right to revolt. Additionally,
in The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant distinguishes between cases when an 
individual is simply acting unjustly and when a mockery of justice is being
made. He writes:

Of all the atrocities involved in overthrowing a state by rebellion, the
assassination of the monarch is not itself the worst, for we can still
think of the people as doing it from fear that if he remained alive he
could marshal his forces and inflict on them the punishment they
deserve, so that their killing him would not be an enactment of
punitive justice but merely a dictate of self-preservation. It is the
formal execution of a monarch that strikes horror in a soul filled
with the idea of human rights. (MM 6:321n)

Korsgaard adds,“Revolutionaries who formally execute a monarch perform an
unjust act while dressed in the robes and wigs of justice; in so doing, they seem
not just to ignore justice, but to mock it” (1997, 318).

Adopted from one of Kant’s positions in the Groundwork,
Korsgaard’s argument from virtue is based on the position that, since individuals
cannot will evil maxims to be universal laws, a person who acts wrongly is not
rejecting the moral law entirely. Instead, that individual is making himself an
exception to the rule.

If we now attend to ourselves in any transgression of a duty, we 
find that we do not really will that our maxim should become a 
universal law, since that is impossible for us, but that the opposite of
our maxim should instead remain a universal law, only we take the 
liberty of making an exception to it for ourselves (and just this once)
to the advantage of our inclination. (Gr 4:424)
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Kant refers to the condition of the virtuous individual as a dismal state of affairs
when his government is not simply ignoring what justice requires, but mocks it
by operating unjustly under the guise that the state can never be unjust.
Korsgaard continues,“The person with the virtue of justice…unable to turn to
the actual laws for their enforcement, has nowhere else to turn. She may come
to feel that there is nothing for it but for her to take human rights under her
own protection…[taking] the law into her own hands” (1997, 319).

By revolting, the virtuous person has made a difficult choice,
as he knows that the foundation of the protection of humanity’s rights is 
contained within the structure of civil society. Korsgaard concludes that there
are two things that set this decision to revolt apart from most of the decisions
made inside Kant’s ethical system. First, we cannot apply Kant’s universalizability
test to this decision, for the decision as to when it is necessary to revolt is 
a decision of pure judgment. “There is no criterion for deciding when 
imperfection [of justice] has become perversion [of justice], when things have
gone too far… Morality cannot tell you when to leave the moral law behind;…
in making this kind of decision, you are entirely on your own” (1997, 320).
Second, moral luck plays a role in the justification of the revolutionary act.
While this issue will be mentioned only briefly, it is important to consider 
how it affects responsibility. Kant appears to distinguish whether or not the
revolutionary is justified in his actions based, to an extent, on whether or not
the revolution was successful. Korsgaard writes:

Success makes the revolutionary, legally, the new voice of the general
will, and, morally, one who has promoted the cause of justice on
earth. In his own eyes and the eyes of the spectators this [success] will
justify him [and his actions]… Failure, on the other hand, means that
he has destroyed justice for nothing, that he is guilty of murder and
treason, an assailant of the general will, and the enemy of everyone.
Revolution may be justified, but only if you win. (1997, 320)

When these two considerations are coupled together, we get a sense of how 
it may be possible to justify the revolution of a virtuous individual in the
Kantian system.

In summation, Korsgaard begins by accepting Kant’s initial
position that a subject never has the right to resist the sovereign, and that 
the sovereign always has the legitimate authority to punish subjects for acts
against the state. She believes that although individuals do not have a right to
rebel, they may sometimes be morally justified in rebelling, if the revolution
succeeds. If the revolution fails, however, then the revolutionaries are morally
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responsible for the deaths and societal instability that they caused.

This type of ex post facto justification of revolution, however,
appears curious when considering Kant’s moral theory, for the success or fail-
ure of any action would not provide a moral justification for the initial action.
Additionally, a fundamental principle of Kant’s moral theory is the importance
of universalizing moral actions. While an individual himself must ultimately
decide whether or not to revolt, there is an added component of morality for
Kant that is rooted in universalizability. Examining this component of morality
is essential to this discussion, for it would ultimately show when one would 
be morally justified in acting against the sovereign. Therefore, the weakness 
of Korsgaard’s argument is that she fails to identify this second part of the 
solution concerning when an individual is justified in revolting, or, in the
stronger sense, morally obligated to revolt (see Addendum 4).

While the standard presentation of Kant focuses on the bulk
of his writing that suggest revolution is always wrong, ignored are the passages
in his work that clearly imply that some forms of revolution are acceptable at
certain times. In this discussion, it will be shown that the following universal
maxim for revolution exists in Kant’s writings: Individuals may use force to
remove a sovereign from power when it is necessary to do so; and such action is
necessary when individuals living under that sovereign are not citizens, but 
subjects reduced to or kept in a condition that mimics the state of nature solely due
to the physical power possessed by that sovereign.

Kant’s distinction between the state of nature and civil society
on the one hand, and between civil society and the civil state on the other, is
central to his view that revolutionary action is sometimes justified, or even
obligatory. He defines the state of nature as being a situation “where there is no
court that could judge [a dispute] with rightful force” (PP 8:346). Civil society,
on the other hand, “a rightful condition, under an authority giving laws pub-
licly” (MM 6:255), is contrasted with the state of nature. The civil state, not to
be confused with civil society, is the set of public institutions that seek to
uphold and maintain civil society. Kant explains, “A state of nature is not
opposed to a social but to a civil condition, since there can certainly be society
in a state of nature, but no civil society (which secures what is mine or yours by
public laws)” (MM 6:242). What distinguishes civil society from the state of
nature is that unilateral force is prohibited and that just institutions which
secure the rights of individuals exist. Unilateral coercion occurs when a coercer
uses force to ensure that the dispute is settled in his favor. When a mugger says,
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“Your money or your life,” this is an example of unilateral coercion, and such
coercion is unjustified in the Kantian system. The use of unilateral coercion
clearly distinguishes the state of nature from civil society, for by using unilateral
coercion the coercer is denying the rights of the coerced individual. Reciprocal
coercion, on the other hand, exists when a coercer is coercing another individual
in a manner that respects the rights of both. Going back to our example of the
mugger, if the individual being mugged pulls out a gun in order to coerce the
mugger, albeit by force, into appearing before a designated magistrate so that
the claim may be adjudicated by a lawful, tribunal power, then this action is
justified because it is consistent with the coexistent freedom of both individuals
(TP 8:292–93). Coexistent freedom is a situation of distributive justice,
specifically: “that relation of human beings among one another that contains
the conditions under which everyone is able to enjoy his rights, and the formal
condition under which this is possible in accordance with the idea of a will 
giving laws for everyone” (MM 6:305–6). According to Kant, all individuals
have an obligation to live in a condition where their rights are recognized and
respected, and therefore individuals must leave the state of nature and enter
into civil society.

In his writing, Kant does not spend a great deal of time on 
the transition from the state of nature to civil society, noting primarily that
individuals are simply under an obligation to make this transition. He does
note that this transition centers around individual property rights, for all rights
are ultimately property rights—one who is autonomous owns and imputes to
himself his own actions (Gr 4:433). Concerning property in the state of nature,
Kant notes:

By being the first to take possession he originally acquires a definite
piece of land and resists with right anyone else who would prevent
him from making private use of it.Yet since he is in a state of nature,
he cannot do so by legal proceedings because there does not exist
any public law in this state. (MM 6:250)

Law in the state of nature is referred to as private law (MM 6:242), but this 
private law amounts to nothing more than the principle of might making right.
If you pick a bushel of apples and I come and take those apples from you,
claiming that you picked them from my tree, there is no way to settle this 
dispute other than by using physical force, for there is no magistrate who has 
the power to adjudicate. In Kant’s eyes, solving a dispute in this manner is 
contrary to the moral law and incompatible with the dignity of man (Gr 4:435),
so we need to join together into civil society to settle the dispute properly.

1 6 0 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



According to Kant, civil society is a situation of distributive
justice, in which the mutual rights of all parties involved are recognized and
respected. Concerning the state of nature, civil society, and the civil state, Kant
continues:

A condition that is not rightful, that is, a condition in which there is
no distributive justice, is called a state of nature. What is opposed to
a state of nature is not...a condition that is social and that could be
called an artificial condition, but rather the civil condition, that of a
society subject to distributive justice. For in the state of nature, too,
there can be societies compatible with rights…but no law, “You
ought to enter this condition,” holds a priori for these societies,
whereas it can be said of a rightful condition that all human beings
who could (even involuntarily) come into relations of rights with
one another ought to enter this condition. (MM 6:306)

Transitioning between the state of nature and civil society is an agreement
made between the two claimants: they agree to settle current and future dis-
putes in a manner that respects both of their rights—they appoint a designated
magistrate, establish rules that this magistrate will use to arbitrate disputes, and
agree on a system of punishment to be implemented if and when an individual
breaks the agreed upon rules. Kant views revolution as always being prima facie
wrong because revolution often entails an individual using force to violate this
original agreement, and breaking promises is always morally wrong (e.g.,
Gr 4:422). By joining into civil society together, the two claimants have stated
to each other that they will abide by the agreed upon rules now and in the
future, and this promise is categorically binding.

Although revolution is always prima facie wrong, it is not
wrong to revolt against a civil state when it has failed to create or maintain a
condition of civil society, and it is here that I depart significantly from
Korsgaard’s position. Focusing on analysis surrounding Kant’s comments that
we must regard all governments as being legitimate, she argues that the civil
state is necessarily a condition of civil society. While it is true that Kant usually
assumes that the civil state maintains a condition of civil society, nowhere does
he assume that the civil state is sufficient for civil society. In fact, Kant clearly
explains the difference between civil society and the civil state, and how a state
is able to exist without civil society (MM 6:242). The civil state, the magisterial
authority that arbitrates disputes, is a necessary but insufficient condition for
civil society. The sufficient condition is how the judicial procedures of the civil
society are established and maintained. If the magisterial authority continually
and unjustly sides with a particular party, or if that authority uses force to
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compel individuals into submitting to a condition where the rights of all are
not fully realized, then that condition is not one of civil society.

Examining Kant’s comments on oppressive regimes, it can 
be understood why he does not equate the civil state to civil society, and how 
an unjustified magisterial authority is able to exist outside of a condition of
coexistent freedom. Kant explains that the citizens living in states appearing to
be tyrannical and oppressive in nature are nevertheless required not to resist
their government (TP 8:299–300). Korsgaard’s explanation is that Kant is 
suggesting “we should take it for granted that the existing governments are
legitimate representatives of the general will of the people who are ruled by
them, as if they originated in social contracts” (1997, 307). This claim, however,
is not entirely supported by all of Kant’s writings. While he writes in The
Metaphysics of Morals that “the presently existing legislative authority ought to
be obeyed, regardless of its origin,” closely following this comment he adds:

Even the constitution [of the civil state] cannot contain any article
that would make it possible for there to be some authority in a state
to resist the supreme command in case he should violate the law of
the constitution, and so to limit him. For, someone who is to limit
the authority in a state must have even more power than he whom
he limits, or at least as much power as he has… In that case,
however, the supreme commander in a state is not the supreme
commander; instead, it is the one who can resist him, and this is
self-contradictory. (MM 6:319)

The argument Kant makes here is not what Korsgaard suggests, but rather that
which designates the chief magistrate in a civil state is simply the individual
who possesses the final say. Kant then assumes that those individuals appealing
to the magistrate have entered into civil society together; thus, it would make
no sense if the individual who is supposed to make the final decision could be
overruled by another individual. If it were true that the designated magistrate
was not the ultimate authority, then the claimants would simply appeal to 
this other individual or authority, and not to the designated magistrate. The
relationship between the civil state and civil society, as well as the relationship
between the civil state and the claimants, cannot be ignored when investigating
Kant’s understanding of the civil state. If the institutions the civil state has
established to settle disputes do not respect the rights of both claimants, in
other words if the condition is not one of coexistent freedom (see Addendum
5), then the two claimants still must enter into civil society but must search for,
or create, another civil state to arbitrate the dispute.
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When revolution involves an individual attempting to disrupt
or destroy civil society, it is always wrong, but not all revolution is of this
nature. In some cases, revolution involves an individual attempting to disrupt 
a civil state that is preventing the establishment of a condition of coexistent
freedom. A notable example is when the populace attempts to remove an 
illegitimate monarch from power. Kant suggests that we cannot find fault 
with this action in certain situations; he writes:

The dethronement of a monarch can still be thought of as if he had
voluntarily laid aside the crown and abdicated his authority, giving it
back to the people, or as if, without any attack on the highest 
person, he had relinquished his authority and been reduced to the
rank of a private person. (MM 6:320n–21n)

This passage establishes that Kant believes there are legitimate instances under
which a monarch may be removed from power, and thus revolutionary action
can be permitted. In this example, removing a monarch from power is on 
par with that monarch voluntarily relinquishing his authority, as if he had no
legitimate authority to begin with. Since Kant tells us that a sovereign is never
justified in abandoning his power and returning individuals to the state of
nature, we must view this voluntary abdication as taking place within a state of
nature condition. If this passage were not understood in this way, then Kant
would be suggesting that we should view this act of dethronement as being
legitimate by using analysis which would ultimately show it to be illegitimate,
since the sovereign cannot voluntarily abdicate the throne. This explanation
makes no sense. However, if this condition somehow mimicked the state of
nature, then the act of dethroning the monarch was not illegitimate since that
individual had no legitimate authority to rule. In other words, taking action
against the monarch, an act we would normally view as being revolutionary, is
legitimate under Kant’s theory if the monarch is ruling over a condition that
mimics the state of nature.

While Kant does believe that revolution is always wrong when
it entails an act contrary to the unconditional duty of preserving civil society,
this position is predicated on the would be revolutionary having already 
fulfilled the fundamental unconditional duty—entering into civil society. It
would be contrary to his philosophy for any individual to have an obligation to
maintain civil society if he is not currently a part of it. In this situation, the
individual still remains in a state of nature condition, even if others around
him have been able to enter into civil society and have developed civil state
institutions. This individual has an unconditional duty to leave this state of
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nature condition and enter into civil society. The distinction here between 
preserving civil society and preserving the civil state is critical. A requirement
to preserve a civil state when it has failed to preserve or establish civil society 
is dehumanizing, for these individuals would be compelled to maintain a 
condition that is inconsistent with their own dignity as human beings.

A revolutionary is not part of civil society if that individual is
in a condition where the ruler uses his power to prevent that individual’s
progress towards coexistent freedom with others. In other words, an illegiti-
mate ruler is one who uses force to inhibit the preconditions of provisional
willingness to enter into civil society from being met. It is only by entering into
civil society that one’s dignity is fully realized, and this dignity is a prerequisite
for the discussion found in the remainder of Kant’s political theory. Ultimately,
the question whether or not one is in a condition where he is obligated to revolt
is not based on how bad this condition is; that is, on the quality of life of the
individuals living in that condition. Rather, the only test is whether this situa-
tion of coexistent freedom exists. Kant believes that while individuals may
never do anything to remove themselves from this civil condition, they have an
obligation to resist the institutions of a civil state when the de facto holders of
power in that civil state have either returned them to the state of nature, or kept
them in a state of nature condition.

This point, however, should not be understood as justifying
any individual who disagrees with his government in taking action against it,
claiming that he has been returned to a condition that mimics the state of
nature. The standard for Kant is whether a condition of coexistent freedom 
can persist in the case of the individual who feels wronged after losing in 
arbitration. Just because this individual may believe he has been wronged by
the decision, simply holding this belief does not mean that the system as 
a whole is one in which coexistent freedom is not maintained. Even if this 
individual is right and he was the victim of an incorrect ruling, rebellion is 
still not justified. To determine whether or not a civil state is maintaining a
condition of coexistent freedom one must examine the institutions as a whole,
for even the most just institutions produce incorrect decisions now and again.
Put differently, one individual’s belief that a particular policy is unjust does not
undermine the justness of the institutions as a whole.

Further, in the case of the disgruntled loser, Kant explains that
the individual’s dignity and humanity have been respected in two additional
regards. First, by allowing this individual to even file a suit, he is respected as 
an autonomous agent, capable of moral decision making and being held
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accountable for these actions. Second, by ruling against him and holding him
responsible for his actions, the state also demonstrates that it respects his
autonomy and humanity—only an autonomous being can be held responsible
for its actions. Additionally, if this individual is held responsible by being 
punished, this punishment further demonstrates that the individual is being
respected by the state. Gary Herbert explains:

One protects the humanity of a miscreant, and thereby his freedom
and his rights, by acknowledging his (the miscreant’s) responsibil-
ity, that is, by punishing him for his transgressions of the law… We
must assume the moves of the miscreant were those of a fully
rational being. Anything less would justify our removing the mis-
creant as one would an irritant, much as one removes ants, rodents,
etc., who have made pests of themselves. (1995, 68)

Kant’s understanding of the historical circumstances sur-
rounding Prussia during the rule of Frederick the Great, pre-revolutionary
France, and colonial America, reinforces this interpretation of his position on
revolution. Although Frederick was an absolute ruler, he is seen by Kant as
being legitimate because he acted as “only the highest servant of the state,” and
therefore was the “trustee of the right of human beings” (PP 8:352–53, 353n).
Kant’s historical understanding of the Prussian civil state is that no citizen,
including Frederick, received preferential treatment. Thus, every citizen was
able to enjoy his rights and public peace was guaranteed (E 8:41). Contrary to
Frederick’s Prussia, Kant viewed the situation of pre-revolutionary France and
America in a much different light. Not only were these states failing to protect
the individuals living under them from “being laid to waste by men or wild and
predatory beasts” (MM 6:345), thereby not guaranteeing a condition in which
individuals were able to fully realize their rights, but also all individuals were
not equal under the law. These civil states were using their power to prevent
individuals under their control from obtaining a condition of coexistent 
freedom. Put differently, the condition for individuals living under these 
magisterial authorities mimicked the state of nature.

When living in a condition like pre-revolutionary France and
America, an individual has a moral obligation to enter into civil society, using
force if it is necessary to do so. That individual, however, must decide when the
condition he is living in has reached this point. As Kant focused his attention
on Europe and America during the 18th century, he saw individuals, while
being controlled by rulers, in conditions that mimicked the state of nature.
Likewise, often when we look at civil states in our world today, we see a ruler
controlling individuals merely due to the power that he possesses. A great 
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mistake we make is to call the controlling individual, or individuals, sovereign,
and call the other individuals citizens. By examining situations where individuals
exercise the law of might makes right inside of a state of nature scenario, we can
understand how one is obligated to take revolutionary actions under Kant’s
philosophical theory. For Kant, one type of revolution is taking action against
an illegitimate civil state, or the individuals who possess illegitimate magisterial
authority. Although revolution is wrong when its intent is to violate the 
promises made upon entering society, it is justified and even obligatory when
undertaken as an action to reestablish the general will and a condition of
coexistent freedom. Kant’s enthusiasm for revolution can be explained by the
universal maxim that has been identified in this examination, as individuals are
under an unconditional duty to leave the state of nature and enter into civil
society, and this duty may be realized using force, if necessary, against those
executing the law of might making right.

AD D E N DA

1. To my knowledge, Heiner Bielefeldt (1997) is alone in
drawing the connection between this passage (MM 6:341–42) and Kant’s 
reconciliation of his enthusiasm for the French Revolution with his view of
revolution in general. It is surprising that his observation, even though it 
is presented as an aside in a section that discusses the transition from civil 
society to a liberal republic, has received little to no attention in the literature 
surrounding the large discussion of Kant and the French Revolution.

2. This position appears to suffer from a lack of proper
knowledge of the events surrounding the French Revolution, and Kant would
have had to have been very ill-informed to believe such a position. For exam-
ple, the King of France no more abdicated the throne when he convened the
Estates-General in 1789 than when he convened them in 1614, the last time the
Estates-General had met before 1789. Under the unwritten, precedent-based
French constitution, the King’s power to call the Estates, and their right to
advise him, was anciently recognized. Thus, convening the Estates in 1789
would not have actually created the situation that Kant believes it would have
created. The historical problem of abdication is one of many problems that this
account seems to face.

3. It has been suggested that any of Kant’s statements in
favor of revolution can be explained by a purely historical analysis. In other
words, as with the French Revolution, the answer lies entirely outside of Kant’s
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philosophy. Of these arguments, the majority focus on the influence of the
Prussian censor on Kant’s philosophical writings, since the majority of Kant’s
writings in support of revolution can be found in his correspondence. While
this type of argument might provide the easiest explanation, it comes up short
for obvious reasons. Although Kant’s correspondence does contain the major-
ity of these writings, as noted these sentiments are supported by sections in
Kant’s philosophical text itself, and those arguing for a purely historical expla-
nation cannot find a solution themselves for how to make sense of these
comments when they appear in Kant’s philosophical writings unaccompanied
by his own explanation. Further, Kant suggests that in one’s scholarly writings,
including his own, a scholar speaks freely in his own name (E 8:38). Along
these same lines, there is a commonsense argument that opposes the position
suggesting that this problem can be solved by examining historical facts alone.
Since the seemingly contradictory writings are found in Kant’s philosophical
text, there is no justification for simply ignoring a portion of these writings
because they do not fit the general trend. What is clear is that Kant shows
enthusiasm for revolution in a number of places throughout his philosophical
writings and, unless we are to conclude that Kant simply ignored his philo-
sophical doctrine when making these comments, an explanation rooted in his
philosophy is necessary.

4. Korsgaard does suggest that identifying such a universal
maxim is impossible since there is no criterion for determining when an indi-
vidual believes that an imperfection of justice has become a perversion 
of justice (this argument was cited in a previous passage). Her argument,
however, misses the point when identifying Kant’s universal maxim for when
revolution is morally obligated, for this maxim does not determine when 
an individual feels it necessary to revolt. Rather, this Kantian maxim would
identify the point when an individual is obligated to revolt. Whether an 
individual’s condition has reached this point or not is still ultimately a decision
that must be made by the individual.

5. When looking for historical examples of a situation of
non-coexistent freedom, one of the best examples comes from the United
States before the abolition of slavery. It is fairly uncontroversial to say 
that slaves during this period, individuals who had no rights against white
Americans, were not part of civil society, at least when looking at the civil soci-
ety in which disputes were arbitrated by the existing civil state and its
institutions. It can also be understood how Kant would have seen the condition
of the American people during the colonial days as falling into the same 
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category. While the quality of life for the colonials far exceeded what the slaves
experienced, the colonials were in a similar condition in regards to the existing
British civil state and its institutions.
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1 7 1Review: Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise

As a foundational text for modern biblical criticism and 
liberal democracy, Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise (1670) surely ranks
as one of the most important and influential. But the text has remained 
“a neglected masterpiece” in part because of the difficulty in translating its
complex argument (Curley 1989). Consider some of the obstacles faced by a
translator: the Latin text is sprinkled liberally with quotations and references
to Biblical Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, Syriac, Dutch, and Chaldean, and makes
an extensive philological argument based on them as well. The attempt to 
render a literal and consistent translation is further complicated by the fact
that Spinoza adopts a peculiar style of writing: he uses traditional theological
terms such as “prophecy,” “law,” and “providence” even as he attempts to 
modify their meaning. As a result, the central terms in Spinoza’s argument are
ambiguous insofar as traditional themes become mixed up with radical, even
anti-theological, new meanings. According to Martin Yaffe, Spinoza effectively
puts “new wine in old bottles that still bear their original labels along with
traces of the original contents” (253). For a writer who generally delights in
the precision of geometrical demonstration, Spinoza has “an ambiguous way
of getting at something precise” (293). This is a problem for any translator
because the meanings of central terms change in subtle ways throughout the
course of the argument. A literal translation has the tendency to amplify
Spinoza’s own ambiguous, not to say perplexing, results. It would then seem
that in order to translate the Treatise accurately, we one must try to under-
stand the development of its entire argument.
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But the meaning of the entire argument is elusive. The title of
the book suggests that the most fundamental issue is the relationship between
theology and politics. Unfortunately, Spinoza is not entirely clear about this
relationship. Then too the structure of the argument is peculiarly lopsided: the
first fifteen chapters are devoted to a theological analysis of the Bible and an
attempt to identify its main tenets, while chapters sixteen through twenty focus
on political questions such as freedom and natural right. The organization of
the text has frustrated the efforts of many readers to make sense of the text.
Indeed, some commentators have argued that Spinoza patched together an
earlier theological treatise (written, perhaps, as a response to his excommuni-
cation) with later political reflections (cf. Lagrée and Moreau 1999, 6–7). If the
text does not make sense, adherents of this position claim it is because it is not
a coherent whole. The problem with this view is that it is not consistent with
what we know about the composition of the Treatise. Spinoza considered 
the Treatise important enough to interrupt work for several years on his 
chef d’oeuvre—The Ethics—so that he could devote himself with “painstaking
care” to the composition of the Treatise (xxiii, 303).

But if we do assume the text is coherent, then how should we
understand the relationship it presents between theology and politics? This
question has produced a long, and at times, heated debate. As Paul Bagley puts
it: “After 300 years of critical reflection and judgment on Spinoza’s teaching 
in the Treatise, it cannot be said that the fundamental question about the 
constancy of his doctrine in that book has been decisively settled” (Bagley
2000, 240). Scholars who have focused primarily on the theological argument
read Spinoza as a religious pioneer, setting out to establish a “non-orthodox
religion” complete with a biblical hermeneutic, essential dogmas, and 
principles of ethical behavior (e.g., Donagan 1989, 15). Conversely, those
scholars who focus on the political aspects of Spinoza’s argument have tended
to see him as meekly “accommodating” a radical political teaching to the 
prevailing religious orthodoxy of his day. This reading sees him as a rather
timid soul who compromised his political goals in order to avoid fighting for
them. In the inimitable words of Harry Wolfson: “Made of sterner stuff and 
living a few centuries later, Spinoza would have perhaps demanded the 
overthrow of the old order with its effete institutions so as to build upon its
ruins a new society… But being what he was and living at a time when belief in
the potency of reformation had not yet been shaken by doubt, he chose to 
follow in the footsteps of rationalizers throughout history. The story of this
rationalization is the story of his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus” (Wolfson 1948,
II, 330).
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Martin Yaffe’s remarkable new translation of the Treatise faces
these issues in an explicit and engaging manner that is likely to attract new
interest among students in theology, political theory, and philosophy. Rather
than cover his tracks, he attempts to share with the reader the central decisions
confronting a sensitive and careful translator. Throughout the text, he notes
those occasions where the literal translation would simplify and distort the
argument. In some cases, where the transformation of meaning is more 
dramatic, he chooses to retain the Latin original as, for example, with the term
“imperium.” To shed further light on these decisions, he provides a glossary of
key terms and a commentary on the entire text.

This decision to allow the reader to observe and participate in
the process of translation is deliberate and reflects Yaffe’s thoughtful interpreta-
tion of the Treatise. Yaffe argues that the problems of translating the shifting
meanings of Spinoza’s key terms and the relationship between theology and
politics are really two sides of the same coin. In his view, Spinoza exploits the
ambiguity of language to appeal to Christian readers, while at the same time,
pushing them to reflect on the underlying basis of their theology. Indeed, at the
very beginning of his argument, Spinoza asks his readers to consider “why
human beings who boast that they profess the Christian religion—that is, love,
gladness, peace, continence, and faith toward all—should clash in a more than
inequitable spirit and exercise the bitterest hatred toward one another daily…”
(preface, xviii). He goes on to suggest that Christianity has been hijacked and
vulgarized by unscrupulous men who abuse its teachings in order to satisfy
their ambitions for the wealth and power of ecclesiastical offices. Among their
most insidious methods for obscuring and twisting the word of God is the
importation of foreign or superstitious ideas into the Bible, particularly “the
theories of Aristotelians and Platonists” (preface, xix). Spinoza invites us then,
in this apparent spirit of piety, to rediscover the essential teachings of
Christianity so that we may safeguard them in the future.

But this invitation comes with a disconcerting rider: in order
to approach Scripture afresh, we must do so without presuppositions, includ-
ing the view that Scripture is “everywhere truthful and divine” (preface, xx).
This rule of interpretation permits the conclusion that Scripture is not entirely
divine, and drawing the line between its divine kernel and its all-too-human
accretions is precisely where Spinoza allows ambiguity to enter his argument.
Spinoza seems to have counted on the fact that the pious reader might be will-
ing to follow him in part because of the old-fashioned theological appearance
of his argument (cf. 299). Even readers suspicious of Spinoza’s motives might
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still take comfort in the fact that Spinoza’s scriptural canon appears to be com-
plete and ordered, containing a coherent, if sometimes obscure, teaching.
Spinoza undermines such confidence when he argues that, in order to construe
the Bible, we must slice up the text into sententiae or phrases, which might be
described as “biblical sound-bites” (293). This allows him to reorder the canon
and to omit select passages. As Yaffe puts it:

As part of his overall project, Spinoza looks to refit the biblical pas-
sages into a whole that is less problematic [than the original text of
the Bible]. He therefore starts by construing and reconfiguring
those passages as isolated statements. In Spinoza’s hands, the biblical
books fall apart as books, so that it is left to him to put them back
together somewhat mechanically by a design of his own free choos-
ing. The theological upshot of this procedure is that insofar as what
we have come to call biblical morality depends on the teachings of
the biblical books as a whole rather than on statements taken in iso-
lation, Spinoza’s hermeneutical principles preview the Treatise’s
redesigning of biblical morality as a whole… (297-98)

Yaffe draws our attention to Spinoza’s presuppositions by exposing them and
also by comparing them to theologians more sympathetic to Scripture. Here,
Spinoza’s method in cataloging the essential teachings of the Bible appears
impious not because he removes it from its immediate context—a practice 
recommended by Maimonides in the Guide of the Perplexed—but rather
because he assumes that the parts do not contribute to an overall whole.

As the passage above suggests, Yaffe reads Spinoza’s theological
project as a radical effort to reinterpret the Bible to support a novel morality.
His argument is particularly compelling because he shows how Spinoza consis-
tently translates the Bible in unusual ways to support this new morality. To take
one example: Yaffe notes that Spinoza translates the Hebrew verb la’asot, which
ordinarily is rendered as “to do” or “to make,” as “to execute” or “to follow out.”
Thus, in Spinoza’s hands, the fortieth psalm reads: “Your will, my God, I have
wanted to execute. For your law is in my entrails.” In Spinoza’s rendering, the
piety that moves the psalmist cannot be characterized as devotion or obedience
to God, or even an attraction to His wisdom, but rather a desire to “execute”
efficiently His law in order to enjoy the benefits. By shifting the meaning in this
way, Spinoza encourages us to measure the sacredness of an act or ritual 
in terms of its extrinsic results. Ultimately, he suggests in chapter twelve that
religious ceremonies and practices—even the Bible itself—can be judged holy
in terms of their effectiveness in encouraging peace and social stability.

1 7 4 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



Although Spinoza insists that we must carry no presupposi-
tions into our investigation of the Bible, Yaffe demonstrates that this
open-ended exploration into the meaning of biblical piety is really a cover for a
“premeditated” theology to support his political agenda (292). Contrary to the
view that the theological project of the Treatise is preeminent, Yaffe shows that
we must first grasp the political project to make sense of the theology.

What then is Spinoza’s political project? In chapter sixteen of
the Treatise, Spinoza turns from the Bible to a discussion of politics, specifically
the relationship between natural right and civil right. The foundation 
of Spinoza’s discussion is the notion of imperium, which is often translated
simply as “government.” Yaffe retains the original Latin in order to allow the
reader to see how Spinoza widens the concept in order to include political,
natural, and theological notions of sovereignty (256; see also Yaffe 2000).
Everything, including civil society, is under the imperium of nature. This power
is expressed in every individual as a finite amount of power, which it uses to
pursue its self-preservation. Similarly, we can speak of a political imperium or
civil society as an organism pursuing stability and equilibrium. Spinoza claims
in chapter eighteen that the Bible itself teaches that the best regime for main-
taining such equilibrium is democracy. But the case for democracy on
non-biblical grounds is far more compelling. Democracy allows people to
maintain a greater degree of their own individual power than any other regime
because it presents the most self-evident harmony between the desires of the
government and of the individual.

Accordingly, Spinoza devotes the bulk of the Treatise to 
theology because organized religion presents the greatest threat to the hoped-
for equilibrium of civil society. The problem stems from the fact that biblical 
commandments appear to be independent of and superior to the political
imperium. Consequently, organized religion invariably vies with the civil 
government either in preferring that government rule according to biblical
commandments, or else by insisting that priests be made rulers. The Treatise
seeks to eliminate this competition between church and state by making the
state independent of religious coercion and by forcing religion to conform to
the civil laws.

Spinoza did not believe that religion or superstition could at
bottom be eradicated from public life (326). Instead he hoped to enlist reli-
gion’s support in the promotion of democracy. His strategy has both a negative
and positive dimension: first, he hopes to dramatically limit the scope of theol-
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ogy by offering an extensive critique of religious figures and theology itself so
that they can no longer threaten a democratic state. Second, he formulates a
novel theology which embraces liberalism. To do this, as we have already seen,
Spinoza reassembles the Bible to create a new definition of piety that empha-
sizes results. The Bible’s essential teaching is morally democratic in that God’s
law is at work wherever justice and charity prevail. In Spinoza’s view, theologi-
cal disagreements are rather trivial compared to the overriding demand for
obedience to God’s law. Further, since the divine law is “written in our hearts,”
we should not be surprised to find it to “some extent in all religions” (343).
Thus, Scripture itself endorses toleration even of other religions as long as they
do not undermine justice and charity or the state that makes them possible.
Religious faith and devotion to the state are not at odds, to the contrary:

For if…we paid attention as well to the fact that each [person’s] faith
toward the Republic, like that toward God, can be recognized solely
by works—namely, on the basis of his charity toward his 
neighbor—we will never be able to doubt that the best republic
grants the same freedom of philosophizing to each which we 
have shown faith grants to each. (232–33)

Religious faith and obedience to the laws of the state have exactly the same
expression, namely charity toward all.

By elevating toleration to a religious imperative, Spinoza’s
theology is directed toward a broader political end. But Spinoza was not satis-
fied simply with stability as the summum bonum of political life. Nor did he
value a diversity of superstitions for their own sake. The Treatise’s overriding
goal is to secure freedom for philosophy and science. Spinoza recognizes that
religion is an unusually powerful means of controlling a superstitious multi-
tude, and one could argue that he too uses it precisely for that purpose.
Nonetheless, Spinoza’s political project boldly extends freedom to everyone—
even though this freedom can be realized only by philosophers (cf. Ethics, IV,
56, scholium). Spinoza extends freedom to its limits because he is confident
that his theology will curb superstition.

The advantages of Spinoza’s liberal democracy are obvious, so
much so that we are likely to ignore the problems. Yaffe’s valuable commentary
reminds us of these shortcomings: Spinoza’s theology is a substitute for biblical
piety and as such, it is meant to satisfy the superstitious multitude. In order 
to make room for philosophy, however, Spinoza had to restrict the content of
his theology severely. Ultimately, the only tenets which it will support are
those that encourage toleration and justice—and even those tenets might
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vary according to their effect on believers. In short, Spinoza has made so
much room for philosophy that he has left theology only a very cramped 
corner. The problem is that inasmuch as superstition is a permanent fixture
of society, it cannot be banished from the city. But, at bottom, this is the effect
of Spinoza’s critique of Scripture. Yaffe argues that Spinoza’s response is to
blur this tension—at least long enough for philosophy to settle in the city.
The success of this project rests on the hope that eventually commerce can
“replace religion…as the social bond” (271). The only evidence that Spinoza
musters to bolster this hope is an idealized portrait of Amsterdam, which he
presents at the end of the Treatise as “this most flourishing Republic and
most outstanding city.”

Spinoza’s finis ultimis in the Treatise, to make a home for 
philosophy in the city, is surely a noble one. But the wrecking ball he employs
to clear away the obstacles appears to leave the city in ruins. As Leo Strauss
pointed out, Spinoza’s “humanitarian end seems to justify every means; he
plays a most dangerous game; his procedure is as much beyond good and evil
as his God” (Strauss 1965, 21). Martin Yaffe’s new translation and commentary
urge us to reflect on whether Spinoza’s political project can ultimately resolve
the conflict between reason and revelation.
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1 7 9Review: Marlborough: His Life and Times

The relationship between political history and political 
philosophy can be described as follows: from the former we can learn what was
intended and accomplished by political leaders, and from the latter we can be
helped in assessing the wisdom of their intentions and accomplishments. The
relevance of the study of political history to political philosophy therefore is
that the political historian is a source of information about political life,
providing a continuous account of the activities of statesmen and politicians.
But the political historian can also provide a reflective function, showing the
way in which statesmen should be studied when they are approached in their
capacity as makers of events and institutions. The political historian, focusing
on the irreducibly discrete purposes which animate political leaders, can
instruct us about how deeply they thought about what they were trying to get
done, and which of their aims and projects were salutary or destructive.

We are given considerable insight into the relationship
between political history and political philosophy through the republication 
of Winston Churchill’s Marlborough: His Life and Times by the University 
of Chicago Press, conceivably the premier historical work of the twentieth 
century. How far this might be true, it is hardly to be doubted that there
emerges a considerable dimension of Churchill’s own philosophy of politics
from these two volumes, focusing on the period of Marlborough’s ascendancy
which roughly corresponds to the War of the Spanish Succession fought
between France and England in the early eighteenth century.
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Very few statesmen have had the inclination or opportunity
to study and reflect upon the principles and practices of other statesmen and
apply them to their own later actions. The work that represents the most 
convincing evidence of Winston Churchill’s importance as a political thinker is
his multi-volumed study of Marlborough. Churchill’s Marlborough volumes
were published between 1933 and 1938, between the two world wars and the
two major phases of his public career, as First Lord of the Admiralty and
Chancellor of the Exchequer in the first phase and as Prime Minister in the 
second phase. This work was undertaken at a time when he was out of high
political office and therefore had more time for study and reflection. His 
treatment has great political interest since it is not limited to Marlborough and
his wars but includes a comprehensive account of the politics and diplomacy of
the War of the Spanish Succession. The full title of the Marlborough volumes
accordingly draws our attention to the times as well as the life of the first Duke
of Marlborough.

Why did Churchill undertake to revive his ancestor
Marlborough? What does he say about his own intention in writing about
him? According to the prefaces to the volumes he intended, first, to relate
English history in the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–1713); second, to
vindicate Marlborough’s image as a great statesman in the light of attacks made
by contemporaries and later writers; third, to ascertain why England won the
war and lost the peace in the early eighteenth century (although this could, by
inference, justify a critical view of Marlborough); and fourth, to draw lessons
from the Marlborough experience (that is, his successes and failures) which
might serve as a guide for future statesmen.

Marlborough is an account of what Churchill regarded as the
single greatest experience in English history, the period following a century of
civil wars, commonly known as the Age of Anne (Churchill 2002, 1:510; unless
otherwise noted, subsequent references are to this work). It was a period
marked by the rise of England to the leadership of the Grand Alliance against
the overweening power of France in the War of the Spanish Succession, in
which French imperialism seems to have overreached itself. It was a period 
following the political and religious struggles culminating in the Glorious
Revolution which finally resolved the problem of succession in England. But
these volumes go beyond political history, for Churchill’s main concern is with
reasoning about matters of politics and diplomacy. In discussing his design 
for the final volume, Churchill states his intention to discuss how the harsh and
excessive demands of the victors produced innumerable and unforeseen 
consequences for the defeated nations. He further claims that the fall of
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Marlborough is rich in lessons applicable to the present day, for it showed how,
in the early eighteenth century, England won the war and lost the peace (2:22).
The political parts then are the only proper starting point for an understanding
of the lessons of these volumes.

The Marlborough volumes exhibit an ascent from purely 
military to political matters in the most comprehensive sense, that is, from the
War of the Spanish Succession to the diplomacy of the European powers
engaged in that war. An Anglo-Dutch-Hapsburg coalition was formed in 1701
with the intention of protecting Europe from French domination and redress-
ing the balance of power between France and the rest of Europe. During the
Spanish Succession war, the Allies succeeded somewhat in reducing the power
of France, while England achieved great power status, mainly by contributing to
the defeat of Louis XIV. The success with which Marlborough assumed virtu-
ally the whole responsibility for fashioning and executing English foreign
policy during that period can hardly be exaggerated. He wielded great power
although he was never an actual prime minister because he shared power with
Sidney Godolphin, the lord treasurer. Domestic affairs were essentially
Godolphin’s domain, while diplomacy and warfare were Marlborough’s 
preserve. But Marlborough’s greater political astuteness in effect made him
clearly the more powerful figure. According to Churchill’s account, his power
was eventually undermined by a particular constellation of circumstances.

Although Churchill sets out to show that Marlborough was in
the first rank among English statesmen, he assures the reader later on that he
has not attempted to conceal his faults (1:19, 2:492). Perhaps Marlborough’s
greatest fault (from Churchill’s point of view) was his failure to moderate—
acquiescing in excessive Allied demands against the French—in the peace
negotiations of 1709. As a result the negotiations collapsed and the war contin-
ued. Churchill raises the question (which I would say is the central focus of the
Marlborough volumes) as to why peace between England and her allies and
France was not concluded in 1708 or 1709, for France was reduced, and the
original objectives of the war were then attainable. Marlborough has been
charged with failing to make peace at a time when peace negotiations ought to
have been followed through (2:494). But Churchill cautions Marlborough’s
critics (2:555–56) that the great decline of his personal power prevented him
from controlling the direction of the peace negotiations. Of course, statesmen
always have only a limited control over the circumstances within which they
can operate. Still, they sometimes can alter the circumstances or work to create
their own opportunities. Actually Marlborough attempted, on his own initia-
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tive, to create such an opportunity by carrying on unauthorized preliminary
discussions with the French through the duke of Berwick in the fall of 1708,
but his attempt failed because the French apparently did not consider their
position desperate enough to sue for an armistice and initiate negotiations at
that time. They still hoped that they would be able to recapture Lille or recover
Ghent and Bruges.

Marlborough reminded the French (not entirely from pure
motives) of their earlier promise to pay him a large sum of money if he would
help them obtain favorable peace terms. He was referring to a proposition
made in the winter of 1705–6 when the marquis d’Alegre, acting on instruc-
tions from the French king, had offered him a gratuity of two million livres for
negotiating a peace on French terms. Marlborough had refused to consider the
proposition at that time because he did not consider such terms in England’s
best interests. But now that the war had taken a more favorable turn for 
the Allies, peace terms would be more in line with England’s interests, and the
gratuity therefore could not be considered as a bribe. England would not seem
to suffer from Marlborough’s avarice.

Churchill defends Marlborough on grounds that he always
acted in the best interests of his country as he saw them and that his monetary
demand may have been meant to convince the French of the sincerity of his
intention to follow through with the negotiations. After all, if he were insincere,
why would he have interjected the delicate matter of a personal reward into
these discussions? This reasoning has some plausibility because this alone
could convince the French (who were inclined not to trust Marlborough) of his
sincerity. But Churchill points out the difficulty with this reasoning by saying
(2:500) that “to introduce into this grave and delicate transaction a question of
private gain, a personal reward of a large sum of money, however related to the
standards of those times, was, apart from moral considerations, imprudent in
the last degree.” He thought that this was one of the few imprudent acts of his
career, for ordinarily “his mind was a weighing machine for practical affairs as
perfect as has ever been known”(1:955).

Churchill regards Marlborough as an avaricious man who 
did not subordinate his pecuniary interests completely to the interests of his
country (2:541, 504). After all, war can be a means of increasing one’s wealth,
and he hankered after French gold with a cupidity that Churchill can only 
partially excuse. Nevertheless we are assured (2:20) that Marlborough is sincere
in his discussions with the French, and that his avarice never prejudiced his
public duty. In the event of a peace, he might have accepted rewards from Louis

1 8 2 I n t e r p r e t a t i o n



XIV for services that were not incompatible with the interests of England
(2:938). But then what does Churchill mean by saying that Marlborough’s 
asking for such a sum of money, even if intended to demonstrate his sincerity
in negotiating a peace, was imprudent in the last degree? Churchill does not
answer this question. To determine whether an action is prudent or not would
require some judgment regarding the consequences. The important question
therefore is: what possible consequences could justify declaring Marlborough’s
action imprudent? Perhaps Churchill saw Marlborough’s imprudence in the
possibility that the gratuity could easily be misconstrued as a bribe, and, if the
French were to disclose it, it could serve to undermine his credibility in English
political circles. It appears that Marlborough, at least in this instance, lacked 
the prudence not to leave himself open to such a charge, especially since these
preliminary negotiations were wholly unauthorized. Churchill, although 
noncommittal with respect to Marlborough’s avarice, does pass judgment on
his lack of prudence, but without explaining the nature of his imprudence. He
might well have concluded from this episode that one ought not to choose a
course of action whose danger outweighs its possible advantage. We can hardly
avoid the impression that Marlborough’s lack of prudence at least in this
instance proceeds from his acquisitiveness.

Churchill feels that if Louis XIV had reacted more favorably
to Marlborough’s peace initiatives in the fall of 1708, the latter would perhaps
have had the power to arrange a peace at that time. In England the Whigs 
had not yet forced their way completely into the cabinet, and the Dutch were
comforted by the surrender of Lille, though still threatened by the French on
the Scheldt Estuary and in Ghent and Bruges (2:556). But, by the spring of
1709, Marlborough had lost control over the new political forces that had come
to the fore at home. He was harassed by domestic political problems. Though
still the indispensable agent of his government, according to Churchill, he was
divested of the necessary power to move the government toward concluding an
agreement with France.

The breakdown in those negotiations was due to what
Churchill considered to be excessive Allied demands on the French, namely,
that Louis force his grandson, Philip V, to abdicate the Spanish throne. If Philip
refused to comply within two months after the peace treaty was signed, the war
could be resumed against France and Spain. Louis was willing to cooperate
with the Allies in the coercion of his grandson if he refused to leave Spain,
but he was unwilling to agree to the resumption of the war if Spain was not
delivered over to the Allies in two months. Louis had agreed to almost all the
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Allied demands, including withdrawal of all assistance from his grandson 
in Spain, but he was also being asked to guarantee that Philip accept any 
settlement which he (Louis) might make, and this he refused to do, or felt he
could not do.

It appears at least to Churchill that the English wholly 
misconceived the situation in failing to see the difficulty of winning Spain by a
treaty with France, because of Louis’ inability to force the Spaniards to submit
to another government. How was an Austrian prince to be placed on the
Spanish throne, or at least Philip to be driven out?  Churchill suggests that
Marlborough had serious misgivings about the wisdom of making such a
demand, but admits that he failed to do anything to moderate it. It could be
argued that Marlborough failed to take such an initiative because he was
already locked into the Whig formula of “no peace without Spain,” that is, that
the whole Spanish Empire—Spain, Italy, and the Indies—be transferred to the
Hapsburgs. Churchill is of the opinion that Marlborough would have been
willing to make peace without requiring an absolute guarantee from the
French for the surrender of Spain but that the Whigs, who had come into office
the previous November, were unwilling to do so without that condition.

In 1709, the Tories were inclined toward a policy of immedi-
ate peace with France even at the expense of giving up Spain. While they did
not favor peace at any price, they felt that Spain should be left to Philip and the
Spanish Empire partitioned as the Treaty of the Grand Alliance had originally
provided. But power was now in the hands of the Whig leadership, who 
preferred, largely for commercial reasons, to see the entire Spanish Empire in
the hands of a weak naval power like Austria and was therefore determined to
drive Louis XIV’s grandson from the Spanish Throne. For if Spain were to
become united with France, English commerce with the Iberian peninsula
would be immediately exposed to attack. In their determination to drive Philip
from Spain, the Whigs insisted on the formula of “no peace without Spain.”
Churchill, severely critical of the Whig position, argues that “this was not only
an extension of the original purposes of the war; it was a perversion of them.
The first aim had been to divide the Spanish inheritance; now it was to pass it
on in a block to the Austrian candidate. …The insistence of England upon her
Parliamentary formula destroyed the victorious peace now actually in her
grasp” (2:510–12). As long as the English insisted on French guarantees to
remove Philip from the Spanish throne, there would be no peace. As the 
marquis de Torcy, the French foreign minister, wrote shortly after the collapse
of the negotiations, “By insisting on leaving [Philip] without States you drive
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him to fight for his own crown and deprive the King of France of any means of
influencing him for Peace” (quoted in Trevelyan 1930-34, 2:400). The formula
of “no peace without Spain” meant, in other words, no peace at all. In acquiesc-
ing in that formula, as Marlborough had done, he made concessions to what
Churchill regarded as Whig excesses. But Churchill does not draw the inference
from all this that the responsibility for the breakdown of the peace negotiations
rested primarily with Marlborough. He briefly and cautiously concludes
(2:557) that, while Marlborough “had won the war, someone, somehow, had
lost the peace—his peace—and lost it forever.”

G. M. Trevelyan writes (1952, 2:300) that “in the successful
conduct of a world war there are two distinct operations, both very difficult—
the winning of the victory in arms, and afterwards the making of a stable peace.
Unfortunately the temper and qualities required and engendered by war are
not always conducive to the proper handling of peace negotiations.” At the
beginning of 1709 the war against France had been won, and yet no peace 
was forthcoming. By protracting the war the opportunity of reducing the 
exorbitant power of France was lost. Bolingbroke concluded the peace with
France at a later time and with a terrible cost in human life and suffering in the
intervening period. No additional advantage that England might derive from a
prolonged war might compensate for the resulting human deprivation and
suffering. Churchill feels that, if Marlborough had had more control over
events in 1709, the peace might have been concluded at that time. To what
extent does he believe that Marlborough faltered in these negotiations? “We are
told be later writers,” says Churchill (2:555), “that he had become so used to
conciliating divergent interests, to finding a middling course, to avoiding awk-
ward points, to submitting to the mistakes of others and devising new
expedients to achieve his own plans, that now, in the culminating moment of
his career, he gave in fact no clear real guidance to the drift and sequence of
events. …He had gained so often by being patient that he lost the quality of
revolt. He had conducted so many ill-assorted, antagonistic forces through
endless toils and hazards to safety and success that the Common Cause has
become more to him than the rightful cause.” Marlborough persisted in a cau-
tious strategy when a bolder one might have proven to be more successful, or at
least so the criticism goes. Churchill leaves us in doubt as to whether he shared
that view.

It is difficult to determine to what extent Churchill regarded
Marlborough as responsible for the breakdown of peace negotiations in 1709
by not trying to prevent their breakdown. But this much is clear. Marlborough
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was simply unable to maintain his previous political influence at the time of
these negotiations. He had no solid foundation for an audacious move. A
statesman always has to act with a view to the circumstances, with a view to the
right occasion. One cannot master the fate of his nation if he lacks the occasion
or opportunity for action. But on the other hand a statesman who does not
attempt to prevent unwise or even doubtful action shares the responsibility for
the unfortunate result. Thus a Marlborough who concealed his scepticism
about the wisdom of Allied demands is not wholly absolved of responsibility
for the failure to secure a peace, even though he thought the expression of his
views would be futile. But Churchill does not carry the argument against
Marlborough this far. Moreover, the argument would have validity if peace was
indeed a real possibility at that time.

Churchill acknowledges (1:646, 2:510) that the broadened
war aims of the Grand Alliance, reflected in the dogma of “no peace without
Spain,” was the stumbling block of its concluding a peace with France in 1709.
He indicates moreover his fundamental disagreement with the broadening 
of those war aims. But it could be argued that the broadened war aims were
dictated by certain necessities (of which Churchill was clearly aware) 
and therefore the breakdown of peace negotiations in 1709 was simply
unavoidable. The Treaty of the Grand Alliance had been concluded in 1701
with the intention of partitioning the Spanish Empire between the Bourbons
and the Hapsburgs and hence redressing the balance of power which had been
disturbed by the territorial acquisitions of France, or preferably establishing 
a new balance of power between France and the rest of Europe. It was 
feared that, if France and Spain were consistently to act together, Bourbon
domination of western and central Europe was virtually assured. The treaty
accepted the rule of Philip V over Spain and the Spanish Indies but on the 
condition that France and Spain should never become united. The Allies also
provided for the separation of Milan, Naples, Sicily, the Spanish Mediterranean
islands, and the Spanish Netherlands from the Spanish Empire with the
intention of securing those territories for Austria.

In 1703, however, the aims of the Grand Alliance were broad-
ened when Portugal was brought into that alliance. The treaty with Portugal
enabled the English and Dutch fleets to use Lisbon harbor as their base for
access to the Mediterranean, but only on condition that a French Bourbon
never be allowed to rule in Spain. Since everything has its price, England had
no choice but to give Portugal guarantees in return for the use of Portuguese
harbor facilities. The price England had to pay for the Portuguese alliance was
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to commit herself to the overthrow of Philip. The Treaty of the Grand Alliance
had been based on the idea of partition; but the provision in the treaty with
Portugal that there should be no peace without the surrender of Spain by
Philip V broadened the limited war aims defined in the Treaty of the Grand
Alliance. Marlborough was committed to the broadened aims because of the
desperate need to secure Lisbon harbor for the Allied war fleets. An Austrian
prince on the Spanish throne, moreover, undoubtedly seemed the surest 
guarantee for preventing the union of France and Spain. The Portuguese
alliance, in other words, was dictated by a sound calculation of vital English
interests.

The treaty with Portugal was followed by the taking of
Gibraltar, the permanent establishment of English naval power in the
Mediterranean based on the free use of the harbor of Lisbon, and the liberation
of Italy from French power. Churchill does not even remotely suggest that
Marlborough had any qualms about that treaty, which his conviction that vital
English interests were at stake inclined him to support. It follows that it would
have been rather difficult for Marlborough to disengage himself from the for-
mula of “no peace without Spain” in 1709 which had substantially contributed
to the Allied war effort. As a matter of fact it was Marlborough and Sidney
Godolphin, the lord treasurer, and not the Whigs, who had originally forced
the dogma of the indivisibility of the Spanish Empire on the Allies. But that 
is not to say that Marlborough did not have serious reservations about the 
wisdom of securing a guarantee for the surrender of Spain when the time came
to make peace with France. His problem was that he was virtually locked into
that formula under the terms of the Portuguese alliance. What Churchill
regarded as an inflexible position on the part of the English was more likely
dictated by sheer necessity. Circumstances might very well demand an inflexible
bargaining position in view of the commitments of the Portuguese alliance.

France was asked in 1709 to surrender the entire Spanish
Empire as well as Strasbourg and most of Alsace to Austria, a group of barrier
fortresses in the Spanish Netherlands to the Dutch, and substantial trading
concessions and overseas rights to the English. Moreover, the dethronement of
Philip in favor of Charles was made a condition of the peace. The thrust of
Churchill’s argument is that the English foiled the peace negotiations by refus-
ing to make any concessions to the French, that is, by the doctrinairism of their
maxim that the Spanish Empire must not be divided. But Churchill refuses to
place the responsibility on any single individual and even defends
Marlborough’s role in these negotiations. Marlborough, as Churchill sees it,
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thought it would be preferable to make peace with France, accept cautionary
forces as a guarantee for its observance, and settle the war in Spain separately,
but whatever his views were, he was bound to play it cautious. He was not will-
ing to advocate a position which he thought was certain to be rejected by the
Whig leadership. Churchill does not and cannot definitely assign responsibility
for losing the peace in 1709. The duke of Berwick, who was involved in the
1708 peace negotiations with Marlborough, was of the opinion that those
abortive negotiations were the chief cause of Marlborough’s subsequent 
disinterest in making a peace treaty. In considering the possible defects of
Marlborough’s position, Churchill rejects the criticism made by later writers
that his character had become so attuned to conciliating divergent interests, to
finding a middling course, that he was unable to give clear guidance to the drift
of events when faced with intractable circumstances (2:555). Churchill, as has
been indicated earlier, makes no attempt to refute that criticism. He simply
tries to explain the conditions that led to the weakening of Marlborough’s
influence without censoring him for his failure to bring the war to a successful
conclusion by moderating the demands made on the French. But the fact
remains that Churchill believes that the war was wise and just before the broad-
ening of war aims because it would restore the balance of power in Europe, and
that it was unwise and unjust once further objectives had been added which
were unnecessary to attain the original, legitimate goal and, aiming at the
acquisition of what belonged to others, actually contradicted it. He therefore
distinguishes between wars caused by necessity, such as the War of the Spanish
Succession prior to 1709, which was necessary to restore the balance of power,
and wars continued for the purpose of acquisition and aggrandizement, such
as the same war after 1709 when the goals changed from the original purposes
of the Grand Alliance. “Justice quite suddenly gathered up her trappings,” says
Churchill (2:558), “and quitted one camp for the other. What had begun as 
a disjointed, tardy resistance of peoples, Parliaments, and Protestantism to
intolerant and aggressive military power, had transformed itself for some time
gradually, and now flagrantly into invasion and subjugation by a victorious
coalition.” The imperialism which went with French military power subsided
in 1709, and therefore, according to Churchill, a war of monarchical aggression
became transformed into a war of national survival.

Churchill knows that the prevalent opinions about
Marlborough’s hesitations in the peace negotiations of 1709 were not entirely
baseless. Bolingbroke was able to accomplish what Marlborough was not, for
he negotiated the Treaty of Utrecht with the French in 1713. In view of
Marlborough’s reservations about securing a guarantee for the surrender of
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Spain, Churchill believes that he would have been willing to make peace with-
out such a guarantee from the French but that he was not willing to advocate a
position which he thought would certainly be rejected by the controlling party
in England. Whatever Marlborough’s views may have been, he was bound to
play it cautious. His appraisal of the circumstances caused him to proceed with
caution. But Marlborough is too cautious for Churchill. For Churchill, pru-
dence is a political virtue, but caution is not. The reason for Marlborough’s
caution in the midst of his daring was the Whig domination of the Cabinet
during the peace negotiations. From Churchill’s point of view that caution was
largely misconceived, for as he states later in his A History of the English-
Speaking Peoples (Churchill 1956, 3:80), Marlborough did not in 1709 assert
fully his still formidable personal power. His cautiousness is foreshadowed by a
remark Churchill made earlier in the Marlborough volumes (1:918–19) that
England required for her guidance at that time statesmanlike qualities of a
higher order than the cautious Marlborough possessed. Churchill believes that
the highest form of statesmanship is not compatible with exaggerated caution.

In the Marlborough volumes Churchill stipulates the princi-
ple that “the pursuit of power with the capacity and in the desire to exercise it
worthily is among the noblest of human occupations.” But, he continues,
“power is a goddess who admits no rivals in her loves. It should not, however
be supposed that such a moral was ever drawn by Marlborough. When to the
favour and affection of the Queen there succeeded an aversion as strong and far
less justified, when, stripped of his offices, he was the target of every calumny
which a furious faction could hurl or an envious aristocracy applaud; when all
that had been done was belittled and his victories condemned or written off as
fairly paid, he could still reflect that he had made his fortune, and that he had
founded his family, and that the stones of Blenheim Palace would weather the
storms of a thousand years” (1:919). As Churchill describes him, he was not
inhibited by the harsh realities of losing the peace or being stripped of his
offices and position, and never lost sight of opportunities for a growing fortune
and the princely setting in which his heirs and successors would dwell. He was
always mindful of anticipated future satisfactions or pleasures. But the case of
Churchill is entirely different, for he has much to say in favor of power, the love
of which is characterized by a despair regarding the future and an almost exclu-
sive preoccupation with the present. In the absence of the maxim that the
pursuit of power with the capacity and in the desire to exercise it worthily is
among the noblest of human occupations, his entire political teaching would
be baseless. Marlborough had the capacity to use power worthily, and he
increased England’s power beyond anything achieved earlier, but he did not
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always have the desire to exercise it, and this, I gather Churchill believes, was his
greatest failing as a statesman.

Churchill is rather perplexed by the fact that Marlborough 
“in his lifetime remained silent [about his own accomplishments], offering or
leaving behind no explanation or excuse, except his deeds” (1:17). Hardly less
revealing is the fact that “he never explained his thoughts except in his letters at
the moment, and…never indulged in retrospect of any kind” (1:649).
Churchill believes it “strange that this man who consciously wrote no word of
general explanation for posterity should in his secret intimate correspondence,
which he expected to be destroyed, or at least took no trouble to preserve, have
furnished us with his case in terms far more convincing than anything written
for the public eye” (2:20). But Churchill insists (2:1036) that Marlborough was
“by no means indifferent to his fame. His desire to leave a good name to history
had always been strong within him; but as he looked back over his life, he seems
to have felt sure that the facts would tell their tale, and that he need not stir
himself to do so. He looked to the great stones rising round him into a noble
pile as one answer which would repeat itself with the generations.” His answer
was this great house, a building of excessive grandeur. It would not be too
much to say that from Marlborough’s perspective “the stones of Blenheim
Palace would weather the storms of a thousand years” (1:919).

Churchill suggests (2:754–55) that “Marlborough had set his
heart upon this mighty house in a strange manner…. There is no doubt that 
the desire for posthumous fame, to leave a good name to history, to be 
remembered long generations after he had passed away, was in [his later] years
his strongest passion…. It was as a monument, not a dwelling that he 
so earnestly desired [Blenheim]…. About his achievements he preserved a 
complete silence, offering neither explanations nor excuses for any of his
deeds…. Remembrance may be preserved to remote posterity by piling great
stones on one another, and engraving deep inscriptions upon them. But fame
is not to be so easily captured…. [Indeed] his fame gained nothing by the
building of Blenheim.” There cannot be even the slightest doubt, as Churchill
indicates, that Marlborough preferred erecting a monument as a more tangible
recognition of his achievements to making the case for himself in writing along
the lines followed in his private correspondence. It was not that Marlborough
failed to pay attention to what others thought, but inasmuch as he had done
nothing to publicly defend his reputation against the scheming of those who
wished his removal or even his destruction, Churchill regards his reticence as
totally reprehensible. About the only conceivable explanation that Churchill
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can come up with for Marlborough’s apparent reluctance to give some account
of his own activities is his further reflection (2:754) that “this mood has 
characterized [rulers] in all ages, and philosophers in none.”

Shakespeare who comes as close as any poet to possessing a
philosophic mood states in his Sonnets (107, 55) that the thoughts expressed in
his powerful rhymes are far more lasting than “tyrants’ crests and tombs of
brass” and monuments to princes “besmear’d with sluttish time.” Those
rhymes rendered in the poet’s ink make a claim to immortality somehow
denied to human actions, even those celebrated in marble and monuments, no
matter how thoughtful those actions were, unless of course those actions are
absorbed into thought. It was with a view to the difference between action and
thought (to the timeless character of thoughts as opposed to actions) that
Churchill wanted Marlborough’s activity to be made intelligible. He expected
Marlborough to cross that line from action to thought, especially in view of the
fact that he believed that the Duke had a very convincing case in which he
could easily vindicate himself. It would not be wholly unreasonable to expect
that Blenheim Palace may well weather the storms of a thousand years, even if
only in ruins, but it preserves nothing more than remembrance, that is, for
Marlborough to be remembered generations after he had passed away.

One cannot easily overlook Churchill’s remark that “a man’s
Life must be nailed to a cross either of Thought or Action,” that is, that the great
alternative to a life of action is that of thought, a choice that everyone must
make (Churchill 1930, 113). It could easily be supposed, in line with that 
consideration, that activities so fundamentally diverse in character as a life of
thought which knows only the things of the intellect and that of action which
is beset with great difficulties and even great dangers, are hardly capable 
of being performed by the same person. It hardly need be said that the 
philosopher in his philosophizing is devoted exclusively to knowing, to the life
of the mind, who in a certain manner looses himself from the surrounding
world, whereas the practitioner is wholly immersed in an atmosphere of
chance and unreason somewhat less conducive to the activity of the intellect.
But contrariwise one might say that every human individual has its two sides,
moving in-between the realms of action and thought, participating in both. It
might further be said that the reconciliation of action and thought, or the
absorption of action into thought, finds its utmost expression in Churchill’s
World War II volumes, offering explanations or justifications for his actions as
Prime Minister. His responsibilities as a statesman surely never prevented him
from demonstrating his reflective faculties, whereas Marlborough, following
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the guidance supplied us by Churchill, never indulged into retrospection of any
kind. But how near Marlborough actually came from action to thought we
may learn from that fact that in his letters “he held the whole panorama of
Europe in his steady gaze, and presented it in the plainest terms of practical
good sense” (2:20). We are therefore no longer as sure as Churchill was that
Marlborough never indulged in retrospection of any kind, considering the sig-
nificance of his correspondence. It would seem that to hold the whole
panorama of Europe in one’s steady gaze sounds very much the same as taking
a view or survey of the past course of events.

Churchill delineates the scope of political knowledge required
of an English statesman in his Marlborough volumes, especially in the political
parts of those volumes. It is as close as he comes to writing a manual for states-
men. The facet of Marlborough’s statesmanship that is most nearly subject to
question was his cautiousness in the peace negotiations of 1709. He failed or
refused to moderate inflexible English demands on the French at a time when,
in Churchill’s view, peace negotiations ought to have been seriously under-
taken and followed through. Churchill cites the criticism of others (without
making that criticism himself) that Marlborough tried to pursue a cautious
strategy when a bolder one might have proven more successful. He even con-
cedes (2:554–55) that such criticism is “shrewd.” Viewed in this light,
Marlborough falls short of Churchill’s standard of perfection in statecraft. By
pointing to this shortcoming, Churchill draws our attention to the core of his
own political thought, for he believes that some of the most important errors
in statecraft arise from cautiousness. He rejects caution which he believes 
lowers the status of statesmanship. But it would be wrong to overlook the fact
that all one can expect from anyone is doing their work in the best possible
manner. This is the meaning of Churchill’s statement (1:955) that “infallibility
is not for mortals. It is enough to say that no one could do more than
[Marlborough] could or try harder and more continuously.” Churchill realizes
that there are limits to a statesman’s ability to change the circumstances 
in which he lives, and this is ultimately due to the fact that only a perfectly 
prudent individual—one who would be prudence incarnate or rather disem-
bodied prudence—could completely control the circumstances.

In studying Churchill’s account of the abortive peace negotia-
tions of 1709, we would have to disagree with his appraisal of the situation,
that is, that England squandered the opportunity for peace because of the
intransigence of her leading statesmen. Churchill categorically states (2:511):
“There is no doubt that responsibility for the loss of the peace in 1709 lies
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largely upon England.” The main difficulty with the peace negotiations, as he
sees it, was the destructive character of Whig intransigence. Actually England
had commitments vis-à-vis the Portuguese under a treaty concluded in 1703 in
order to secure the successful prosecution of the War of the Spanish
Succession. Churchill does not make sufficient allowance for the restraining
effect of the treaty on England’s ability to reach a peaceful agreement with the
French in 1709 (see Addendum 1). Churchill states, moreover (2:17), that
Louis XIV’s whole desire at the time was for peace, almost at any price, and
accuses the English of being hard-hearted in their approach to peace. But there
were serious doubts in the minds of the English as to whether Louis XIV would
faithfully abide by the kind of peace they sought, and on the basis of his past
performance, they had good reason to doubt that he would (see Addendum 2).
Therefore making peace with the French was bound to be unusually difficult.

A D D E N D A

1. “It seems to me…that Churchill did not always emphasize
sufficiently the significant broadening of the war aims of the Grand Alliance
which formed an essential part of the treaty concluded by it with Portugal to
bring that kingdom into the War of the Spanish Succession in 1703. The
Portuguese were willing to open Lisbon as a base to the Allies and to provide a
contingent of soldiers for war in Spain on the understanding that a French
Bourbon prince should never be allowed to rule in Madrid. The original terms
of the Grand Alliance had envisaged a partition of the Spanish Empire between
the Bourbons and the Hapsburgs.” (Ashley 1968, 147)

2. “One of the causes of the intransigence of England and
the Republic during the peace negotiations of 1709 and 1710 was a profound 
distrust of Louis’ sincerity, and that distrust was largely the result of his breach
of the Partition Treaty.” (Thomson 1968, 161)
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1 9 5Review: Political Philosophy and the God of Abraham

Few readers could be in a position to deny the prodigious
achievement of Pangle’s Political Philosophy and the God of Abraham, and 
certainly this reviewer is not one of them. Pangle has examined the text that is
the focus of his study—the first twenty-two chapters of the book of Genesis—
with great care, and as he takes up the questions posed by his reflection upon
that text and its implications he displays an extraordinary mastery of the alter-
native responses to those questions that have been furnished by Jewish,
Islamic, and Christian theologians and by ancient and modern philosophers.
Deep gratitude is surely owed to one who has furnished his readers such a rich
and varied feast. At the same time, an adequate response to Pangle’s work
demands that we seek clarity about his intention. We need to see what exactly
Pangle has set out to do, if we are to properly praise what he has done. One
need not question the culinary talents of the chef, but only wish to be a prop-
erly appreciative diner, to think it right to pause before we begin, if not to give
thanks, than to examine carefully what the menu tells us about the meal we are
about to be served.

Pangle says that he wants to “reinvigorate the encounter
between political philosophy and the bible” (1). They are the first words of his
book and they must remind us of those of his teacher, Leo Strauss. In the last
paragraph of “Progress or Return?,” an essay included in a collection of
Strauss’s writings edited by Pangle and cited frequently in this book, Strauss
indicated an important and “comforting” implication of something he seemed
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to have shown in that essay: that philosophy cannot refute revelation, nor reve-
lation philosophy. What this implies, Strauss said, is the continuing vitality of
Western civilization as life lived in the unresolved and unresolvable tension
between two opposing codes so long at least as we live that conflict:

No one can be both a philosopher and a theologian, nor for that
matter some possibility which transcends the conflict between 
philosophy and theology, or pretends to be a synthesis of both. But
every one of us can be and ought to be either one or the other, the
philosopher open to the challenge of theology or the theologian
open to the challenge of philosophy. (Strauss 1989, 270)

How and whether we can fully understand Strauss’s words (or even be sure that
they state the lesson taught by the essay they conclude) seem to me hard ques-
tions. Can the philosopher be truly open to the challenge of theology? Would
this not mean that the philosopher should be open to the possibility that unas-
sisted human reason is insufficient, that the life lived in accordance with
reason—the life of the philosopher—is not after all the best human life? And
how, on the other hand, can the theologian be open to the challenge of philos-
ophy without implicitly questioning the very possibility of revelation and
thereby disobeying what God commands through his revealed word? One
could wonder whether the philosopher open to the challenge of theology does
not cease thereby to be a philosopher. And the theologian open to philosophy
cease to be a theologian. And what exactly is the kind of comfort afforded by
the recognition that comfort is exactly what we must refuse? That the questions
posed by this statement remain somehow questions for Pangle we may infer
from the very fact of the book before us. In the comments that follow I hope 
to identify some of the questions more immediately posed by Pangle’s book
supposing that this may help me and others to think through some of the 
perplexing implications of Strauss’s statement.

Pangle writes with what he calls a “philosophic purpose” (16).
Thus he acknowledges that we have something to learn from the so-called
higher criticism (that tends to reduce the meanings of the text to its merely
human origins and originates in Spinoza) and even more from competing 
traditional commentators (including Jewish commentators on the Hebrew
Bible and both Catholic and Protestant theologians like Augustine, Thomas,
Luther, Calvin, Milton, Bonhoeffer, and Barth). But all of these are only of
interest to Pangle, as he says, to the extent that they demand the attention of
one studying the text with his philosophic purpose as that purpose has been set
out in his Introduction (15). What exactly is that philosophic purpose? Pangle
reminds us at the outset of the conflict between Socratic political philosophiz-
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ing and the political community that culminated in the death of Socrates and
of the continuing effort of Socrates and his successors to protect philosophers
from accusations by the city in the name of the gods (3-4). Yet if this tempts us
to imagine that Pangle’s book aims like the Socratic enterprise to protect
philosophers against the threat posed by public opinion, one would have to ask
how and why this is necessary in our own time? Suppose we rephrase our ques-
tion to ask why the situation without Pangle’s book might seem to the author
unsatisfactory. Pangle says that he has been helped in performing his task by
the Socratic philosophers and by Socrates himself as they addressed the chal-
lenge posed by the account of the gods given by the Greek poets. He has also
been helped by the Socratics’ medieval successors—men like Maimonides—
who were able, or were compelled, to confront the biblical God. He has been
helped by the modern philosophers. And above all he has been helped, as I have
observed, by the man who was the teacher of Pangle (and of this reviewer and
of many readers of this journal), Leo Strauss—at some points in Pangle’s book,
Strauss is simply spoken of as “the Socratic political philosopher” (58, for
example). Accordingly, our question may be reformulated thus: what task has
remained for Pangle given his own account of what his predecessors had
accomplished? Medieval philosophers are cited by Pangle as indicating that the
response of the Socratics to the claims about the gods made by the pagan poets
“remained valid when rethought or reenacted in a confrontation with 
the challenge posed to philosophic rationalism by the more awesome Holy
Scriptures” (13). But if the medievals rightly saw that the Socratic vindication
of philosophy “remained valid,” what needed still to be said in the face of bibli-
cal revelation that had not already been said by the Socratics, and why, if anything
did need to be said, should we suppose that medievals like Maimonides had not
already said it? And if we should suppose that their situation required indirec-
tion in how they said what they said, in works like Maimonides’ Guide for the
Perplexed, we have been instructed in our own time in the proper reading of
those works and have even learned that to engage in that complex reading is to
participate in the activity of the political philosopher.

Although the modern philosophers have also helped Pangle
in carrying out his work, their contribution is an ambiguous one. By under-
standing that ambiguity we may come a little closer to identifying the
“philosophic purpose” which Pangle’s work means to advance. The modern
philosophers have dealt with biblical revelation in two ways and in doing so
have even developed both exoteric and esoteric interpretations of the Bible.
They were concerned, in the first place, like Pangle we may suppose, to defend
reason against the biblical attempt to subordinate it and, in carrying out this
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concern, they developed a philosophical critique of biblical revelation that seri-
ously questioned the “coherence, sophistication, and provenance of the
original biblical message” (10). In developing this critique the moderns devel-
oped their deepest and most valuable interpretative observations. Their
“penetrating doubts” guide Pangle in carrying out his own enterprise. But the
moderns’ strategy was “not to put in the foreground this deepest level of their
exegesis,” i.e. it was not the moderns’ strategy to set out and answer the most
coherent and plausible statement of the biblical teaching; their strategy was
rather to protect philosophy against the threat posed by revelation by means of
a massive cultural revolution whose final goal was to erode “humanity’s aware-
ness of and testimony to precisely that core of the biblical revelation that
manifestly chastises reason’s pretensions to self-sufficiency” (7). And they
accomplished this at least partly by a reinterpretation of the Bible which turned
the biblical  into a civil religion supportive of the new secular culture they
wanted to create. The classical philosophers, on the other hand, dealt with the
challenge of “religion” by developing a natural theology which if “barely toler-
ated in society” would nevertheless lead some towards the fundamental
questions (5). Even if the modern philosophers meant to direct “their most
thoughtful readers” to the task Pangle takes up, their primary effort moved in a
very different direction. To eliminate the threat of revelation to reason they set
out to create “a world [that would be] mesmerized by the rewards of secular
progress, in which fewer and fewer, even or especially among the thoughtful,
will recognize that it is worthwhile” to seriously confront the challenge posed
“to reason and its secular progress, by Scripture.” Their reinterpretation of the
Bible to make it consistent with their own aims by means of the “deliberately
bogus ‘reasonable’ readings” they imposed upon Scripture “when well consid-
ered often place the actual words of the Holy Writ in an absurd or lurid light”
(11). And it “can surely be doubted” whether the Bible “truly subordinates itself
to reasonableness in the manner claimed by Hobbes and Locke” (6). The “ulti-
mate cultural aim” of the modern philosophers was “to reduce religious
reflection and argument…to the status of a birdlike cacophony of merely pri-
vate and personal, shallow and shifting opinions.” And they succeeded to the
extent that all “discussion of…theology…has become radically ‘relativized’ and
thus…unserious” (11).

Though Pangle describes the world created by the moderns as
“a cultural amusement park that benevolently confines us like etiolated adoles-
cents,” he does not intend to reverse the “sociopolitical achievement…effected
by the Enlightenment,” and this is not merely because such a reversal is unlikely
to succeed (11–12). It would also be “deleterious.” Why? Is this because the
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moderns having at least overcome the biblical challenge to their (our) rationalist
independence, the reversal of their achievement would threaten autonomous
reason? Be that as it may, Pangle does mean to help at least some to escape from
the world created by the moderns at the “level of serious and meditative
thought, and for the sake of authentic self-understanding.” But what exactly is
inauthentic about the self-understanding possible within the culture created by
the modern philosophers? That few “among the thoughtful, will recognize that
it is worthwhile” to seriously confront the challenge posed “to reason and its
secular progress, by Scripture” may be problematic, but if the argument is to be
more than circular we need to define that problem more exactly. We may note,
first, that it is not just religious reflection that is eliminated by the cultural 
revolution effected by the modern philosophers: so too is the “reflection on and
argument about virtue…aspired to in ancient republicanism.” And it is not
merely the discussion of theology, but also that of “humanity’s spiritual fulfil-
ment and destiny” that is “rendered unserious” by the modern project. Pangle
means to enable us to assess and appreciate the project of the moderns “in their
achievement and in their failing,”and he claims that in order to accomplish this
“we need to recover their own radical perspective on the fundamental chal-
lenge that they confronted and sought to dispose of through their cultural
revolution” (12). How does Pangle mean us to distinguish between the mod-
erns’ “achievement and their failing”? Must we not suppose that their failing
was in the manner of their disposing of the challenge of revelation? How will
Pangle’s response to the challenge of revelation differ from that of the modern
philosophers? He says that he will be “less polemical and less presumptive”
than the modern philosophers. Though he will “seriously entertain” their inter-
pretive suggestions and implicit and explicit critiques of Scripture, he will “in
every case…turn back to Scripture to seek a rejoinder” to their criticisms of
Scripture in order to elaborate a dialogue out of which he might “illumine
what we can gather of the integral intelligible teaching of the Bible” and of
philosophic rationalism’s response to that teaching (13).

What exactly is the presumption of the moderns that Pangle
will avoid? We might suppose that this presumption—stated most openly by
Spinoza—is that the Bible is reducible to its human origins. But what kind of
text is the Bible for Pangle and how ought it to be read? Pangle wants to elabo-
rate a dialogue between philosophic rationalism and what he calls the “integral
intelligible teaching of the Bible.” He means to “interrogate” the Bible as a
philosopher. But does Pangle think that the “integral intelligible teaching of the
Bible” is to be found within the Bible? Is that intelligible teaching to be arrived
at by a serious study of the text of the Bible, as the intelligible teaching of Plato’s
Laws is to be pursued by a careful study of the text of that work? Is the aim of
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the philosopher in his study of the former, as in the case of the latter, to uncover
the intention of its author as deliberately expressed in the complexity of his
work through an investigation that is guided by the assumption that that inten-
tion must be more or less perfectly expressed in his work? Pangle denies this.

Immediately upon stating his intention to elaborate the dia-
logue between the  “integral intelligible teaching of the Bible” and philosophic
rationalism, Pangle cites, and seems to agree with, the claim of medieval
Platonists and Aristotelians that the original Socratic vindication of classical
rationalism though developed in response to the polytheism of the pagan
poets “remained valid when rethought or reenacted in a confrontation with the
challenge posed to philosophic rationalism by the more awesome Holy
Scriptures” (13). To be sure, Pangle does here call the challenge posed by the
Bible “more awesome” or profound than the pagan poets’ tales, but what
exactly does this mean? Pangle says or suggests at several points that the mean-
ing of Holy Scripture, or what we might call its “integral intelligible teaching,”
is itself the result of the challenge posed by philosophic rationalism (12, for
example). The meaning of divine omnipotence and the understanding of
creation as ex nihilo, for example, are for Pangle consequences of a thinking 
out of what Genesis says in relation to the arguments of philosophers, a think-
ing out that only became possible when believers in the Bible confronted Plato
and Greek philosophic science. If this is so, may we properly speak of the
“meaning” of Scripture—as Pangle frequently does? How exactly should we
understand Pangle’s use of this term? For Spinoza, Pangle observes, the Bible’s
lack of clarity as to the implications of divine omnipotence undermines its
intellectual authority. And, for Spinoza at least, the claim that these implica-
tions are later discovered by commentators like Ibn Ezra or Maimonides
implies that we accept “the incredible thesis” that we can only make sense of the
Bible by assuming that it was written with an esoteric wisdom that is decipher-
able only with the help of the very Greek philosophers whom the Bible
condemns. Does Pangle accept Spinoza’s conclusion? His immediate response
is to ask how Spinoza can be sure that it was not part of the providential plan
that the “deepest meaning of creation and omnipotence” should be disclosed in
exactly this way.

The question of how the Bible ought to be understood and
read is the explicit subject of the first chapter of Pangle’s book, a chapter called
“The Twofold Account of Creation: and the Hermeneutical Problem.” As his
title suggests, Pangle here raises the question concerning the kind of book the
Bible is—whether it is a book at all properly speaking—having first identified
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the first of several “grave interpretative difficulties” with which the Bible pres-
ents us: that it offers two conflicting accounts of creation. In this chapter Pangle
reviews the 20th and late 19th century scholarly controversy concerning the
interpretation of Scripture and especially the present standing of the “docu-
mentary hypothesis” that treated the Pentateuch as a very late splicing together
of four radically distinct sources, but we should note at the outset—something
that Pangle himself insists upon—that his own interpretive stance is not based
upon what he has learned by reflecting upon that controversy. The aim of his
survey of the controversy among biblical scholars is rather to “situate” his own
stance in relation to that controversy. What justifies his approach is that it
“seems most conducive to the fullest elaboration of the challenge the Bible
poses to political philosophy” (21). Pangle’s own interpretive stance sees
Scripture “as the product of a self-consciously didactic integration of long-
standing literary traditions—carried out by succeeding compilers and
redactors whose artful but pious intelligence never dared to presume itself sim-
ply the master of its materials or sources” (20). If our first impression here is
that Pangle welcomes at least some of the 20th century scholarly attacks upon
the documentary hypothesis or “higher criticism,” he does not altogether
oppose that school. And he is far from endorsing the traditional understanding
which the “higher critics” criticized or the most radical contemporary alterna-
tive to their hypothesis. Indeed, the proponents of the documentary hypothesis
deserve our thanks, he suggests, because they have freed us from the long-
standing tradition that regarded the Pentateuch as “ an empirically verifiable
historical account carried down to us through uninterrupted transmission
from the prophets and above all from a holographic writing of Moses” (21).
And if the critics of the “documentary hypothesis” have forced us to recognize
that the assembling of the materials comprising the Pentateuch—canoniza-
tion—was not limited “to discrete and late moments in the historical process”
but was rather a complex and thoughtful activity performed over a long time
and with religious or theological (not merely political or economic) intentions,
those critics whom Pangle praises most also oppose the view of other recent
scholars who want to treat the Pentateuch as if it were the work of a “single
magisterial historian who incorporated sources in a manner analogous to
Herodotus” (27). Pangle claims, as we have seen, to proceed less presumptu-
ously than the early modern philosophers. So when he takes up those
philosophers’ criticisms of the biblical text he will “turn back to the Scripture”
looking for a reply to their criticisms. But he will not be guided in that search
by the principle that puzzles in the text are always to be resolved on the
assumption of an “intelligible authorial intention”—as he would be in reading,
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say, Plato’s Laws or Locke’s Reasonableness of Christianity. On the contrary, he
will “not ever rule out” the possibility that contradictions, obscurities, or
apparent errors in Scripture may result from the incompetence of bewildered if
(or because) pious redactors of the text.

Openness to the possibility that contradictions in the text
might be the result of human incompetence on the part of those compiling the
text of the Bible belongs to an approach Pangle claims to share with his teacher
Leo Strauss. That this was Strauss’s approach was shown, Pangle says, when he
observed in the essay “Jerusalem and Athens” that the Bible does not require us
to believe miraculous what it does not present as miraculous; thus if the speak-
ing of God to men must be regarded as miraculous, the Bible never treats the
compiling of those various speeches of God to men as miraculous. (In fact, as
Strauss also observes, the nameless man whose voice we hear in, say, the
account of the beginning neither claims to have observed what he narrates nor
to have heard that account from God.) Pangle’s interpretive stance thus resem-
bles what Pangle calls the “hermeneutic hypothesis” of Leo Strauss. Because he
was “schooled by the Greeks,” Strauss, like Pangle, opposed Cassuto’s claim that
the final redactor of Genesis was a true writer comparable to Dante or Livy
(27–28). Those “schooled by the Greeks” like Pangle and Strauss have a stricter
notion than others like Cassuto and, as we learn later, Hegel (87) of what we
should regard as a book or an author. The principle that distinguishes the Bible
from a book strictly understood is set out in the following statement made by
Strauss, in “Jerusalem and Athens,” as he turned from saying what he had to say
“about the beginning of the Bible and what it entails” to comparing that text to
its Greek counterparts. The words are quoted by Pangle as he begins his own
discussion of the same biblical chapters:

The author of a book in the strict sense excludes everything that is
not necessary, that does not fulfill a function necessary for the pur-
pose that his book is meant to fulfill. The compilers of the Bible as a
whole and of the Torah in particular seem to have followed an
entirely different rule. Confronted with a variety of pre-existing holy
speeches, which as such had to be treated with the utmost respect,
they excluded only what could not by any stretch of the imagination
be rendered compatible with the fundamental and authoritative
teaching; their very piety aroused and fostered by the pre-existing
holy speeches, led them to make such changes in those holy
speeches as they did make.

Now according to Pangle, Strauss’s “hermeneutic hypothesis”—both as stated
in these words and even more as we see it employed in his “detailed exegesis of
Genesis”—is not only opposed to that of Cassuto. It is also opposed to that of
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Maimonides. Or, rather, it is opposed to the approach explicitly adopted by
Maimonides in his Guide for the Perplexed that attributes a hidden meaning to
the Bible. Maimonides claimed in his Guide to read the Bible as if it had an eso-
teric or quasi-philosophic teaching that differed radically from its surface
teaching. What this shows according to Strauss, as Pangle points out in a note
attached to the statement we have quoted above, is that Maimonides’ Guide “is
not a philosophic book” (198, n.29). A philosopher writing about the Bible
would not treat it as a philosophic book—if he were himself writing as a
philosopher. “Strauss’s divergence from Maimonides’ esoteric interpretation
follows from the fact that Strauss writes his exegesis as a philosopher.”

What Pangle now calls his “own exploratory hermeneutic” is,
to be sure, not quite identical to that of Strauss. It differs he says, albeit “only
inasmuch as it seems [to Pangle] Strauss may go too far, or at any rate may give
the wrong impression, when he repeatedly asserts that the compilers of the
Pentateuch ‘excluded only what could not by any stretch of the imagination be
rendered compatible with the fundamental and authoritative teaching’” (the
emphasis here is added by Pangle as he repeats Strauss’s words; 28). Will Pangle
not go as far as Strauss, or will he merely try to avoid the appearance of having
gone too far? Pangle explains his disagreement with Strauss by asking whether
“this”—Strauss’s statement or perhaps its repetition—does—or appears to
do—justice to the degree to which the compilers of the Bible “more or less self-
consciously accepted the responsibility of themselves reformulating or recon-
stituting (through their inspired selective editing) ‘the fundamental and
authoritative teaching.’” The “fundamental and authoritative teaching” is not
then, on Pangle’s suggestion, wholly comprised of the “pre-existing holy
speeches.” It is also the work of those who assembled and passed on those
speeches. (Recalling Strauss’s observation that the narrator of, say, the account
of creation claims neither to have seen what he reports nor to have received
that report from the mouth of God, one could add that the pre-existing
speeches become holy by the decision of the redactors to treat them as holy.)
Pangle then indicates how his own practice will reflect his disagreement with
Strauss: though he concedes that Genesis may “‘abound in contradictions and
repetitions that no one ever intended as such,’” he has tried at least in the most
important cases to consider seriously the possibility that what were “originally
unintended contradictions and repetitions” were “later intentionally knit
together so as to effect at least partial reconciliations, and thereby genuine
enrichments of coherent meaning” (28). And, indeed, Pangle must now qualify
his approval of Karl Barth’s hermeneutic; he does not agree with Barth when 
he rejects what Augustine will allow:“an historically unfolding divine intention-
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ality in Genesis that gives a richness of meaning that might even have tran-
scended the understanding of the human writer” (192, n.26). (To the words
quoted above Strauss immediately added an observation that Pangle does not
mention. Strauss adds that by excluding what could not by any stretch of the
imagination be rendered compatible with the fundamental and authoritative
teaching, the compilers “prepared the traditional way of reading the Bible as if it
were a book in the strict sense” [“Jerusalem and Athens,” 163]. How did their
exclusion of what could not possibly be rendered compatible with the funda-
mental and authoritative teaching have this effect? Strauss says that the tendency
to treat the Torah as a book in the strict sense was “infinitely strengthened by the
belief that it is the only holy writing or the holy writing par excellence.”)

What does Pangle’s hermeneutic approach demand both as it
maintains and diverges from the approach he attributes to Strauss? Were
Strauss or Pangle to discover a mistake or obvious contradiction in a book in
the strict sense, they would not, for example, treat the contradiction as a mis-
take caused by the author’s incompetence but rather ask which of the
contradictory statements is more likely to express the author’s truest intention
or, to be more exact, that author’s intention as a philosopher. In this task, the
exegete would be guided by rules arrived at through the long and careful study
of this book and others like it. The exegete is guided by the assumption that
whatever he finds in a book in the strict sense is where and as it must be, and by
his awareness of how the existence of apparent errors and contradictions may
be reconciled with that assumption. What makes these books “in the strict
sense”and qualifies the exegete to read them properly is an awareness shared by
exegete and author of the philosopher’s intention to be understood by other
philosophers, or by those capable of becoming philosophers, while avoiding
persecution at the hands of those hostile to the questioning of the philosopher,
or even disturbing the opinions that are the basis of the society within which
the philosophic reader and writer must live. How does the exegete who is a
philosopher know that the text before him is not a book in the strict sense and
how does he proceed in such a case? What he sees according to the formula
stated by Strauss and quoted by Pangle is that another rule has guided the edi-
tor or editors through whose hands the text before him has passed: that the
editor must only modify or delete any of the “holy” texts that have come into
his hands when he can imagine no other way to reconcile the text he would
amend or reject with the authoritative and fundamental teaching of those
texts. But how does the philosophic exegete see this, and how and why does he
write about works whose authors or editors have followed this other rule? How
does the philosophic exegete Pangle seek the “enrichment of meaning”
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achieved by the “inspired” editor and reviser of texts originally beset by unin-
tended contradictions without attributing an esoteric or philosophic meaning
to that edited text and thereby furnishing an exegesis of that text like the one
Maimonides supplied of the Bible—and thereby ceasing to be a philosophic
exegete? A possible answer to this last question might be found by supposing
the intention of the “inspired” editors of the Bible to be didactic rather than
philosophic—as Pangle does (see, for example, 17, 20, 51, 60, 72). But is it pos-
sible to speak intelligibly of a didactic intention without distinguishing what a
teacher knows from what he means to teach and how he means to teach it? Can
one speak of a writer’s didactic intention without implicitly making something
like the distinction between what is esoteric and what is exoteric? Or dismissing
this objection, we must still ask how the philosophic exegete—as understood
by Pangle—is to interpret the didactic intentions of the one or many successive
redactors of the Bible having ruled out the redactors’ possible “wisdom”—in
the only sense of that term acknowledged by the philosopher. What kind of
exegesis is possible on the basis of this assumption?

If we turn to Pangle’s commentary on Genesis we find, I
think, an astonishing variety of statements about the kind of intention Pangle
attributes to the text under discussion that reflects the difficulties posed by
Pangle’s hermeneutic principles. Pangle cannot say whether the Bible is silent
about what Greek philosophers have taught us to call  “nature” because it is
unaware of the possibility of the knowledge at which philosophy aims, or
because it means to deny it (29). Or whether its failure to mention air as what
sustains life is studied or not. Elsewhere he is “forced to conclude” that the Bible
does not face squarely the question of whether God creates from pre-existing
matter (37). Having seen—with Leo Strauss’s help—the lucid though complex
plan of ascent that governs the first account of creation, he remarks that we are
“subtly and most gracefully prepared for the second account” (51). Sometimes
Pangle speaks of what the Bible “seems to mean to say” (for example, 46). In one
chapter he suggests we consider the Fall as part of man’s necessary education;
in the following chapter we are informed that this “‘didactic’ interpretation”
cannot be sustained “on the basis of the actual text of the Scripture.” If the Fall
is part of man’s education, “the lesson is more problematic or less coherent
than we have thus far admitted” (71—emphasis added). We are told that “from
the very outset Scripture is speaking to humans as to beings who see in their
earthly mortality a horrible and unnecessary rupture of existence” (73). When
Adam and Eve first experience sexual shame after the Fall, Pangle says that this
“may be interpreted [my emphasis] as meaning that the couple become rightly
aware of the powerful temptation to further transgression implicit in their sex-
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uality” (83). Sometimes what the Bible does not say is treated as the silence of a
philosopher would be (48). Cassuto’s suggestion that the fact that a Hebrew
word for “naked” closely resembles the word for “cunning” means that
Scripture is slyly hinting at the presence of an almost invisible vice in the first
man and woman before their Fall is plausible, according to Pangle (83). But
when Hegel insists on the importance of what God says immediately before
banishing the man and the woman from the garden—”Behold, the man has
become like one of us, knowing good and evil!”—Pangle observes that Hegel
has failed to consider what “a Greek” would think of: that the words quoted
might be merely a relic of a quite inconsistent notion of divinity (87). And in
many instances, the “respectful” treatment of Scripture does not preclude a
tone of amused irony—so Pangle speaks of Lot’s “astonishingly sacrificial sense
of the duty of hospitality” in offering his daughters as a substitute for his
angelic visitors to satisfy the lust of the Sodomites (153) or, commenting on the
first burnt offering made by Noah, remarks that Abel never “thought to barbe-
cue the animal he immolated” (114). If there is a single principle underlying
these several interpretations, it can only be the one to which Pangle appeals, for
example, when he approves the biblical reading that “seeks” to do without
nature, not because this is what the Bible says always or most clearly, but
because it is its “deepest, or at any rate…most profoundly challenging…teach-
ing” (45). As the exegesis of Scripture proceeds on a principle quite contrary to
that which ought to govern the reading of a book “in the strict sense,” so we may
suppose it would be a mistake to treat the result of that exegesis as if it were the
interpretation of a book in the strict sense. The aim of Pangle’s study is not to
discover the meaning of the Bible but—as he says—to reanimate a controversy.

Pangle says that he wants to renew the dialogue between bib-
lical revelation and classical political philosophy. This reinvigorated dialogue,
he claims, will be mutually illuminating and mutually beneficial for the part-
ners, or adversaries, in this dialogue. But who exactly are these partners? And
what are the benefits for each of them? And, finally, how far is the project
Pangle describes and initiates in this book accurately described as a dialogue?
On the one side of the dialogue Pangle means to renew are the Socratic politi-
cal philosophers including Socrates and his predecessors—Pangle says Socrates
“refounded” the philosophic enterprise (1)—and his successors including the
modern philosophers and Leo Strauss and Pangle, himself. These are the
defenders of a way of life directed to the discovery of what Pangle describes 
as “the fixed truth about their situation in the universe, about the good, about
justice, and even about the revelations of divinity” by the use of unassisted 
reason. Pangle also describes them as the philosophically minded, or even as
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“those compelled to attempt to be philosophic” (10; my emphasis). But who is
on the other side in this dialogue? God (169–70)? Those who claim to have
heard his voice? The unidentified narrator of the chapters of Genesis that are
Pangle’s subject, a narrator who does not tell us who he is or even say explicitly
that he has heard from God what he has written? Or the nameless, piously
incompetent but “inspired” redactors? Those who claim to have experienced
the divine revelation associated with the Bible in some way? Or those who have
written to interpret or justify the fact or content of this claimed experience
from Augustine and the “noble Nachmanides” to the “inspired” Milton and
Barth and Bonhoeffer in our own time? Or shall we identify the dialogic adver-
saries of the Socratic philosophers as those who fall into one or other of the
(only) two categories that Pascal, as against Pangle, would admit to be rational:
those who know God and therefore serve him with all their heart, and those
who do not know him and therefore search for him with all their heart (9)? Or
must we say that the dialogic partner Pangle seeks must be Pangle’s own cre-
ation or re-creation precisely because the Bible is not a book “in the strict
sense”? In any case, the non-philosophic beneficiaries of the dialogue Pangle
actually names are the political theologians, and the chief benefit Pangle prom-
ises them is the coherence that necessarily comes—perhaps only comes—from
confronting the challenge of rationalism (39). Perhaps another is the recogni-
tion of the limits of coherence (95, 170). Whatever may be thought of these
benefits, we note that Pangle does not finally appeal to them, but to the theo-
logical virtue of charity, in order to make his invitation to dialogue compelling
(10). Nor does Pangle pretend to seek primarily the good of political theology
by, say, rescuing it from the low esteem into which it has fallen in consequence
of the successful cultural revolution waged by the modern philosophers. He
aims rather at the restoration of classical rationalism from its condition of
unhappy exile at the hands of postmodern philosophers whose “highest
priests” have vindicated “amorphous quasi-religious faith(s) over and against
the supposedly exploded pretensions of autonomous reason” (12).

But how can the dialogue Pangle calls for and commences 
in his book—the interrogation of the Bible from the perspective of political
philosophy—have this result? Can it be the consequence of the dialogue as
such? This must be doubtful if we suppose a dialogue to be a discussion in
which each partner may learn something important, or even essential, to his
own self-understanding from the other—from what the other knows and he
does not. Though, as we have seen, Pangle does offer this prospect to those who
think or claim they have experienced divine revelation, he does not suggest any
such benefit for the Socratic partner. In fact, he seems to rule this out in the
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opening pages of his book, when he explains why Socrates’ self-professed igno-
rance required him to doubt or rather deny anyone’s claim to have experienced
a divine revelation that did not coincide with Socrates’ own reason, and again
when he endorses the denial which he attributes to Aristotle that prophecy
“comes from God rather than nature” (2–3). The questioning his book calls for
is not the questioning of philosophy by the theologian but rather always the
“interrogation of philosophy by philosophy...a philosophic self-questioning”
(183). But do we see anywhere in Pangle’s book anything we might think to
describe in this way? However that may be, Pangle does note, even as he speaks
of this interrogation, that though philosophy can try to understand what it
would mean to obey the biblical God and so  “seriously entertain the possibil-
ity of such surrender” that questioning must remain hypothetical. Philosophy
knows that it can never make that surrender “and remain true to itself.” If the
pious partner in Pangle’s dialogue contributes to the self-understanding of
the philosopher, his contribution is an indirect one. The philosopher can
reflect upon what it would mean for his activity to think the Bible true, but he
cannot seriously contemplate the possibility that it is true. How then can the
philosopher advance in his own self-understanding through the necessarily
hypothetical questioning Pangle describes? Pangle seems to identify one way in
which this might be possible in what are almost the last words of his text.
Reflection upon “the anchoring role of justice in the Bible’s teaching about
itself and about God” will, he says, “sooner or later” force the philosopher 
to ask and answer “the question, What is justice (righteousness)? What is 
contained in this OUGHT, how is it intelligible, and to what extent must it be
intelligible?” Above all, Pangle continues, the philosopher must “live with,
and…observe what one undergoes when and as one lives with the full answer
that emerges” to this line of questioning (183–84). An important benefit of the
dialogue Pangle initiates, he seems to say, is that in the course of “grappling”
with the biblical teaching we are forced to question some of our own most
intransigent though questionable assumptions about moral responsibility and
justice. Reflecting upon Eve’s culpability in eating of the forbidden fruit, we
might be led, for example, to question our “commonsense conviction that we
and others are capable of a perversely self-conscious embrace of evil” and
deserve to suffer a punishment that “worsens our already depraved situation”
(100–1). And we might be led to ask what “intelligible grounds” there can be
for our “concomitant hope that they—that even we ourselves—will suffer the
punishment that they, and we, deserve.” Indeed, Pangle seems to suggest or
even demonstrate how we might be led by this reflection to rid ourselves of this
hope. On the other hand, we must also observe that the Bible does not “explic-
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itly raise, or even invite these questions.” The reflections Pangle sets out here
arise rather out of his own effort to answer Spinoza’s challenge to the Bible. We
noted earlier that the moderns’ method of defending reason against revelation
through a cultural revolution entailed the transformation of biblical into a civil
theology. Might we describe Pangle’s enterprise as the effort to get something
like a natural theology out of the philosophic interrogation of the Bible? 

The benefit for philosophy of the philosophic interrogation
of the Bible is also the subject of the perplexing passage that all but concludes
Pangle’s introduction to this book. The passage would seem to address the
question of why the interrogation of the Bible should be of philosophic signif-
icance, if as the medieval rationalists rightly say, the original Socratic
vindication of rationalism against the pagan poets “remained valid when
rethought or reenacted in a confrontation with the challenge posed…
by the more awesome Holy Scriptures” (13). Although the medieval rational-
ists did not develop fully the dialogue between Socratic philosophy and
“informed spokesmen for revelation,” they did tell us what the subjects of that
dialogue should be: first, creation and the divine attributes; second, “and most
decisively,” the “meaning of divine law and right as delivered through
prophecy—the principles of justice and nobility underlying and animating the
divine law, and also animating the providence and the prophecy that bring this
law from God to humanity” (13). Dialogue concerning creation and the divine
attributes is beneficial, according to the medieval rationalists, because it “clari-
fies and deepens the meaning of the philosophy of nature—which is the heart
of the enterprise political philosophy comes into being to defend.” How does
the dialogue proposed have this result? Two statements in the discussion of
“Creation and the Meaning of Divine Omnipotence” may illustrate what
Pangle takes the medieval rationalists to have had in mind. The first is a
remark of Averroës, which Pangle cites, that “the philosophers only call the
world eternal in order to safeguard themselves against the kind of creation”
from what was previously not existing that would undermine all “congruity
between causes and effects” (30—emphasis added). The second is Pangle’s
own observation that the Platonic no less than the materialist philosophers
stressed the eternity of matter precisely in order to deny the immortality of
the soul (33). And how does “the philosophic inquiry into divine law and law-
giving” serve philosophy? In answering this question Pangle says that if
political philosophy comes into being to defend philosophy understood as the
study of nature it is, or becomes, something much more than this suggests.
In fact, “the philosophic inquiry into divine law and law-giving” which is 
“the authentic expression of classical political philosophy,” is as such “the only
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adequate philosophic grounding for or justification of the philosophic study
of nature” (14—emphasis added).

In the immediate sequel Pangle seems to identify the “inquiry
into divine law and law-giving” which he recommends—or initiates himself—
with the “‘midwifing’ activity that constitutes the original core Socratic
meaning of political philosophy” as a “‘dialectical’ activity” that leads in the
best cases to the conversion of the young through a “refutational purification”
of their understanding of justice and nobility and a subsequent “catharsis” of
the divinity those converted “had previously believed in” and even believed
themselves to have experienced. (The quotation marks surrounding “dialecti-
cal” are Pangle’s.) Pangle says we see such a purgation even in the “sub-Socratic
Laws.” He does not name a Socratic dialogue in which we see it. In fact, he
seems to say that the serious student of political philosophy who will want to
partake in a life like Socrates’ so far as he can in our own time will not find the
guidance he needs “for a recapitulation of the Socratic activity of liberation and
self-liberation” in the dialogues written by Xenophon or Plato because of the
difference between the world of Socrates and our own world. What distin-
guishes these worlds? The Socratic world within which Socrates practised his
refutational midwifery was, Pangle says, a world “full of the gods.” The chal-
lenge revelation posed to independent reason was “part of the very air one
breathed.” The problem for us is that our education—I suppose Pangle to
mean the victorious cultural revolution of the modern philosophers—has
placed us “at an enormous artificial distance” from the necessary starting point
of the Socratic path. Pangle’s purpose, what he calls here his “philosophic pur-
pose,” is to recover or retrieve this necessary starting point. As our distance
from that starting point is “artificial,” so his effort at retrieval or recovery must
be “specifically contra-artificial” (15). Although the Socratic activity that con-
stitutes the life in which we must try to partake is “refutational” as it moves
along a path away from its starting point, and the liberation that life seeks for
oneself and others is liberation from that starting point, what is called for if this
is to be possible in our time seems for Pangle to be some sort of prior return to
this point which Pangle comes close to calling “natural.” Pangle’s  “didactic
effort” of recovery is made possible, he seems to say, by the fact that “the Bible
still lives, as an accessible, vivid, and intrinsically mighty revealed challenge to
philosophic reason” (15). It is made necessary—in part—by the successful cul-
tural revolution of the modern philosophers. But how—or for whom—does
the Bible live still in the world shaped by that revolution? And if there are those
for whom “the Bible still lives” or—what perhaps comes to the same thing—if
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there are those who are “hungering and thirsting after justice,” how can the dia-
logue Pangle proposes, and commences, in this book serve both to recover the
“natural starting point” of the Socratic dialectic and proceed on the Socratic
path that leads us away from that point? 
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UPCOMING CONFERENCE ON LEO STRAUSS AT 
THE NEW SCHOOL FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH

“New Perspectives on Leo Strauss from America and Europe”

NEW SCHOOL FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH, NEW YORK

November 17–18, 2005

The legacy of Leo Strauss as a political philosopher is marked today by two
developments. On the one hand, the publication of his collected works in
German has spawned a series of new studies on Strauss that provide fresh
insights into his work as one of the most original and outstanding philoso-
phers of the twentieth century. On the other hand, the relation of scholars in
the Straussian tradition with contemporary American politics has generated a
renewed interest in the ideological legacy of ‘Straussianism’.

The purpose of this conference is to provide a space for a critical evaluation of
Strauss’s twofold legacy as a political philosopher and as an influential voice in
contemporary American politics. In order to discuss these issues, the confer-
ence will bring together a distinguished group of scholars—invited
participants include Anne Norton, Peter Berkowitz, Werner Dannhauser,
Michael Davis, William Galston, William Kristol, Steve Lenzner, Mark Lilla,
Steven B. Smith, Nathan Tarcov, Catherine Zuckert, and Michael Zuckert—
and will also provide a forum for the discussion of research on Strauss by
graduate students.

The conference will deal with four main themes: Leo Strauss and his
Philosophical Contemporaries (especially Hannah Arendt); Leo Strauss and
the American Regime; New Perspectives on Leo Strauss (especially from
Europe); and Leo Strauss and the New School.

A full schedule of the conference will soon be available at www.newschool.edu/ gf

For further inquiries, please contact one of the following:

RODRIGO CHACON, ChacR167@newschool.edu 

JORGE ROMERO, Romel842@newschool.edu 
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