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What Kind of Book Is This?

Montesquieu’s Considerations on the Causes of the Grandeur of the Romans 
and Their Decadence1 (hereafter Considerations) is difficult to categorize. 
The author’s two other major works—Persian Letters and The Spirit of the 
Laws—each appear to be something familiar: an epistolary novel in the 
former case, political philosophy in the latter. Yet Montesquieu saw fit to 
include prefaces to both books clarifying his intent, a step he declined to take 
for the Considerations.

The Considerations is easily the least read, and written about, of Montes-
quieu’s books—an odd fate for a short work on a topic of enduring popularity 
and fascination. David Lowenthal may be said to have revived the Con-
siderations from oblivion, at least in the English-speaking world, with his 
1965 translation—only the third in English and the first in nearly a century. 
His introduction is long and comprehensive, as befits an introduction to a 
nearly-forgotten work. Yet also befitting an introduction, Lowenthal mostly 
declines to tell readers what conclusions to draw, encouraging us instead to 
read and judge for ourselves. In a separate article published in 1970,2 Lowen-

1  While throughout this paper I use David Lowenthal’s translation (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1965), 
I occasionally make changes for greater accuracy and precision. For instance, the words in Montes-
quieu’s title that Lowenthal translates as “greatness” (grandeur) and “decline” (décadence) are not 
merely perfectly intelligible in English but direct cognates.
2  David Lowenthal, “The Design of Montesquieu’s Considerations on the Causes of the Greatness of 
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thal unlocks the design of the Considerations and shows it to be far more 
intricate than first appears. Befitting a work of scholarship, he is here less 
shy about telling us what he thinks. The Considerations, he argues, has both 
a theoretical and practical purpose. The former is to elucidate the eternal 
principles of “historical causation,” which may be “general” or “particular” 
and “moral” or “physical,” and to show how these varying causes interact to 
produce specific effects: “the work constitutes an attempt to bring to bear on 
human history the kind of causal analysis Montesquieu admired so much in 
the natural philosophy of Descartes and Newton.”3 The book’s practical aim 
is to encourage “republican representative government on a national (e.g., 
Italian, French, etc.) and nationalistic basis” rather than more expansive, 
imperialistic designs.

Richard Myers4 draws out another practical intent for the Considerations: 
to reassert, in keeping with Christian doctrine but against then-contempo-
rary practice, a stricter separation between religion and politics. Montesquieu 
does so mostly through demonstrating the baleful effects of theological dis-
putes and ecclesiastical interference on the later Eastern, or “Greek,” Empire. 
Yet this illumination of the past is meant to cast judgment on, and suggest 
solutions for, Montesquieu’s present:

Any student of French history can, of course, see what it is that 
Montesquieu is worried about. At the time of the composition of the 
Greatness and Decline, religious conflict had been tearing France 
apart for almost two centuries. As recently as 1685, Louis XIV, under 
pressure from the clergy, had revoked the Edict of Nantes, effectively 
banning the practice of Protestantism in France and chasing many 
of the country’s most valuable and most productive citizens abroad; 
and throughout Montesquieu’s lifetime, the vicious struggle between 
Jansenists and Jesuits—a struggle in which the monarchy took a very 
active part—continued to disturb the peace of the land.5

Myers goes on to argue that Montesquieu has a “strategy…for establishing 
a better separation of ecclesiastical and secular power” and that chapter 22 
“contains several indications as to how Montesquieu thought such an enter-
prise might be carried out.”

the Romans and Their Decline,” Interpretation 1, no. 2 (Winter 1970): 144–68.
3  Ibid., 161.
4  Richard Myers, “Christianity and Politics in Montesquieu’s Greatness and Decline of the Romans,” 
Interpretation 17, no. 2 (Winter 1989–90): 223–38.
5  Ibid., 236.
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These “practical” arguments accord with the findings of Paul A. Rahe, 
who has conclusively demonstrated how the Considerations came to be.6 It 
was drafted as the first part of a tripartite work entitled Reflections on Univer-
sal Monarchy in Europe, which Montesquieu completed but did not publish 
as originally intended. The first part he published separately, as the Consider-
ations. He included the third part, on the English constitution, in The Spirit 
of the Laws (book 11, chapter 6). The central and eponymous second part 
he never published at all. The reason, Rahe argues, is that, taken together, 
the three parts made too obvious, and therefore dangerous, Montesquieu’s 
criticism of the unwisdom and immoderation of certain European mon-
archs—above all Louis XIV—who sought to extend their rule beyond their 
native lands in (conscious or otherwise) imitation of Roman imperialism and 
also inspired by Christianity’s universalist claims.

History? Philosophy? Or “Philosophy of History”?

But this still does not explain why Montesquieu chose to publish the Con-
siderations separately. Indeed, these facts may be said to deepen the mystery: 
for if Montesquieu held back the original intended work to protect his safety, 
why did he publish any part of it at all? Perhaps we may gain perspective 
by stepping back and examining the Considerations on its own terms as a 
stand-alone work.

The book contemplates the entire history of a single people, from its estab-
lishment as a political community to its eventual dissolution. It is also one of 
the earliest works to be extensively footnoted by the author himself. The vast 
majority of those notes refer to ancient histories. One might be tempted to 
conclude therefore that the Considerations is a history. Yet the number of sig-
nificant people and events—mythical and historical—that Montesquieu does 
not discuss is impressive. Aeneas appears not at all; of Romulus, Montesquieu 
says only that he “adopted the Sabine buckler.” Some of the most notable hero-
ics of the early republican period—Horatius at the bridge, Camillus expelling 
the Gauls, Decius’s self-sacrifice—pass unremarked. Famous stories—from 
the single combat of the Horatii, to the execution of Manlius Capitolinus, to 
the disaster of the Caudine Forks—go untold. Montesquieu similarly says 
nothing about the birth, crucifixion, or resurrection of Christ, the early 
preaching of the Gospels, or the conversion of Constantine. Other notable 

6  Paul A. Rahe, Montesquieu and the Logic of Liberty (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 
19–26 and part 1; and Rahe, Soft Despotism, Democracy’s Drift (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2009), 5–7.
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figures are mentioned but unconnected to the chief reasons for their fame. 
For instance, Montesquieu twice references Tiberius Gracchus, but not—as 
Machiavelli does—to impute to him and his brother the beginning of the end 
of republican rule.7

The Considerations would then seem not to be a history. But what is it? 
In retelling the history of Rome, Montesquieu generally—but not always—
moves the chronology forward. The most striking exception occurs at the 
beginning of chapter 8, when he suddenly jumps backward almost five hun-
dred years. The topic of that chapter is “the dissensions that always existed in 
the city”—that is to say, rather than advancing the chronological narrative, 
the chapter is more general or subject-matter driven. Surveying the titles and 
content of all twenty-three chapters, it would seem that seven (chaps. 2, 3, 6, 
8, 9, 10, and 18) are explicitly nonchronological or general in nature while 
another two (chaps. 21 and 22) are both historical and general.8 The presence 
of these seven (or nine) general chapters suggests that the Considerations is a 
work of political philosophy. But we must still confront the fact that roughly 
two-thirds of the book’s chapters are historical. Is the Considerations some-
how both philosophy and history—even a “philosophy of history”?

Montesquieu’s title for this little volume is—for him—unusually long 
and descriptive. Its thirteen words almost tell a story: the transition from 
“grandeur” to “decadence” suggests a decline, a descent from good to bad or 
better to worse. But the most important word in that title is “causes.” Montes-
quieu promises not simply to tell the story of Rome but to explain the causes 
of its grandeur and its decadence. That is to say, he promises to explain both 
Rome’s rise and its fall. His book is as much an account of political health and 
growth as of disease and decay.

A consideration of causes is of course a quintessentially philosophic 
enterprise. Yet having accepted as much, we are still faced with questions. 
Why does Montesquieu choose to focus on only one example when many 
others were at his disposal? And why does he choose to present his thoughts 
chronologically—a structure more common to history than to philosophy—
rather than thematically?

7  Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield and Nathan Tarcov (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), 1.4, 1.6, and esp. 1.37.
8  Cf. Considerations, trans. Lowenthal, 23 note a, and Lowenthal, “Design of Montesquieu’s Consid-
erations,” 144–45.
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The choice of Rome perhaps does not need much explanation. The Roman 
Republic and later Empire were not merely the most successful political enti-
ties in Western history; their effects still shaped the contours and course of 
Europe in Montesquieu’s time (and ours). Rome furthermore remained a 
subject of fascination precisely because of its long-lasting grandeur. Montes-
quieu himself writes, in The Spirit of the Laws (book 11, chapter 13), that “one 
can never leave the Romans.”

The second question is less easily answered. Lowenthal, in his introduc-
tion to the Considerations, argues that

the Considerations is an inquiry into the greatness and decline of 
Rome that is cast in the form of a history, proceeding from Rome’s 
origins to its end, and even beyond its end. But the purpose Montes-
quieu reveals in his title would not require such a structure. Had he 
wanted to, he could have presented a summary view of the causes of 
Rome’s greatness and decline, as he actually does in many chapters. 
Instead, he chooses to follow the history, sketching in its most signifi-
cant features or drawing attention to them by omission, and making 
what must have been a rather novel use of extensive footnoting, much 
in the manner of more recent scholarship. It would seem, then, that in 
order to explain the general and particular causes of Rome’s historical 
saga, that saga had first to be ascertained in its reality and established 
as an accepted subject matter. Its various parts, its various aspects 
had first to be gathered together and freed of the heavy incrustation 
of prejudice built up over centuries. They had also to be seen in the 
light of new and shocking principles attacking both the religious and 
philosophic traditions. The notes are therefore important not only for 
supplying the demonstrative evidence required in historical studies 
but for calling men back to the original sources and alerting them 
to those novelties of interpretation Montesquieu could not express 
unguardedly.9

Without disputing the above contention—which I very much agree with—I 
believe it does not entirely capture all the reasons why Montesquieu framed 
his little book as he did. I contend that another—and perhaps the most 
important—reason that Montesquieu chose the chronological mode is that, 
by treating his subject not merely in toto but in order, he brings to the reader’s 
mind the idea of the life cycle: birth, youth, growth, maturity, decline, and 
death. This in turn points back to an old idea of political philosophy: the 
cycle of regimes. It cannot be lost on certain readers that the Rome of the 

9  Considerations, 17.
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Considerations undergoes the entire cycle. I believe this, fundamentally, is 
what the Considerations is: a case study in the cycle of regimes.

The Cycle and Rome

The idea of the cycle is as old as political philosophy and appears most nota-
bly in Plato’s Republic, book 8, and Aristotle’s Politics, principally in books 5 
and 6 which discuss the causes of regime failure. Yet the most concise state-
ment of the cycle of which I am aware appears in Machiavelli’s Florentine 
Histories, at the beginning of book 5:

Usually provinces go most of the time, in the changes they make, 
from order to disorder and then pass again from disorder to order, for 
worldly things are not allowed by nature to stand still. As soon as they 
reach their ultimate perfection, having no further to rise, they must 
descend; and similarly, once they have descended and through their 
disorders arrived at the ultimate depth, since they cannot descend 
further, of necessity they must rise. Thus they are always descending 
from good to bad and rising from bad to good. For virtue gives birth 
to quiet, quiet to leisure, leisure to disorder, disorder to ruin; and simi-
larly, from ruin, order is born; from order, virtue; and from virtue, 
glory and good fortune.10

The idea, in a nutshell, is that success breeds failure, and vice versa. Suc-
cess and its fruits make men overconfident, decadent, and lazy. By contrast, 
failure—or, more to the point, necessity—forces men to exert, or re-exert, 
themselves in order to survive and this exertion over time leads to successes 
that transcend mere survival.

One of the longest, most detailed, and arguably most famous accounts of 
the cycle appears in book 6 (chaps. 4–10) of Polybius.11 In Polybius’s telling, 
political communities originate as monarchies, when people grant author-
ity to a superior man to protect them from natural and man-made dangers. 
But monarchy sooner or later degenerates into tyranny, as the monarch or 
his successors become arrogant, avaricious, and cruel. Their abuses inevi-
tably provoke a reaction from spirited men, who overthrow the tyranny in 
favor of an aristocracy. But aristocracies—defined as rule by the genuinely 

10  Niccolò Machiavelli, Florentine Histories, trans. Laura F. Banfield and Harvey C. Mansfield Jr. 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 185.
11  Machiavelli transposes this passage, without attribution, almost word-for-word (but with sig-
nificant unacknowledged changes) in Discourses 1.2. He there seems to wish to use Polybius as a 
representative of classical political philosophy simply. See Leo Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli (Glen-
coe, IL: Free Press, 1958), 311n14.
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superior, not merely the rich few—are hard to maintain. Hereditary superior-
ity or “caste-hood” eventually breeds the same arrogance, avarice, and lack of 
attention to duties that gave rise to tyranny, and every aristocracy degenerates 
into oligarchy. Oligarchies are then felled by a similar overweening insolence 
that offends the common people, who rise up and institute democracy. But 
the common people desire above all freedom—especially freedom to indulge 
their appetites—and are ill-equipped to govern either the state or themselves. 
Popular rule inevitably descends into license and chaos, requiring a strong 
man once again to set things on a more stable footing. The cycle then restarts 
at the beginning.

It is striking how much the history of Rome follows Polybius’s account 
nearly to the letter—especially considering that Polybius was writing in the 
mid-second century BC, when the Roman story still had centuries to run! 
Romulus founds the state and several of his successors strengthen it in vari-
ous ways. But eventually the Tarquins become so insolent and oppressive that 
the rape of Lucretia acts as a spark that burns down the monarchy, provok-
ing Brutus and Publicola (among others) to expel the kings and initiate the 
republic. The aristocracy at first operates more or less as Polybius describes, 
marshaling its superior talents for the common good. But popular discontent 
soon emerges—and intensifies as Roman elites become ever richer and less 
virtuous—and forces the Roman state to popularize or democratize. Unlike 
in the Polybian account, there are no precise moments when Rome transi-
tions from aristocracy to oligarchy to democracy. Yet we may say that the 
process is ongoing throughout the entire middle and late republican periods, 
with a few milestones—such as the creation of the tribunes, the passage of the 
lex Hortensia,12 and the rise and fall of the Gracchi—illustrating the broader 
trend. Eventually, democratic reform gives way to license and the state comes 
under the rule of one man.

Montesquieu nowhere explicitly discusses the cycle of regimes, or even 
once uses the word “cycle.”13 Yet an early passage in chapter 1 demonstrates 
his awareness of the theory and is indicative of his intention for his book:

12  This law, adopted in 287 BC, established formal political equality in Rome between patricians and 
plebeians by binding on all citizens resolutions passed in the plebiscita, or plebeian council, without 
requiring senate ratification. The law is said to have ended the long struggle known as the Conflict of 
the Orders.
13  Though he cites Polybius by name twenty times (and book 6 five times), even referring once to 
Polybius’s “usual good sense” (chap. 5). Contrast that praise with Montesquieu’s dismissive criticism 
of Livy at the beginning of the same chapter.
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When [a people] receives an affront, it is aware of nothing but its mis-
fortune, and begins thinking of all the possible evils to which it may 
be subjected.

It is true, however, that the death of Lucretia was only the occasion 
of the revolution which occurred. For a proud, enterprising and bold 
people, confined within walls, must necessarily either shake off its 
yoke or become gentler in its ways.

One of two things had to happen: either Rome would change its gov-
ernment, or it would remain a small and poor monarchy.

Modern history furnishes us with an example of what happened at 
that time in Rome, and this is well worth noting. For the occasions 
which produce great changes are different, but, since men have had the 
same passions at all times, the causes are always the same.

Just as Henry VII, king of England, increased the power of the com-
mons in order to degrade the lords, so Servius Tullius, before him, had 
extended the privileges of the people in order to reduce the senate. But 
the people, at once becoming bolder, overthrew the one and the other 
monarchy.

To draw attention only to those features in this remarkable passage most 
relevant to the present discussion, note, first, the implicit acceptance of one 
point of cycle theory: the causes of revolutions are “affronts.” Montesquieu 
here focuses on only one kind of reaction—popular—but the principle applies 
just as much to a more aristocratic or “thymotic” reaction. People—whether 
the few or the many—when pushed too far will push back. Second, “men have 
had the same passions at all times,” hence “the causes” of “great changes” 
are “always the same.” The ultimate reason to study history is to understand 
causes, which recur. This is not to say that Montesquieu anticipates San-
tayana’s aphorism “those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it.” Cycle theory after all holds that we are almost certainly condemned 
to repeat the past whether we remember it or not, because the “causes” of 
change are permanent and do not themselves change.

Noble Causes of Rome’s Grandeur

What are those causes? In his first use of the word “cause” since the book’s 
title, Montesquieu writes in chapter 1 that “the triumphs…were the main 
cause of the grandeur this city attained”—not merely a cause but the main 
cause. The triumphs—parades in which the spoils of defeated enemies were 
carried through the streets of the city behind a victorious captain—were the 
highest honor that Rome could bestow. They incentivized Roman men to 
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achieve great feats—feats which could not but redound to the power, wealth, 
and glory of the city. Also, beginning in the republican period, when the ten-
ure of public office was made very short (typically one year), leaders “sought 
to signalize their magistracy so that they might obtain new ones,” therefore 
“ambition did not lose even a moment.” Montesquieu contrasts this restless 
republican ambition with the temper of princes, who tend to run hot and 
cold, alternating between ambition and indolence. But the key point here is 
that the “main cause” of Rome’s grandeur was human ambition—in particu-
lar, human ambition channeled into and through institutions designed to 
inspire, rally, and utilize that ambition for the grandeur of the state.

Later in this chapter, Montesquieu—almost in passing, and yet twice, as 
if for emphasis—calls war the “principle” of the Roman government. This 
usage of “principle” here appears to be inconsistent with Montesquieu’s 
famous discussion of the “principles” (as distinct from the “natures”) of the 
types of regimes that he analyzes in book 3 of The Spirit of the Laws. Fol-
lowing that analysis, the early Roman Republic would appear to have been 
either a democracy or an aristocracy, or perhaps a mixture of the two. By this 
reckoning, Rome’s “principle” would have been “virtue,” whether understood 
to reside in the entire citizen-body (democracy) or only (or mostly) in the 
ruling class (aristocracy).

In book 11, chapter 5 of that same work, Montesquieu further distin-
guishes the “purpose” of states. In one sense, every state’s purpose is the same: 
to “maintain” itself. But each also has another purpose peculiar to itself. In 
Rome’s case, this secondary purpose was “expansion.” This “purpose” would 
thus seem to be more akin to what Montesquieu refers to as Rome’s “prin-
ciple” in the Considerations. This suggests that war and expansion are to 
Montesquieu’s Rome what virtue is to the typical republic, or that—for the 
Romans—virtue and war were indistinguishable.

The first three uses of “virtue” in the Considerations—all in chapter 1—
would seem to confirm the latter interpretation. Montesquieu first links 
“virtue” with the Romans’ “profound knowledge of military art” and their 
practice of always remaining at war rather than risking that “virtue” might 
be forgotten in peace. Second, he specifically singles out as “virtues” the 
Romans’ “most frightful acts of vengeance, constancy and valor.” Third, he 
describes Rome’s “virtues” as having been “fatal to the world,” a notion that 
comports especially well with his claim in The Spirit of the Laws that Rome’s 
purpose was “expansion.” In Montesquieu’s telling, perhaps uniquely in his-
tory, the principle and purpose of the Roman regime were one and the same. 
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Perhaps the very uniqueness of this confluence explains the uniqueness of 
Roman success.

Most analysts of Roman grandeur focus on Rome’s republican era. While 
Montesquieu hardly shirks this period, he also—somewhat unusually—
spends considerable space on the Roman monarchy and finds therein many 
causes of Rome’s grandeur. He says in chapter 1 that Rome’s “kings” were 
“all great men.” This would seem to dispute the traditional understanding 
that Rome’s last king at least, and possibly its last three, were tyrants. Or is 
Montesquieu quietly disputing the notion that tyrants cannot be great? He 
specifically praises said last king, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, both for his 
personal qualities and services to the state. Perhaps he means to indicate that 
there is an inexpungable element of tyranny in greatness, at least in certain 
circumstances. Rome’s kings were able to work their wills with, let us say, 
fewer and lesser constraints compared to those faced by the leaders of the 
republic. Montesquieu indicates that this initial freedom of action was indis-
pensable to Rome’s future greatness.

He also seems to be attributing, at least in part, Rome’s grandeur to chance 
or Fortuna or Providence—at any rate, to a force beyond human control. For 
it would be unreasonable to assume that a succession of seven great kings in a 
row arose solely from human effort or design. Moreover, these two causes—
tyranny and chance—are connected. Montesquieu says of Rome’s kings that 
“at the birth of societies, the leaders of republics create the institutions; there-
after, it is the institutions that form the leaders of republics.” The apparent 
mistake of using the word “republics” when discussing the Roman monarchy 
clarifies by confusing. Montesquieu appears to be restating, in gentler form, 
Machiavelli’s dictum that “it is necessary to be alone if one wishes to order 
a republic anew or to reform it altogether outside its ancient orders.”14 Great 
men create the institutions which later create more great men. Who those 
early leaders are—and from what motives and with what design they create 
those institutions—matter a great deal. Human choice (beyond the choices of 
those few choosers, that is) does not seem to have a whole lot to say about the 
matter. Rome was fortunate in that its kings created institutions conducive to 
later liberty. Other kings—perhaps every bit as great, and likely every bit or 
more as tyrannical—might well have created far different institutions with 
far different long-term effects.

14  Machiavelli, Discourses 1.9.
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We have noted how seldom Montesquieu mentions the heroes of the 
Roman Republic. Indeed, he hardly uses the proper names of persons at 
all between chapters 1 and 12; when he does, he is far more likely to name 
enemies of Rome than Romans; and when he mentions Romans it is rarely 
anyone famous and never to discuss any famous deeds. In healthy repub-
lics, apparently, institutions matter more than individuals. To emphasize the 
point, Montesquieu stops the chronological narrative almost immediately 
to give over the entire second chapter to a discussion of Rome’s art of war. 
“Regarding [war] as the only art, the Romans put their whole spirt and all 
their thoughts into perfecting it.” This devotion included vigorous and con-
tinuous physical exercise that made Roman soldiers—especially compared to 
the poor specimens of Montesquieu’s time—almost superhuman.

Roman armies also managed to balance the demands of tradition, loyalty, 
and constancy with a healthy respect for innovation. No armies of the ancient 
world were more disciplined—desertions were all but unheard of, Montes-
quieu remarks—yet none were also more ready and willing to adopt the tactics 
and weapons of foreigners when these proved superior to their own.

In chapter 3, we learn that the success of Roman armies was in part 
a result of the equitable distribution of wealth at home: the early Romans 
“made an equal partition of the lands. This alone produced a powerful peo-
ple, that is, a well-regulated society. It also produced a good army, everyone 
having an equal, and very great, interest in defending his country.” What 
comes through in these passages (and others) is an early Roman emphasis 
on elevating the common good or enterprise and sublimating the interests of 
the individual, or at least yoking those interests tightly to the success of the 
state. This near-complete dedication to the common good combined with 
the underlying health of Roman institutions and the strength of the Roman 
solider enabled Rome to defeat all its enemies and to recover quickly from 
any setback.

In chapter 4, Montesquieu indicates that another cause of Roman gran-
deur was the society’s agrarian character and indifference or hostility to 
commerce: “Having become rich sooner than Rome, Carthage had also been 
corrupted sooner.” This is precisely the sort of observation one who believes 
in the cycle of regimes would expect—success breeds complacency, arro-
gance, and indolence—but Montesquieu is here more specific in attributing 
corruption to riches. “The Romans were ambitious from pride, the Carthag-
inians from avarice; the Romans wanted to command, the Carthaginians to 
acquire.” Commerce “polishes and softens barbarous mores,” Montesquieu 
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elsewhere writes (Spirit of the Laws, book 20, chapter 1). Republican Rome’s 
manners were, for a very long time, anything but soft or polished.

He continues that “there is nothing so powerful as a republic in which the 
laws are observed not through fear, nor through reason, but through passion.” 
This passion, Montesquieu indicates, explains the Romans’ remarkable con-
stancy in the midst of disaster. Their confidence in their ways, in their laws and 
in themselves never wavered. “Rome was saved,” he says of the aftermath of 
Cannae, the worst Roman defeat in history (at least until the Teutoberg Forest 
more than two centuries later), “by the strength of its institutions”—in particu-
lar by the constancy of the senate, which “never departed from its old maxims.”

Ignoble Causes of Rome’s Grandeur?

Thus far in the Considerations, seemingly every cause of Rome’s grandeur 
might be described as “positive,” owing to that initial or early devotion to 
virtue and exertion that cycle theory predicts will lead to success. But Mon-
tesquieu also discusses other causes, not so “positive.” Chapter 6 in particular 
is devoted to Roman diplomacy, which Montesquieu exposes as disingenu-
ous, dishonest, and double-dealing. The senate may have been “constant” but 
its constancy was mostly in the service of duplicity. Roman diplomacy had 
but one aim: the subjugation of other states and peoples, preferably under 
cover of “alliance.”

The Romans may have been principally motived by passion, not calcu-
lation, but Montesquieu subtly makes clear that—at least eventually—their 
“passion” was as much for money as for “pride.” Roman devotion to the 
common good turns out to have been a kind of collective selfishness.15 In 
international affairs, Rome was essentially a gang of thieves, robbing its 
neighbors and enriching itself.

And it is not clear that the Roman devotion to spoils was not present 
from the beginning. The very first sentence of the Considerations indirectly 
reveals that the physical city of Rome was “built to hold booty, cattle, and the 
fruits of the field.” “Booty” is of course captured spoils, or, if we want to be 
less euphemistic, stolen goods. To borrow the language of the American Old 
West, the early Romans were cattle rustlers. One might try to say that booty 
taken in self-defense or just war should not be considered “stolen,” but the 

15  Cf. Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli, 11.
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further one delves into the Considerations, the harder it becomes to maintain 
the notion that Roman wars were either just or defensive.

Reap What Ye Sow

The most characteristic assertion of cycle theory is that success carries within 
itself the seeds of failure. We should not then be surprised that Montesquieu 
explicitly begins his account of Roman decline as early as chapter 5: “the 
war they waged against Antiochus is the true beginning of their corruption.” 
The reason? “The main weakness of the kingdom of Syria came from that of 
the court where the successors of Darius and not of Alexander reigned. The 
luxury, vanity, and indolence which, in all ages, have never left the courts 
of Asia, reigned especially at this one. The evil passed to the people, and to 
the soldiers, and became contagious even for the Romans.” In other words, 
conquest proved to be, at best, double-edged. Conquest brought power (for 
a time, as we shall see) and wealth (which, as we have already seen, is itself 
double-edged) but also alien, and corrosive, cultural practices.

Amazingly, by the end of chapter 7—with sixteen chapters and two-
thirds of the text yet to come—Montesquieu declares the Roman project 
has reached its culmination: “Pompey…completed the splendid work of 
Rome’s grandeur. He joined an infinite number of countries to the body of its 
empire—which served the show of Roman magnificence more than its true 
power. And although it seemed, from placards carried in his triumph, that 
he had increased the public revenues by more than a third, power was not 
increased, and public liberty was only the more endangered.”

Note that by some traditional measures of grandeur—territory and 
wealth—Pompey did in fact augment Rome’s grandeur. But he did not 
increase its power. This apparently fine distinction requires some reflection, 
since if one defines “power” as the ability to coerce others, Rome remained 
very powerful. Many more conquests would follow Pompey’s. Yet Montes-
quieu indicates that none of those victories enlarged Rome’s power, which 
either stagnated or began to decline. We are perhaps to be reminded of 
Machiavelli’s warning in Prince 3 not to expand beyond the point at which 
conquests cease being profitable.

Why was “public liberty…endangered” by these conquests? A chief 
reason seems to be that the wealth they generated was no longer evenly or 
equitably distributed but was concentrated in the hands of a few. Early in the 
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book, in chapter 3—which is otherwise a “positive” chapter about the roots of 
Roman grandeur—Montesquieu anticipates this outcome:

It was the equal partition of lands that at first enabled Rome to rise 
from its lowly position; and this was obvious when it became corrupt.

It was a small republic when, after the Latins refused to contribute the 
troops they had promised, ten legions were raised in the city on the 
spot. “Today’s Rome,” says Livy, “even though the whole world cannot 
contain it, could hardly do as much if an enemy suddenly appeared 
before its walls. This is a certain indication that we have not become 
greater at all, and that we have only increased the luxury and riches 
that obsess us.”

“Tell me,” said Tiberius Gracchus to the nobles, “who is worth more: 
a citizen or a perpetual slave; a soldier, or a man useless for war? In 
order to have a few more acres of land than other citizens, do you wish 
to renounce the hope of conquering the rest of the world, or to place 
yourself in danger of seeing these lands you refuse us snatched away 
by enemies?”

We see several things at work in this passage. Rome’s power declines as 
its size and wealth increase. The admonition of Gracchus makes clear the 
role of the nobility’s avarice: for them to have more, average citizens had to 
have less. The concentration of wealth into the hands of a small, decadent 
elite weakened individual Romans and hence Roman armies. Thus, despite a 
much larger population, later Rome faced greater difficultly fielding soldiers 
than had the early republic. The cause—or one cause—was an obsession with 
“luxury and riches.”

In the Roman case, wealth was a direct consequence of success in war—
that is, of the Romans’ raison d’être. It would seem, then, that Rome was fated 
to become corrupt, fated to fall. In chapter 9, in a passage that mirrors cycle 
theory, Montesquieu says this more or less explicitly: “What makes free states 
last a shorter time than others is that both the misfortunes and the successes 
they encounter almost always cause them to lose their freedom.” The title of 
this chapter—“Two Causes of Rome’s Ruin”—is one of only two in which the 
word “cause” appears. The two causes here under consideration are Rome’s 
expansion beyond Italy and the granting of citizenship to foreigners. The for-
mer, we have seen, further increased Rome’s wealth and exposed the Romans 
to foreign practices corrosive to liberty. It also elevated the status of Roman 
generals who, because of the great distances of their theaters of operation 
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from the capital, acted essentially as powers unto themselves.16 Their soldiers, 
in turn, began to consider themselves servants not of the republic but of their 
particular general. These dynamics reinforced themselves. Far-flung generals 
ceased holding captured booty until it could be returned to Rome, instead 
distributing it to their troops to cement their loyalties; the troops then spent 
that booty on foreign luxuries that corrupted republican virtue.

As for the mass granting of citizenship, Montesquieu indicates that it was 
politically necessary, in the circumstances in which the Romans then found 
themselves, to avoid further civil strife and even civil war. Rome had after all 
long used the manpower of its “allies” to aid in its conquests and those “allies” 
naturally felt they were owed. But he also implies that far better would have 
been for Rome not to have created these circumstances in the first place. As 
for the result?

After this, Rome was no longer a city whose people had but a single 
spirit, a single love of liberty, a single hatred of tyranny—a city where 
the jealousy of the senate’s power and the prerogatives of the great, 
always mixed with respect, was only a love of equality. Once the peoples 
of Italy became its citizens, each city brought to Rome its genius, its 
particular interests, and its dependence on some great protector. The 
distracted city no longer formed a complete whole. And since citizens 
were such only by a kind of fiction, since they no longer had the same 
magistrates, the same walls, the same gods, the same temples, and the 
same graves, they no longer saw Rome with the same eyes, no longer 
had the same love of country, and Roman sentiments were no more.

Other causes were more spiritual. Montesquieu singles out Epicureanism 
for “tainting the heart and mind of the Romans” (chapter 10). He implies that 
the spread of this doctrine weakened the Romans’ attachment to their patria 
and undermined the inviolability of a Roman oath, on which the stability of 
Roman society had for so long depended.

The Centrality of Caesar

Thus far, the history of the Romans and the causes of their grandeur and of 
their decadence appear to comport rather neatly with classical cycle theory. 
However, as we reach the center of the Considerations, we encounter an enor-
mous difference from cycle theory: in Rome, the cycle did not restart! Once 
back in the hands of monarchs, the state never reverted to aristocracy or 

16  Cf. Machiavelli, Discourses 3.24: “The Prolongation of Commands Made Rome Servile.”
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democracy but remained a monarchy until its final dissolution. As Machia-
velli puts it in Discourses 1.37, “never again was that city free.”

The “monarch” or “tyrant” who ended Rome’s freedom was of course 
Caesar. The centrality of Caesar to the Considerations can be seen in a num-
ber of ways. First, we have noted that the chronology presented in the book 
mostly proceeds in a straight line from beginning to end. However, Mon-
tesquieu continually shifts the “speed” at which his narrative moves. As a 
general matter, we may say that time passes very quickly at the beginning of 
the work, slows down toward the center, and then picks up speed again as we 
approach the end. The textual (as opposed to chronological) midpoint of the 
book is chapter 12, which divides the work into two “halves” of eleven chap-
ters each, the first concerning the republic, the second the empire. Second, 
chapter 12 covers the shortest amount of time—a mere three years (44–42 
BC)—of any chapter in the book. By contrast, the “fastest” chapter—chapter 
23—covers some seven hundred years! In other words, Montesquieu has liter-
ally placed Caesar at the center of his book and devoted his “slowest” chapter 
to the immediate aftermath of Caesar’s assassination. Third, Montesquieu 
uses thirteen names of persons in chapter titles, for a total of fifteen mentions 
(Caesar and Antoninus are named twice each). Whether one counts this list of 
names as thirteen or fifteen, Caesar’s name is central. Fourth, there is another 
way to reckon the plan of the work’s twenty-three chapters. Montesquieu also 
explicitly subdivides six chapters; if one counts each subdivision as a chapter, 
there are thirty-two chapters overall. The sixteenth ends with Caesar’s death; 
the seventeenth begins with its aftermath.

By making Caesar the hinge-point of the Considerations, Montesquieu 
implies that Caesar was the hinge-point of Roman history. This observation 
perhaps sounds commonplace today. But we are entitled to ask whether that 
is so because of Montesquieu and the new understanding of Roman history 
(pioneered by Machiavelli) that he helped to create the common under-
standing, our understanding. Since Augustine’s City of God, the traditional 
account of Roman history—still very much alive in Montesquieu’s time—had 
been theological in nature and held that Roman conquests were Providen-
tially ordained by God to pave the way for the fulfillment of His covenant 
via the preaching and self-sacrifice of Jesus, followed by the rapid spread of 
the Gospel throughout a politically unified world. In this understanding, the 
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hinge-point of Roman history is not the death (or life) of Caesar but the cru-
cifixion and resurrection of Christ.17

Montesquieu never mentions this view. Indeed, he mentions “Provi-
dence” only twice. In chapter 3, he says that in modern times, if “Providence 
has placed” a “small state” in a “lowly position,” then it “cannot possibly rise 
by its own efforts.” That is, he attributes to “Providence” exactly the opposite 
effect claimed by the traditional understanding of Roman success: rather 
than helping small states expand, providence holds them down. In chapter 
19, he invokes “Providence” to explain the alienation of the common people 
from heretical princes.

If this were not enough, we have recourse to Montesquieu’s assertion in 
chapter 1, quoted above, that the causes of political change themselves never 
change, a thought Montesquieu restates much more forcefully in chapter 18:

It is not chance that rules the world. Ask the Romans, who had a con-
tinuous sequence of successes when they were guided by a certain plan, 
and an uninterrupted sequence of reverses when they followed another. 
There are general causes, moral and physical, which act in every monar-
chy, elevating it, maintaining it, or hurling it to the ground. All accidents 
are controlled by these causes. And if the chance of one battle—that is, a 
particular cause—has brought a state to ruin, some general cause made 
it necessary for that state to perish from a single battle. In a word, the 
main trend draws with it all particular accidents.

The immediate context of that statement is an account of changes in Roman 
military practice from republican to imperial times—about as far removed 
from a theological account of Providence as one could imagine. Nonetheless, 
the thoughts expressed directly contradict any notion of a providential order 
governing this world and may stand as Montesquieu’s indirect yet forceful 
rejection of such a claim.

Rather than the product of Providence (or chance), Caesar represents the 
culmination of a kind of internal, natural necessity. Early in chapter 11, Mon-
tesquieu says that “since the republic necessarily had to perish, it was only a 

17  It is, I think, instructive to recall in this context the fact that not only is Caesar not blamed in 
Dante’s Inferno, Dante rather finds him “in his armor, falcon-eyed” in Hell’s First Circle, or Limbo, 
which—to say the least—does not appear to be altogether unpleasant. Caesar’s assassins, by contrast, 
are encountered last, in the Ninth Circle, being eternally gnawed by Satan along with Judas Iscariot. 
That the assassins of the pagan Caesar are explicitly joined with the betrayer of Christ while Caesar 
himself gets to enjoy his afterlife among the “virtuous pagans” is a striking illustration of the tradi-
tional understanding of Providence’s plan for Rome.
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question of how, and by whom, it was to be overthrown.” Toward the end of 
that chapter, he writes that

finally, the republic was crushed. And we must not blame it on the 
ambition of certain individuals; we must blame it on man—a being 
whose greed for power keeps increasing the more he has of it, and who 
desires all only because he already possesses much.18

If Caesar and Pompey had thought like Cato, others would have thought 
like Caesar and Pompey; and the republic, destined to perish, would 
have been dragged to the precipice by another hand.

Man himself destroyed the Roman Republic; Caesar was just the vehicle.

But Caesar was a particularly apt vehicle, perhaps the most apt. Through-
out the book’s first half, Montesquieu stresses the exceptionally warlike 
character of the Roman people and their institutions. At the end of chapter 
10, he observes:

whatever the corruption of Rome, not every misfortune was intro-
duced there. For the strength of its institutions had been such that it 
preserved its heroic valor and all of its application to war in the midst 
of riches, indolence and sensual pleasures—which, I believe, has hap-
pened to no other nation in the world.…In general, the Romans knew 
only the art of war, which was the sole path to magistracies and hon-
ors. Thus, the martial virtues remained after all the others were lost.

Caesar was thus in a very real sense the personification of Rome, the living 
embodiment of Roman virtue, above all military virtue. Caesar represents 
Rome as it were conquering itself. All the virtues that brought Rome to world 
domination came together in that one man. From that point on, the well-
being of Rome would depend on both Roman virtue, which was in irreversible 
but slow decline, and on the virtues—or lack thereof—of the emperors.

This helps explain why the book slows so dramatically in its central 
chapters. The most important and notable thing about the whole history 
of Rome—about which we have the most to learn—is the transition from 
republic to empire, or from liberty to despotism. The Considerations presents 
the single greatest and deepest analysis of Caesarism—of the loss of liberty 

18  Cf. Machiavelli, Discourses 1.37: “It is the verdict of the ancient writers that men are wont to worry 
in evil and to become bored with good, and that from both of these two passions the same effects 
arise. For whenever engaging in combat through necessity is taken from men they engage in combat 
through ambition, which is so powerful in human breasts that it never abandons them at whatever 
rank they rise to. The cause is that nature has created men so that they are able to desire everything 
and are unable to attain everything. So, since the desire is always greater than the power of acquiring, 
the result is discontent with what one possesses and a lack of satisfaction with it.”
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following the loss of virtue and the transformation of formerly republican 
institutions into tyrannical-administrative ones—in the entire literature. 
The heart of the Considerations then is an analysis of the death of politics 
understood as dissent and contention, or ruling and being ruled in turn, in 
Aristotle’s formulation, and its replacement with administration.19 As we 
have already seen, “administration” may be more or less benign depending 
on the administrator; which is to say, at least in part on chance.

This analysis is vital because Caesarism is always a possibility—always a 
danger. Its original form was, on one hand, unique because of the uniqueness 
of the Roman regime and its historical situation. On the other hand, in being 
the product (at least in part) of human nature and natural necessity, Rome’s 
transition to Caesarism has something to teach us about the nature of politics 
in all times and circumstances.

Rome after Caesar

The title of the Considerations promises a work that will explain the causes 
only of the Romans’ “grandeur” and their “decadence.” Strictly understood, 
this promise has been fulfilled by the end of the book’s first half. For (as 
noted) Montesquieu explicitly says in chapter 7 that Rome’s “grandeur” had 
by that point been “completed,” while chapter 9 is dedicated to the “causes” 
of Rome’s “ruin” and chapter 10 is entirely—and titularly—dedicated to the 
Romans’ “corruption.” Yet after all this, the book still soldiers on. Why?

It is not enough to answer “Because Rome still had fifteen centuries to 
go”—for that only raises again the question of why Montesquieu structured 
his book akin to a narrative rather than thematically. That Montesquieu 
finds the Roman Empire less interesting than the republic is indicated by the 
fact that he devotes roughly the same number of chapters and pages to each, 
despite the fact that the former lasted nearly four times as long as the latter. 
Rome after Caesar becomes a more or less typical despotism. Montesquieu in 
fact dispatches the entire last third of Roman history in one chapter because 
so little of note happened. Bad government, he seems to indicate, is the norm 
of human history and human life.

19  According to Harry V. Jaffa, “The heart of the process whereby politics is replaced by administra-
tion is presented to us unforgettably in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra” (Jaffa, “The American 
Founding as the Best Regime: The Bonding of Civil and Religious Liberty,” originally published as a 
Claremont Institute monograph [1990]; republished in The Rediscovery of America: Essays by Harry 
V. Jaffa on the New Birth of Politics, ed. Edward J. Erler and Ken Masugi [Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2018], chap. 6).
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So why treat the empire at all, in that case? The answer emerges from the 
context of the rest of the book. In fact, Montesquieu still has two other causes 
to explain: first, why, despite the Roman Empire’s weakness and corruption, it 
nonetheless lasted as long as it did; and, second, what finally brought it down.

The final chapter of the Considerations is partially titled “Reason for the 
Duration of the Eastern Empire,” but the very first paragraph speaks of “rea-
sons,” plural. The context makes clear that these reasons existed in spite of 
that empire’s weakness; they propped up the empire despite itself:

Thus, while the empire was weighed down by a bad government, par-
ticular causes supported it. So today we see some European nations 
maintaining themselves, in spite of their weakness, by the treasuries of 
the Indies; we see the temporal states of the pope maintaining them-
selves by the respect in which their sovereign is held, and the corsairs 
of Barbary by the impediments they present to the commerce of the 
small nations, which makes them useful to the great ones.

In an ironic sense, we have come full circle from “positive” causes that gave 
rise to Roman success, to “negative” causes that brought down the repub-
lic, and back to “positive” causes that sustained the empire. Except that in 
the first case, the “positive” causes were causes of strength in a heathy body 
whereas in the third they are causes that (temporarily) sustain the life of a 
diseased body.

One such cause was the degradation of the Roman people, which made 
them easier for even—or especially—the vilest emperors to govern:

The people of Rome, who were called plebs, did not hate the worst 
emperors. After they had lost their power, and were no longer occu-
pied with war, they had become the vilest of all peoples. They regarded 
commerce and the arts as things fit for slaves, and the distributions of 
grain that they received made them neglect the land. They had been 
accustomed to games and spectacles. When they no longer had tri-
bunes to listen to or magistrates to elect, these useless things became 
necessities, and idleness increased their taste for them. Thus Caligula, 
Nero, Commodus, and Caracalla were lamented by the people because 
of their very madness, for they wildly loved what the people loved, 
and contributed with all their power and even their persons to the 
people’s pleasures. For them these rulers were prodigal of all the riches 
of the empire, and when these were exhausted, the people—looking on 
untroubled while all the great families were being despoiled—enjoyed 
the fruits of the tyranny. And their joy was pure, for they found secu-
rity in their own baseness. (chap. 15)
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Another was the servility and corruption of the senate and of members 
of the upper classes, who no longer posed any threat to the imperial system:

After Caesar had vanquished the party of the republic, both his friends 
and his enemies in the senate agreed to remove all the limits the laws 
had set to his power and to confer excessive honors upon him. The for-
mer sought to please him, the latter to make him odious. Dio tells us 
that some went so far as to propose that he be permitted to enjoy all the 
women he pleased. This was the cause of his not distrusting the senate, 
and brought about his assassination. But it was also the reason, in the 
following reigns, why there was no act of flattery lacking a precedent 
or capable of revolting the mind. (chap. 14)

Not all the causes of the empire’s longevity were quite so ignoble, however. 
Montesquieu has high praise for certain emperors—above all Trajan, Mar-
cus Aurelius, and Julian—and some other figures, notably Belisarius, whose 
virtue bought the empire time and postponed the end. Yet even this praise 
indicates how fickle and unstable reliance on individuals really is. Great 
men, we have seen, can create great times, but great times inevitably give 
way to corrupt men and corrupt times. In such times, later great men might 
sometimes be able to make bad situations better but they will always lack the 
power to turn things around, not because they are not great but because their 
greatness is insufficient to overcome the underlying rot.

The End(s)

But anything that can’t go on forever, won’t, and Montesquieu explains the 
falls of both the Western and Eastern Empires. He is almost—but not quite—
silent on the spread of Christianity in the early empire. The first time he 
raises the topic (at the beginning of chapter 19), it is to cite a contemporane-
ous debate between Christians and pagans on who was more responsible for 
Rome’s decline. Montesquieu does not explicitly take sides but it is probably 
not a coincidence that the third subheading of this chapter is “Reasons Why 
the Western Empire Was the First to Fall.” Perhaps also he hopes we will 
remember what he had explicitly said in chapter 10 about the effects of the 
apolitical doctrine of Epicureanism on Roman virtue.

It is important to note that by identifying Christianity as a cause of 
the fall of the Western Empire, Montesquieu is not necessarily condemn-
ing Christianity per se. Indeed at a few points he seems to indicate a certain 
respect for tenets of the Christian faith. For instance, in chapter 15 he criti-
cizes the Romans for “making sport of human nature in the person of their 
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children and their slaves” and says that “they could scarcely know the virtue 
we call humanity,” that is, a virtue that emerges in the West with Christi-
anity. In chapter 19, he writes that “Saint Augustine showed that the city of 
heaven was different from this earthly city in which the ancient Romans, for 
some human virtues, had received rewards that were as vain as these virtues” 
(emphasis added). The word “showed” would seem to indicate an underlying 
agreement with Augustine’s judgment. In other words, Christianity can be 
both true (at least in part) and a cause of Roman decadence.

The specific reason Montesquieu cites for why the West fell first is that 
the northern barbarians, finding the East too well-guarded, bypassed it 
and continued west. But he also indicates that the Eastern emperors made 
alliances with said barbarians to encourage them to pillage elsewhere, and 
specifically redirected their attentions westward. The West, too weak to 
defend itself, invited the barbarians to settle in Roman lands, hoping that 
settlement would lead to peace. Instead the newcomers allied themselves with 
the military, already comprised of foreigners, and the West’s fate was sealed.

The Eastern Empire hung around for another thousand years despite its 
“disorders” (the topic of chapter 21) and “weakness” (chap. 22). Montesquieu 
cites many causes for its “destruction” (chap. 23), but one stands out. The 
importance of Christianity to Montesquieu’s narrative rises in the book’s 
closing chapters—in particular “Greek” Christianity, which Montesquieu 
depicts as less warlike, less political, more pacifistic, more anticommercial 
and above all more prone to internecine disputes (especially over esoteric 
points of doctrine) than its Western counterpart. One may say that Mon-
tesquieu’s “Greek” Christianity is truer to the tenets of the New Testament, 
strictly interpreted, than to Christianity as it developed later in the West, 
or that “Greek” Christianity is code for Christianity simply while Western 
Christianity is a more worldly Christianity, or a Christianity “interpreted 
according to virtue.”20

In any event, the Eastern Empire gradually became poor, unarmed, 
obsessed with the other world, unwilling to maintain order or punish any 
crime but heresy, and unwilling or unable to fight for itself. The East had 
only one recourse against the rising tide of an armed, confident Islam: retreat 
inward. Which it did, until the empire was “reduced to the suburbs of Con-
stantinople” and fell at the first push.

20  Machiavelli, Discourses 2.2.
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Montesquieu’s Intent Revisited

In explicating not merely the cycle of regimes, but the entire Roman journey 
through the cycle, Montesquieu means to teach both what is permanent and 
unavoidable in politics and what is within man’s power to shape, if not control.

Montesquieu’s theoretical intent for the Considerations is to revive 
awareness, and serious study, of the cycle of regimes. Rather than doing so 
in dry, thematic fashion, he appeals to a broader audience by taking in the 
entire sweep of Roman history—a subject of widespread fascination then as 
now. (The book is known to have inspired, for instance, Edward Gibbon.) 
The central theoretical lesson that I believe Montesquieu wishes to convey is 
that—contrary, perhaps, to the intent and hope of some earlier thinkers—the 
cycle has not been repealed or overcome. Indeed, Montesquieu insists it can-
not be. Fundamental causes impel men to behave in certain ways that all 
but guarantee that human endeavors—even the most prudential and success-
ful—will eventually plateau and then decay. No human society or political 
order can last forever because—as we have seen—success carries within itself 
the seeds of failure.

The cycle, we also recall, did not restart within Rome itself. But if we 
follow Machiavelli (Discourses 2.5) in understanding the concept of “regime” 
more broadly as a “sect” that includes more than one people and political 
entity, we see that the cycle did eventually restart. For how else to interpret 
the explorers, conquerors, settlers, scientists, and other men of daring who 
emerged in early modernity but as the beginning of something fundamen-
tally new—a rising “sect” out to imprint its form on a pliant world?

I believe this is the key to understanding Montesquieu’s practical inten-
tion for the Considerations: to nudge modernity in a moderate, positive 
direction. The cycle may be permanent and unchanging, but how we operate 
within the cycle is in certain respects up to us. Recall Montesquieu’s state-
ment from chapter 1 that the early Romans had a choice: “One of two things 
had to happen: either Rome would change its government, or it would remain 
a small and poor monarchy.” The Romans chose greatness and expansion 
over moderation and limits. In so choosing, they made inevitable what is not 
necessarily inevitable by nature.
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“In the end,” writes Paul Rahe, “Montesquieu’s aim is to rob Rome of its 
allure.”21 There can be little question that Montesquieu—for all his evident 
admiration for Roman virtue—judged the Roman conquest of the ancient 
world a disaster for man. It crushed liberty for centuries, homogenized or 
even eliminated formerly free and distinct peoples, and led to the rise of a 
priestly authority that held back both East and West for centuries.

Very late in the book (chap. 21), Montesquieu hints that the invention of 
printing combined with newspapers and the postal service have made world 
conquest, at least by Roman modes, less likely. It is, he says, harder to deceive 
than it used to be, hence a strict imitation of Roman diplomatic subterfuge is 
inadvisable and probably impossible.

But that does not necessarily mean that conquest by arms—the other 
essential component of Roman success—has become impossible, or that, even 
if it has, no state would dare try. Indeed, Montesquieu lived at a time when 
the most powerful European states—first Spain, then his native France—har-
bored ambitions for general and perhaps even universal conquest. To borrow 
terminology from The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu seems to have been 
concerned that the more or less benign and moderate monarchies of his time, 
based on the “principle” of “honor,” were trying to expand beyond prudent 
limits and might give way to immoderate despotism based on “fear.” In other 
words, the reasserted dominance of one European state or people over all the 
others might once again give rise to Caesarism, outwardly different in form, 
but at its core identical to the original.

By describing Rome’s transformation, Montesquieu paves the way for 
understanding Europe’s potential transformation and quietly urges moderns 
who face a choice similar to that of the early Romans to choose moderation.

21  Rahe, Montesquieu and the Logic of Liberty, 36; see also 92: the Considerations “show[s] that 
antiquity, which seems to the unsuspecting glance so grand and glorious, is upon close examination 
distasteful, ugly and grim.”
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Over the past two and a half decades, the academic literature on Leo Strauss 
has been growing significantly. Scholars from North America, Europe, 
China, and Latin America have been contributing dozens of books, articles, 
and papers every year. And this enthusiasm is gaining momentum, as a rapid 
glance at any catalog will show. The days when Strauss was an author read 
by a relatively small group of political philosophers and historians of Jewish 
thought appear to be gone for good. Today, Strauss is finally recognized by a 
larger audience as a philosopher in his own right, and he is read by an ever-
growing number of students and scholars. And, of course, the demand for 
new and comprehensive research is increasing accordingly. Among the most 
prolific and active contributors to the study of Strauss’s thought are, without 
a doubt, Italian academics. To cite one example, no fewer than sixty-four 
volumes on Strauss have appeared in the Western world in the last ten years 
alone (2008–2018); ten of them were written by Italian scholars. What sets 
the Italians apart is the relatively large amount of research they publish, the 
depth of their knowledge of the thinker in question, and the multifaceted 
variety of their philosophical approaches. However, owing to the linguistic 
divide, the greater part of their lively and original production remains, for all 
practical purposes, within the limits of the Italian-speaking academic world. 

 * I would like to thank, in the first place, Hannes Kerber; without his generous support, I would 
have never been able to accomplish my task. I am grateful to the people who discussed the first draft 
of this article: Raimondo Cubeddu and Heinrich Meier, then Fabian Brandt, Ferdinand Deanini, 
Laurenz Denker, Marco Lass, Stefan Leicht, Timothy McCranor, Alessandro Mulieri, Rasoul Namazi, 
Isabel Rollandi, and Ryan Scheerlinck. My enduring gratitude goes to Heinrich Meier and the Carl 
Friedrich von Siemens Stiftung. A full bibliography of Italian Strauss studies is available online at 
https://www.academia.edu/36878018/Italian_Studies_on_Leo_Strauss.
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Given the growing interest in Strauss’s thought shown by so many scholars 
around the world, it seems apt to map a terra incognita—to write the history 
of what has been produced by Italian scholars. Hence, this article discusses 
eighteen monographs on Strauss, as well as a few seminal essays, published 
in Italy since 1983.

The primary thing to be observed about the study of Strauss in Italy is 
the absence of a school. In contrast to the North American academic world, 
in which at least two major trends had been thriving for some decades (the 
so-called West Coast and East Coast Straussians; see below), Italian scholars 
have worked autonomously, and have been absolutely extraneous to the ideo-
logical and political climate that has so heavily conditioned the mainstream 
debate on the figure of Strauss and, notably, the careers of some scholars. 
Perhaps the main reason for the absence of a school is the fact that Strauss 
had no Italian pupils. Strauss’s Italian acquaintances were few and isolated; 
their sporadic attempts at communication were to no avail. Besides this, no 
Italian philosopher entertained a dialogue with Strauss as Alexandre Kojève 
did; Strauss did not comment on contemporary Italian thinkers as he did 
on Carl Schmitt and Martin Heidegger. The bridge with Italian culture was 
built only posthumously, for there was no preexisting Straussian “tradition” 
or “encounter” that could somehow guide the interpretation “from within” 
(this, as far as I know, applies also to the Chinese and Latin American aca-
demic worlds). In any case, the struggle of the Italian scholars to get hold of 
such an original thinker was successful. In the following, I will argue that, 
while the first encounter was characterized by an almost total dismissal of 
Strauss’s thought, the later flourishing of interest contributed to the build-
ing of a solid Straussian scholarship, however diversified. As I recount in the 
second and third sections of this article, the Italian studies are so manifold 
and varied that they reflect, like a prism, almost all the different aspects of 
Strauss’s thought. Today, such an abundance of views appears to be retro-
spectively unified by a shared opinion which, I believe, confers a clear and 
distinctive trait to the contemporary Italian Straussian movement. In order 
to delineate this distinct cultural and philosophical trait in a nutshell, I offer a 
formula used by Carlo Altini to describe Strauss’s project: Strauss is a philoso-
pher who transformed the history of political philosophy into an instrument 
of philosophical inquiry strictly understood. As will become evident from 
the discussion of the books and essays, Italian scholars have been enthralled 
by Strauss’s ability to discuss philosophic issues by reading works belonging 
to the past. This approach is something these scholars surely learned from 
Strauss, but also something which, although in a different form, was already 
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present in their culture: the utmost consideration for the traditional canon, 
namely, the Great Books. Today, Strauss is understood as a thinker who 
revived the study of the history of philosophy as a truly philosophical pursuit 
aimed at the articulation of perennial, and not just contingent or culture-
related, problems. Breaking the spell of the dominating philosophical trends 
and reaching this shared comprehension required the hard work of two gen-
erations of scholars.

1. At First, Decades of Diffidence (1950s–1970s)
Despite its relatively early encounter with Strauss’s work, the Italian academic 
community initially reacted largely with skepticism. The main reasons for 
this reaction can be traced to the philosophical trends dominating Italian 
social and political thought in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Broadly speaking, 
Italy’s politico-philosophical intelligentsia looked up to three major schools of 
thought: historicism, social science positivism, and Marxism. The dominat-
ing intellectual authorities were figures such as Benedetto Croce, Max Weber, 
Antonio Gramsci, and, of course, Karl Marx. One of the few points all three 
schools agreed on was that the project of political philosophy in general, as 
well as the doctrine of natural right in particular, belonged to the past. It is 
not surprising that Strauss’s work did not find fruitful ground in Italy and 
was almost universally met with silent hostility or outspoken disinterest. Rai-
mondo Cubeddu, who wrote a detailed account of the early years of Strauss’s 
reception among Italian scholars, shows that Strauss’s sweeping critique of 
Max Weber remained practically unheard, and that Strauss’s rejection of 
historicism and his warning against forsaking natural right were met with a 
“deep silence”: “in those years…Strauss’s works and issues appeared difficult, 
outlandish, and unintelligible. Every commonplace of Italian politico-philo-
sophical culture was put into question, directly or indirectly.”1

Early reviews of Natural Right and History2 were reserved at best and 
in some cases openly dismissive. For example, the influential philosopher of 
law Guido Fassò maintained that Strauss’s book—which he dubbed a “histo-
riographico-philosophical monstrum”3—did not even deserve a translation. 
Other reviewers, such as the political philosopher Norberto Bobbio and the 
historian of philosophy Pietro Rossi, were not quite as harsh, but certainly 

1  Raimondo Cubeddu, “Strauss in Italia,” Il Politico 71 (2006): 64.
2  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953).
3  Guido Fassò, “Che cosa intendiamo con ‘diritto naturale,’” in Scritti di filosofia del diritto, vol. 2 
(Milan: Giuffrè, 1982), 50n.
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lacked all enthusiasm. Bobbio admitted that the plan of Natural Right and 
History was not “very clear,” and questioned why Strauss failed to point out 
which “maxims were to be considered indisputably right by nature.”4 Rossi, 
concentrating on Strauss’s criticism of historicism, lamented Strauss’s reduc-
tion of historicism to a sort of “Spenglerian” relativism. According to Rossi, 
such a relativism would be “a pure and simple deviation…from the funda-
mental orientation of contemporary historicism.”5 Interestingly enough, 
there seems to have been no reaction by Catholic thinkers, who represented 
another major current of the Italian intellectual scene, notwithstanding the 
fact that they could have formed a common front with Strauss against posi-
tivism and relativism.

At the time, the Italian thinker who showed the greatest interest in 
Strauss’s work was Bruno Leoni, who had met Strauss at least twice in the 
United States, once in 1953 and again in 1961. In Italy, Leoni was an outsider 
in more than one way. Not only was he a philosopher of law who supported 
value-free social science with original arguments, he was also a libertarian 
thinker in his own right. Leoni recognized Strauss’s exceptionality and did 
not attempt to reduce his thought to the categories common to Italian aca-
demic life. In 1956, Leoni published a translation of the first lecture from 
the “What Is Political Philosophy?” series in the journal Il Politico.6 Leoni 
presented Strauss as the author of “fundamental essays on Hobbes, on the 
relation between natural right and historicism, and, lately, on Machiavelli,” 
and stressed that Strauss’s recovery of classical political philosophy, “while 
strongly polemical and, perhaps, irredeemably in contrast with the very cri-
teria which inspire this journal, deserve close examination.”7 A year later, 
Leoni himself published a close examination in the form of a dense rejoinder 
to Strauss’s critique of Weberian value-free social science.8 Leoni dubbed 
Strauss a rare bird for the fact that he admitted value judgments in political 
science—in contrast to the American and Anglo-Saxon tendency to exclude 
moral evaluations as unscientific—and traced this aspect to Strauss’s Euro-
pean background.9

4  Norberto Bobbio, “Sul diritto naturale,” Rivista di Filosofia 45 (1954): 429, 432–34.
5  Pietro Rossi, “Recensione di L. Strauss, Natural Right and History,” Rivista di Filosofia 45  
(1954): 460.
6  Leo Strauss, “Che cosa è la filosofia politica?,” Il Politico 21 (1956): 359–73.
7  Bruno Leoni, “Premessa,” Il Politico 21 (1956): 359.
8  Bruno Leoni, “Giudizi di valore e scienza politica: Risposta al Professor Strauss,” Il Politico 22 
(1957): 86–94; this paper was originally presented in Manchester at the Social Science Club.
9  See ibid., 87.
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In the 1960s and early 1970s, interest in Strauss increased somewhat, 
mostly thanks to the first translation of On Tyranny (1968).10 In those years, 
a few sympathetic articles appeared by Francesco Mercadante,11 Pier Franco 
Taboni,12 and, most notably, by the historian Arnaldo Momigliano, who was 
also an acquaintance of Strauss’s. Momigliano’s insightful article “Ermeneu-
tica e pensiero politico classico in Leo Strauss” (Hermeneutics and classical 
political thought in Leo Strauss) (1967),13 which is still quoted regularly 
today, attempts to characterize Strauss as a philosopher and to understand 
his relationship to Judaism. After originally having admitted his bewilder-
ment regarding “Jerusalem and Athens”14 (“the contrast between reason…
and revelation…appears to be exasperated; the implications, to me, remain 
unclear”),15 Momigliano, ten years later, in an aggiunta (afterthought) (1977) 
to his article, seems to have reached a conclusion: He describes Strauss’s posi-
tion as “the secret position of the philosopher within Judaism…who speaks 
of reason in the world of faith; who advocates reason on behalf of those who 
respect and comprehend faith, but do not endorse it. Ultimately, this was 
the secret position adopted by Leo Strauss, a disciple of Maimonides.”16 Still, 
these were practically isolated voices.

2. Strauss and the Crisis of Modern Political  
Thought in Italy
It was not until the early 1980s that the situation in Italy changed notice-
ably. The newfound interest in Strauss was caused by the need for a thinker 
capable of offering a new narrative on the epochal break effected by moder-
nity. Finally, Strauss’s approach would open a new horizon following the 

10  Leo Strauss, La tirannide: Saggio sul “Gerone” di Senofonte, ed. Francesco Mercadante (Milan: Giuf-
frè, 1968).
11  Francesco Mercadante, “Leo Strauss e il neostoricismo,” Rivista internazionale di filosofia del diritto 
45 (1968): 603–8; Francesco Mercadante, “Il tiranno finale e universale: Leo Strauss tra gli antichi e i 
moderni,” in La democrazia plebiscitaria (Milan: Giuffrè, 1974), 155–88.
12  Pier Franco Taboni, “Che cos’è la filosofia politica?,” Studi Urbinati di storia, filosofia e letteratura 
48 (1974): 191–220. In 1977 Taboni also published a collection of Strauss’s essays under the same 
title: Leo Strauss, Che cos’è la filosofia politica? Scritti su Hobbes e altri saggi, ed. Pier Franco Taboni 
(Urbino: Argalia, 1977).
13  Arnaldo Momigliano, “Ermeneutica e pensiero politico classico in Leo Strauss,” Rivista storica 
italiana 79 (1967): 1164–72; later reissued with an afterthought in Strauss, Che cos’è la filosofia 
politica?, 7–21. I will refer to the second, expanded version of the essay.
14  Leo Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens: Some Introductory Reflections,” Commentary 43 (1967): 45–57.
15  Momigliano, “Ermeneutica e pensiero politico classico in Leo Strauss,” 19n22.
16  Ibid., 21.
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intellectual collapse of Marxism and other philosophies of history. In this 
context, what gained more attention than anything else was the unmodern 
aspect of Strauss’s enterprise. Strauss was perceived mainly as a thinker who 
exposed the structural limits of liberalism or, more generally, of modern 
political science. The first real impact of Strauss’s thought in Italy appears to 
have been facilitated by his attempt to “return” to classical thought and by his 
“recovery” of ancient political philosophy. Strauss was seen by his first Italian 
readers as someone who could help them break out of the confines of their 
intellectual milieu, which at the time felt outdated and unable to offer fresh 
perspectives for the analysis of the spiritual and political moment. In gen-
eral, the interest in Strauss was part of a broader movement of the renewal 
of political thought, driven by the urgency to break the shell of a modern 
tradition that was rapidly becoming obsolete.

The scholars who studied Strauss in this phase each came from a differ-
ent corner of Italy’s intellectual scene; each, before encountering Strauss, had 
already developed a position of his own in political science or political phi-
losophy; they approached his works with questions which were partially born 
elsewhere. The great originality and plurality of the early studies on Strauss 
were the result of some sort of positive “contamination”: Strauss was read, 
from time to time, by researchers who had come up studying, for example, 
the Austrian School, ancient political thought, conceptual history, political 
science, or history of philosophy. Some common traits are nonetheless easily 
recognizable. The first is the aforementioned deep-felt perception of the crisis 
of liberalism and modern political thought. The self-destruction of moder-
nity is the interpretive frame in which Strauss initially became relevant, and 
some of these early studies offered an image of Strauss as an almost mono-
lithic antimodern thinker. The aspects of Strauss’s thought which appeared 
simply odd and bizarre in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s were appreciated in 
the 1980s and 1990s, even if they were not always embraced. Strauss was pre-
sented as a philosopher of natural right and as a radical critic of modernity; 
the champion of the forgotten art of reading and an authoritative interpreter 
of Thomas Hobbes. But, most importantly, he was understood as the thinker 
who restored the possibility of political philosophy understood as the philo-
sophical treatment of political things. Indeed, many scholars and political 
thinkers found Strauss’s critique of modernity helpful in reestablishing a 
political science that could free itself from the shackles of relativism and 
become, once again, the lodestar of the social sciences. Other themes of his 
work remained, for the time being, in the background.
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The second trait common to the Italian scholars who were interested in 
Strauss in the 1980s is their attempt to grasp Strauss’s thought as a whole. 
While they concentrated, from time to time, on specific aspects of Strauss’s 
work, they studied all of his books and offered a comprehensive picture of 
his teaching. In fact, given the almost total extraneousness, at the time, of 
Strauss’s peculiar categories from the philosophical debate, these scholars 
were forced to conceive an effective way to introduce this rare bird into Ital-
ian philosophical culture, placing him in a broader constellation alongside 
philosophical figures who, like Voegelin or Arendt, were already gaining 
some popularity in academic circles. Until the early 2000s, Strauss was not 
broadly recognized as a philosopher in his own right; to many, he was merely 
a great interpreter or historian of political philosophy. The main difficulty 
faced by the first generation of Straussian scholars in Italy was establishing 
that Strauss was a philosopher, and not merely a brilliant, yet controversial, 
German-American professor of political science. This fact partly explains the 
concentration on some of his most iconic books, such as Natural Right and 
History, On Tyranny, Liberalism Ancient and Modern, and What Is Politi-
cal Philosophy? (which appeared quite early in Italian translation as well in 
1957, 1968, 1973 and 1977, respectively),17 and the success of Strauss’s most 
striking claims: the radical distinction between ancients and moderns, the 
self-destruction of modern rationalism in the form of positivism and his-
toricism, and the necessity of a return to classical natural right or premodern 
political thought.

A. Raimondo Cubeddu’s Fascination with Strauss’s 
Criticism of Modern Political Philosophy

In 1983, Raimondo Cubeddu, who had previously written a study on Karl 
Popper and the problem of historicism, published Leo Strauss e la filosofia 
politica moderna (Leo Strauss and modern political philosophy). Cubeddu’s 
study is the first monograph in any language entirely devoted to Strauss, 
whom he called “one of the most fascinating contemporary political 
philosophers.”18 The book focuses on Strauss’s criticism of modern political 
philosophy and its decay as manifested in contemporary thought, namely, 
historicism and scientism. Although Cubeddu is sympathetic to Strauss’s 

17  Leo Strauss, Diritto naturale e storia (Venice: Neri Pozza, 1957); Leo Strauss, La tirannide (see note 
10 above); Leo Strauss, Liberalismo antico e moderno (Milan: Giuffrè, 1973); Leo Strauss, Che cos’è la 
filosofia politica? (see note 12 above).
18  Raimondo Cubeddu, Leo Strauss e la filosofia politica moderna (Naples: Edizioni Scientifiche Ital-
iane, 1983), 9.



 1 9 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

critique, his point of view is not that of what one would call a “Straussian.” 
Cubeddu takes seriously the challenge posed to the modern project by 
Strauss’s return to the ancients, but he does so with a purpose of his own. 
Cubeddu, who as a thinker is very close to the Austrian School (whose main 
representatives are Carl Menger, Ludwig von Mises, and Friedrich A. von 
Hayek), sees Strauss primarily as a powerful “potential falsifier,”19 a sort of test 
case which is too challenging to be overlooked by anyone who is interested 
in modern political philosophy. Cubeddu’s central question is the following: 
Is Austrian liberalism able to resist Strauss’s sweeping critique of moder-
nity? According to Cubeddu’s reconstruction, Strauss’s critical account of 
modern political philosophers offers a charming, though puzzling, history 
of the “diabolical” attempt to solve the political problem by merely human 
means. One of the puzzles Cubeddu identifies is the absence of an actual 
treatment of Christian political thought, for he cannot believe that Strauss 
“could have met the problem represented by Christianity…for the origin of 
modern political philosophy, with a few pages on Aquinas.”20 According to 
Cubeddu, a closer confrontation with those Christian thinkers who found it 
necessary to break with the tradition would have given Strauss the oppor-
tunity to understand the now decaying modernity as a secularized version 
of Gnosticism. Likewise, Strauss’s notion of historicism strikes Cubeddu as 
enigmatic. Cubeddu, who following Strauss believes that a radical critique 
of historicism is necessary in order to recover the possibility of a genuine 
political philosophy, maintains that Strauss practically contrived too vague 
a concept of historicism, combining “different trends of thought which 
share very few affinities.”21 His polemical attitude towards historical thought 
exposes Strauss to the risk of essentialism, and therefore of being ineffective 
on a practical level.22 Accordingly, Strauss’s tentative return to the classical 
doctrine of natural right is highly perplexing to Cubeddu. He emphasizes 
the fact that the teleological notion of nature, on which classical natural right 
seems to be based, has been disproved by modern natural science.23 And 
since “Strauss says nothing about the real effectiveness” of classical natural 
right, and “does not even say whether its realization has ever been attempted, 

19  Ibid., 193; cf. 12.
20  Ibid., 57–58.
21  Ibid., 147.
22  Cf. ibid., 253–54, 314.
23  Cf. ibid., 91, 95.
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and, if so, with what results,”24 Cubeddu raises the question whether Strauss’s 
“return” is, in truth, nothing more than a rhetorical appeal to moderation 
or even a mere “warning cry.”25 The main conclusion of Cubeddu’s book can 
be summarized as follows: Strauss’s critique of modernity applies success-
fully only to the political thought that stems from Hobbes, which can be 
labeled “constructivism.” It is this trend of thought that would eventually 
usher in scientism and historicism. Another trend, which can be traced back 
to Mandeville and the Scottish Enlightenment, appears to survive Strauss’s 
indictment. According to Cubeddu, the second trend would eventually reach 
its full theoretical consistency in the teaching of the Austrian School, whose 
ability to recognize tyranny as a danger coeval with man makes it a viable 
alternative to the relativistic drift of modern political science.

B. Transcending Thomas Hobbes: Giuseppe Duso,  
Carlo Galli, Mario Piccinini

Five years later, in 1988, a second major contribution to the Italian study of 
the work of Leo Strauss appeared, namely, Filosofia politica e pratica del pen-
siero: Eric Voegelin, Leo Strauss, Hannah Arendt (Political philosophy and 
the practice of thought: Eric Voegelin, Leo Strauss, Hannah Arendt), a col-
lection of essays edited by Giuseppe Duso, who, like Cubeddu, was inspired 
by Strauss’s critique of contemporary social science, but who adopted a 
different approach. The collection deals with three attempts to transcend 
the paradigm of political science in the twentieth century. To explain the 
underlying approach of the volume, Duso’s introduction highlights the cri-
sis of Weberian social science and, especially, the need to find a way out of 
the alleged impossibility to rationally justify value judgments. According 
to Duso, authors such as Voegelin, Strauss, and Arendt are of interest not 
because they try to propose new values or to revitalize old ones, but because 
they inaugurate “a new intellectual movement”26 by which they question 
modern political science as a whole. The three philosophers thus transcend 
the very paradigm which speaks of values as distinct from facts. Far from 
being “foundationalists,” they recover the classical attitude by affirming the 
primacy of theoria as the practice of critical thought.

24  Ibid., 90.
25  Ibid., 124.
26  Editor’s introduction to Filosofia politica e pratica del pensiero: Strauss, Voegelin, Arendt, ed. 
Giuseppe Duso (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1988), 9.
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The first of the two chapters on Strauss is Carlo Galli’s “Strauss, Voegelin, 
Arendt lettori di Thomas Hobbes: Tre paradigmi interpretativi della forma 
politica nella modernità” (Strauss, Voegelin, Arendt, readers of Thomas 
Hobbes: Three interpretive paradigms of the modern political form).27 
According to Galli, a renowned Schmitt scholar, Strauss’s radical critique of 
modern irrationalism can show, by way of contrast, what Strauss sees as the 
authentic form of rationalism. In Hobbes’s thought, immanence takes the 
place of transcendence, and by doing so it loses every reference to the Platonic 
idea. As Galli writes, it seems that Strauss considers reasonable only an “imi-
tative” relationship with such a Platonic idea; moreover, what is necessary is 
not just the “imitation,” but “the transcendence of the ideal model on which 
the imitation must be based.”28 And since modernity, in Hobbes, denies any 
relation with transcendence, it cannot but create order out of chaos, prov-
ing to be a form of sheer decisionism that reverses the relationship between 
good and evil. The problematic aspect of this “catastrophic” interpretation 
of modernity is, according to Galli, the dependence of Strauss’s radicalism 
on the object of his polemical invective. In this sense, Strauss’s return is at 
risk of being a mere mirror image of modernity itself. The second essay on 
Strauss is Mario Piccinini’s “Leo Strauss e il problema teologico-politico alle 
soglie degli anni trenta” (Leo Strauss and the theologico-political problem 
at the threshold of the 1930s),29 which focuses mainly on Strauss’s interpre-
tation of Hobbes in Spinoza’s Critique of Religion30 and his review of Carl 
Schmitt’s Der Begriff des Politischen.31 The intention of this essay is to uncover 
the philosophical meaning of the two irreducible facts, politics and religion, 
which constitute a polarity essential to human nature, and which cannot be 
sublimated by culture nor obfuscated by modern political science. Therefore, 
Strauss’s radical critique of modernity, by restating the primacy of religion 
and politics, helps shed light on the “transcendence” (ulteriorità) to which 
they refer, and that concerns man as man. According to Piccinini, the fact 
of religion refers back to, or discloses, the transcendence of law, which in 
turn refers back to a hidden God which human reason cannot comprehend. 
The fact of politics, in turn, poses to man as man the question of justice, 
a question that transcends the fact-value distinction. This Platonic-Socratic 

27  In Duso, Filosofia politica e pratica del pensiero, 25–57.
28  Ibid., 33.
29  In Duso, Filosofia politica e pratica del pensiero, 193–233.
30  Leo Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion (New York: Schocken Books, 1965).
31  Leo Strauss, “Comments on Der Begriff des Politischen by Carl Schmitt,” in Spinoza’s Critique of 
Religion, 329–51.
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questioning of the claims of justice discloses the peculiar dimension of the 
philosophical inquiry because it refers back not to values but to “idealities.” 
An ideality is precisely the object of philosophy; therefore—and this step in 
Piccinini’s view is crucial—the transcendence disclosed by the question of 
justice discloses not a metaphysical dualism but an ontological opening. To 
use Piccinini’s words, “the question of what is right does not ‘establish’ the 
political, but grasps its opening on the reality of Being; the specific element 
of philosophy emerges from the core of the political.”32 It is this opening that, 
according to Piccinini, provides a way to transcend modernity.

C. Germana Paraboschi on American Conservatism  
and the Straussian School

In 1990, the first Italian contribution on a political aspect of Strauss’s thought 
appeared. Germana Paraboschi’s Leo Strauss e la destra americana (Leo 
Strauss and the American Right) is a detailed account of the then most recent 
developments of the American Right and especially of Strauss’s relation-
ship to the conservative movement. It concentrates particularly on the role 
“history” and “historicism” played in the intellectual or ideological debate 
between the 1950s and the 1980s (prominent figures in this debate are Rus-
sell Kirk, Paul Gottfried, and Claes G. Ryn). According to Paraboschi, in this 
“historicist” or “traditionalist” climate Strauss distinguishes himself on one 
hand by his critical stance toward the identification of good and ancestral 
and, on the other hand, by his critique of historicism. Paraboschi offers a 
concise but instructive interpretation of Natural Right and History, showing 
that Strauss’s investigation cannot be reduced to a purely historical account 
of modernity and the genesis of historicism, since its aim is the recovery of a 
classical form of rationalism. Paraboschi maintains that Strauss cannot possi-
bly be understood as a historian of philosophy.33 Paraboschi’s reconstruction 
shows that Strauss’s alleged political conservatism cannot be understood as a 
genuine form of traditionalism, but that it should be seen as a prudential atti-
tude towards political change, revolution, and progress. A large part of the 
book deals with the so-called Straussians (e.g., Harry V. Jaffa, Waltern Berns, 
Thomas L. Pangle, Allan Bloom, and Francis Fukuyama). Paraboschi pro-
vides a detailed account of the different schools of thought, distinguishing 
between “West Coast” and “East Coast” Straussians, and describes the main 
reasons for the split as follows: “The separation originates from the different 

32  Filosofia politica e pratica del pensiero, 230.
33  Cf. Germana Paraboschi, Leo Strauss e la destra americana (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1990), 74.
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comprehension of the principles of the Declaration of Independence, but 
also from the interpretations of Lincoln’s role in American history and 
political thought; lastly, it originates from the different meaning attributed 
to Strauss’s teaching and to the role of political philosophy.”34 Paraboschi’s 
account makes very clear that the main tenets of the Straussian schools can 
only partially be traced back to Strauss himself.

D. Roberto Esposito on Strauss’s Debt to Modern Philosophy

In 1998, the academic mainstream finally appeared to unequivocally 
acknowledge Strauss’s importance as a political philosopher. The presti-
gious publisher Einaudi (Turin) collected a volume of seventeen essays by 
Strauss (partly taken from Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy,35 and 
partly from Thomas L. Pangle’s collection The Rebirth of Classical Political 
Rationalism36) and gave it the title Gerusalemme e Atene: Studi sul pensiero 
politico dell’Occidente (Jerusalem and Athens: Studies in Western political 
thought). The philosopher Roberto Esposito, famous for his works on bio-
politics and the unpolitical, contributed a nearly forty-page introduction37 
which offers a very sympathetic view of Strauss’s thought and questions the 
most ingrained interpretations of the secondary literature. In contrast to 
the opinion shared by opponents and apologists alike, Strauss is, according 
to Esposito, not an antimodern or reactionary thinker; rather, as the essays 
on Nietzsche, Schmitt, and Heidegger show, his thought is deeply rooted in 
twentieth-century philosophy. In particular, Strauss’s movement of return 
has no conservative connotation, but tries to recover unexpressed poten-
tials in the books of the past in order to break up the “sick continuity of the 
current historical process.”38 The model of Strauss’s thought, according to 
Esposito, is Maimonides’s messianism, a utopian vision that looks to “the 
past of the origin,”39 an immemorial condition of fullness. Esposito identi-
fies this “inverted” utopianism as the metaphysical background of Strauss’s 
philosophical project, which must be interpreted as the secularization of 
Maimonidean messianic categories. Likewise, Strauss’s art of reading has a 

34  Ibid., 81.
35  Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).
36  Leo Strauss, The Rebirth of Classical Political Rationalism: An Introduction to the Thought of Leo 
Strauss, ed. Thomas L. Pangle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
37  Roberto Esposito, introduction to Gerusalemme e Atene: Studi sul pensiero politico dell’Occidente, 
by Leo Strauss (Turin: Einaudi, 1998), vii–xliv.
38  Ibid., x.
39  Ibid.
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cabalistic background insofar as it depends on the idea that “the truth of 
the Torah is constituted precisely by its concealment.”40 Consequently, the 
alternative between Jerusalem and Athens assumes a crucial role. Esposito 
puts at the center of his account the irreconcilability of this original conflict, 
but in his reading of Strauss he does not assume a position in favor of one or 
the other: “Each is absolutely justified in its own ambit.”41 By analyzing the 
theme of law common to both Jerusalem and Athens, Esposito explores the 
discontinuity between the quest for truth and the city. In Esposito’s account, 
the philosophical truth maintains that “the happy life, from a natural point 
of view, does not coincide with the just life,” and that “man is not naturally 
a political animal, but only artificially so.”42 By discovering these facts, 
philosophy represents a mortal danger to the city. Esposito then identifies 
the theoretical presuppositions underlying Strauss’s vision of the conflict 
between philosophy and politics: “the philosophical truth, as such, cannot 
be realized in politics, because man is by nature a contradictory animal” and 
“even if it were possible to reach this truth, its result would be destructive 
since the natural good for the individual does not coincide with the common 
good.”43 For Esposito, Strauss’s philosophy is a radically unpolitical activity, 
which is, nonetheless, responsible for the health of the political community. 
Esposito’s conclusion is that modernity fails insofar as it does not acknowl-
edge the unbridgeable gap between praxis and theoria. But Strauss seems to 
admit the truth conveyed by modern nihilism—namely, that “values cannot 
be justified”44—and to share with the moderns a nonteleological conception 
of nature; truths already known to the classics, but which had been kept hid-
den for prudential reasons.

E. Giovanni Giorgini on Strauss’s Aristocratic  
View of Liberalism

In 1999, Giovanni Giorgini published Liberalismi eretici (Heretical lib-
eralisms), a collection of essays on a group of thinkers, each of whom he 
considers to be a liberal sui generis. Leo Strauss, Michael Oakeshott, Alasdair 
MacIntyre, Bernard Crick, Martha Nussbaum, and Stuart Hampshire are, 
as the title implies, the “heretics” of the liberal tradition, to whom Giorgini 

40    Ibid., xiv–xv.
41    Ibid., xvii.
42    Ibid., xxviii–xxix.
43  Ibid., xxxii–xxxiii.
44  Ibid., xxxviii.
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appeals in an attempt to overcome the difficulties generated by a purely for-
mal or relativistic conception of liberalism. Giorgini’s overall thesis is that 
liberalism cannot be thought of as a value-free political doctrine. In other 
words, a free society cannot stand without embracing a certain educational 
model: “Liberalism is the offspring of education; nobody is born liberal; one 
becomes liberal.”45 The aim of his essay is, therefore, to explore different inter-
pretations of what genuine liberal education is and to outline what he calls 
“humanistic liberalism.”46 In Giorgini’s account, Strauss’s thought can offer 
a significant contribution to this project. The main points of his teaching are 
the recovery of the classical doctrine of natural right and the rediscovery of 
the art of reading. Classical natural right appears to be “the application of phi-
losophy to politics.”47 This doctrine is essentially connected to a teleological 
notion of the whole, in which man has a natural end that can be discov-
ered by reason alone; “this end is virtue, that is, the perfect moral order.”48 
In this connection, Giorgini presents Strauss’s idea of liberal education as 
“the realistic answer…to the problem of the best form of government.”49 This 
idea is of particular importance for Giorgini because it raises the question 
concerning the good of the many and the good of the philosophers. For “only 
a good regime allows the philosopher to dedicate himself to contemplation 
and allows other human beings to live a good life.”50 The philosopher, aware 
of the danger of persecution by those who cannot be educated, must try to 
educate an elite of good rulers. In Giorgini’s account, this political and edu-
cational task was also inspired by a kind of “Socratic piety,” namely, Strauss’s 
“awareness of his own duty in the face of the crisis of his time,” to search 
for “the just society.”51 Strauss’s appeal to liberal education is, essentially, an 
appeal to a politics of virtue, and not to a specific doctrine of a single author. 
It can be better described as the return to the ancient educational model, for 
which Strauss introduces terms such as “Great Tradition” or “classical politi-
cal thought.” It is important to note that, in Giorgini’s view, Strauss’s return 
to the ancients amounts to a peculiar transformation of Nietzsche’s notion 
of aristocracy: “Strauss gives a new content to the Nietzschean concept of 

45  Giovanni Giorgini, Liberalismi eretici (Trieste: Edizioni Goliardiche, 1999), 3.
46  Ibid., 12.
47  Ibid., 23.
48  Ibid.
49  Ibid., 30.
50  Ibid., 36.
51  Ibid., 42.
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‘aristocracy.’ The ‘aristocrat’ is the philosopher, who opted for ‘the examined 
life,’ a life of reflection and examination that permits him to ‘become similar 
to god.’”52 In conclusion, Giorgini maintains that Strauss’s most effective sug-
gestion for liberalism’s present crisis is his “emphasis on the importance of 
liberal education,” which “by creating virtuous citizens, gives us the hope of 
creating an intellectual aristocracy in the midst of contemporary demo-
cratic society.”53

F. Pier Franco Taboni on the Challenge of 
Despotism as a Form of Education

In 1998 and 2005, the first two parts of Pier Franco Taboni’s still unfinished 
trilogy on Leo Strauss appeared, in reverse order: La città tirannica: La prima 
educazione di Leo Strauss (The tyrannic city: Leo Strauss’s first education) 
(2005) and La città di Caino e la città di Prometeo: Una lettura con Leo Strauss 
(The city of Cain and the city of Prometheus: A reading with Leo Strauss) 
(1998). (The title of the third part will be La città virtuosa [The virtuous city].) 
Taboni, who in 1977 had edited and translated a volume containing essays 
from What Is Political Philosophy?54 and the whole of The Political Philosophy 
of Hobbes,55 attempts a thorough reconstruction of Strauss’s political and 
philosophical insights. In the first volume, La città tirannica, Taboni intends 
to disprove the view that Strauss is a Nietzschean-Heideggerian philosopher. 
According to Taboni, Strauss opposes both thinkers as antiphilosophers who 
are to be held responsible for Germany’s final reductio ad Hitlerum (a formula, 
borrowed from Strauss, that Taboni uses to express the practically inevitable 
transformation of modernity into Hitlerism).56 In this context, modernity is 
seen as an error emanating from Machiavelli’s and Hobbes’s “metaphysical 
counterrevolution.”57 Since Hitlerism is the necessary outcome of the mod-
ern project, modernity must be rejected root and branch. The bulk of La 
città tirannica is dedicated to an examination of Strauss’s so-called first edu-
cation, including his methodological training in the Hedeggerian method 
of “Destruktion.” According to Taboni, it is only the “important event of 

52  Ibid., 62–63.
53  Ibid., 80.
54  Leo Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1959).
55  Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1952).
56  Cf. Pier Franco Taboni, La città tirannica: La prima educazione di Leo Strauss (Urbino: Quattro 
venti, 2005), 11, 62, 83.
57  Ibid., 43.
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1933”58 which triggered Strauss’s transformation from erudite scholar into 
political philosopher. For Taboni, Persecution and the Art of Writing59 is, 
as it were, Strauss’s Discourse on the Method.60 In Taboni’s account, Strauss 
did not conceive the philosophic life as an unpolitical and solitary way of 
life; it is only the despotic city that forces the philosopher to renounce to 
the public stage. When persecution sets in, philosophers have three choices: 
they can advise the tyrant (Simonides); they can choose the path that leads 
to self-sacrifice (Socrates); or they can choose a private life and a different 
communicative strategy (Farabi and Maimonides). In Taboni’s reconstruc-
tion, “the solitary life is not a genuine choice, but the result of conditions 
unfavorable to the wise man’s public vocation.”61 According to Taboni, the 
main thesis of Persecution and the Art of Writing is misled by a singular, but 
crucial, source. Strauss understood modern totalitarianism in light of Fustel 
de Coulange’s description of the “totalitarian” ancient polis; but the element 
missing from this picture is the peculiarly violent and systematic persecu-
tion that characterizes modern totalitarianism and distinguishes it from any 
ancient political community. In “totalitarian” Athens, Socrates could count 
on trustworthy friends and almost freely converse with them. This would 
not be the case for an intellectual living in Nazi Germany. By juxtaposing 
the totalitarianism of the polis with the totalitarianism of the modern state, 
Strauss obtained a false image of the intellectual’s situation in a totalitarian 
country and for this reason allowed himself an almost complacent assess-
ment of persecution as a means of self-examination. 

La città di Caino e la città di Prometeo, the shorter second part of the tril-
ogy, deals with the theologico-political problem. In Taboni’s view, Strauss as a 
modern Jew found himself in a “spiritual hell.” Placed between the hammer of 
reason and the anvil of faith, Strauss’s spiritual torment should be compared 
to the “cosmic laceration” of Adam’s mind.62 The duality of “Jerusalem” and 
“Athens” must be understood, according to Taboni, as a conflict, a competi-
tion, an “agon”; not as a mutually exclusive alternative. When Strauss talks 
of himself as a “non-orthodox Jew,” he means a “Jewish philosopher, a Jew 
open to the logic of reason,” a philosophizing Jew “who does not renounce his 

58  Ibid., 72, 247.
59  Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1952).
60  Taboni, La città tirannica, 249.
61  Ibid., 297.
62  Pier Franco Taboni, La città di Caino e la città di Prometeo: Una lettura con Leo Strauss (Urbino: 
Quattro venti, 1998), 27.
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Jewish identity, because this is recognized as compatible with his philosophi-
cal vocation.”63 Taboni translates the theologico-political problem in Kantian 
terms as “the problem of the a priori foundation of politics, a foundation that 
is universal and universalizing.”64 The answer offered by classical political 
philosophy to this foundational problem is natural right. Classical natural 
right takes the place of divine revelation in its capacity as “theologicum which 
founds the politicum,” or, alternatively, as “revelation of the politicum grasped 
by reason.”65 But this Socratic solution of the theologico-political problem 
is merely a philosophical solution, not its solution tout court. Another major 
point analyzed by Taboni is a view shared by reason and revelation, namely, 
the artificiality of man’s political character. By confronting biblical tales and 
Greek myths on the origin of civilization, Taboni concludes that “the city is not 
a spontaneous offspring of human nature.” To use his words, “Prometheus’s 
city is a milder version of Cain’s; both are the offspring of transgression and 
a place of expiation.”66 He observes, then, that while Strauss does not accept 
the conventionalist thesis, he never openly answers the question whether the 
city is by nature or not. In conclusion, Taboni appears to be puzzled by the 
fact that, even though he advocates the classical doctrine of natural right, 
Strauss rejects from the outset the notion of politicum naturale, as well as that 
of hostis naturalis.

G. Carlo Altini on Philosophical Radicalism  
and Prudential Conservatism

In 2000, a landmark contribution to Italian scholarship on Strauss’s thought 
appeared: Carlo Altini’s Leo Strauss: Linguaggio del potere e linguaggio della 
filosofia (Leo Strauss: The language of power and the language of philosophy). 
Altini is, to my knowledge, the most prolific Strauss scholar worldwide (he 
has more than thirty Strauss-related publications to date) and has contributed 
significantly to the diffusion of Strauss’s work in Italy since the early 2000s, 
establishing himself as the leading Strauss scholar in Italy. His first mono-
graph aims at a balanced representation of the kind of thinker Leo Strauss 
was, and opposes any attempt at an ideological appropriation. Altini offers a 
rich and detailed contextualization of Strauss’s work in the intellectual world 
of the Weimar Republic. In the first place, Altini’s Strauss is a philosopher 

63  Ibid., 30.
64  Ibid., 37.
65  Ibid., 46.
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who directly experienced the crisis of modernity, seen through the lens of the 
Jewish question. But his antimodernism had no religious connotations. As 
it appears from Strauss’s interpretation of Hobbes, a crucial book in Altini’s 
reconstruction, it is the Hobbesian “paradigm that understands the political 
order as based on passions”67 which eventually failed to guarantee the good 
order of political life. Altini clarifies also that Strauss’s view of esotericism 
“has nothing to do with any mystical or hermetic tradition.”68 On the con-
trary, esotericism is a prudential device, made necessary by the irreducible 
conflict between philosophy and politics. Indeed, Altini stresses with par-
ticular emphasis the unbelieving character of Strauss’s thought. He denies 
forcefully the notion that Strauss was a “Jewish philosopher” and suggests 
instead, with Momigliano, that he was a “philosopher within Judaism.” In 
order to explain the incompatibility of philosophical skepticism and reli-
gious faith, Altini explores in detail the theologico-political problem. In his 
reconstruction, the need for justification is the main problem every kind of 
political power must deal with. “Every authority, in order to be steady and 
lasting, cannot be founded on coercion or force alone”;69 it must be sustained 
by arbitrary but largely accepted opinions. These opinions present themselves 
as public truths, as political authorities. The theologico-political problem, 
in Altini’s view, consists therefore in “the conflict between the different 
political authorities,” “between different ‘divine’ authorities, that is, between 
different myths.” These conflicts are not just “theological” controversies; 
they are, above all, “conflicts between ethical and political systems, which 
are in competition, and which imply different conceptions of justice.”70 Phi-
losophy, in its attempt to transcend opinion, questions the very foundations 
of the political community and, therefore, appears to be a kind of impiety; 
but given that these foundations are also the foundation of the political 
and legal order, “impiety in the theologico-political sense is tantamount to 
anarchy.”71 It is this subversive potential of philosophy which renders neces-
sary the ruse of esoteric writing. Altini also underscores the dual character 
of Strauss’s political philosophy, which combines theoretical radicalism and 
political conservatism. On this basis it seems evident that Strauss cannot be 
a sincere conservative. By its very nature, philosophy is limited to a critical 

67  Carlo Altini, Leo Strauss: Linguaggio del potere e linguaggio della filosofia (Bologna: Il Mulino, 
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function; “politics is not the dimension in which one can accomplish the 
truth of philosophy.”72 Altini suggests that Strauss is “perfectly aware that a 
direct and immediate recovery…of classical political philosophy is impossi-
ble.” Since the political solutions of the classics cannot be applied to modern 
societies, it is evident that what must be recovered are “the frameworks of 
classical political-philosophical thinking.” In this sense, maintains Altini, 
Strauss’s return must be seen as “experimental” or “ultramodern.”73

Altini’s second monograph, La storia della filosofia come filosofia politica: 
Carl Schmitt e Leo Strauss lettori di Thomas Hobbes (History of philosophy 
as political philosophy: Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss, readers of Thomas 
Hobbes) (2004), reconstructs in detail the way in which Schmitt and Strauss, 
respectively, tried to understand the crisis of modernity by going back to its 
origin, namely, to the work of Thomas Hobbes. Such an investigation would 
eventually question the foundational categories of modern politics and mod-
ern science, and would thereby prove their unscientific character. In fact, 
Strauss identified the relationship between natural science and the modern 
ideal of civilization as the focal point of every analysis that intends to under-
stand the cause of the contemporary crisis. The crisis is the necessary outcome 
of the blending of “philosophical skepticism and scientific dogmatism, which 
determines the ‘Promethean’ and, at the same time, nihilistic character of 
the whole modern enterprise launched by Hobbes.”74 Notwithstanding the 
common perception of modernity as a problem, Schmitt and Strauss adopted 
two very different interpretive paradigms which, in turn, refer back to two 
very different theoretical perspectives. In Altini’s account, the confrontation 
between Schmitt and Strauss amounts to a confrontation between political 
theology and the theologico-political problem. Political theology must be 
understood as a “theoretical paradigm according to which the justification 
of political power occurs on a revealed theological basis, which is the founda-
tion of the supreme sovereign authority, and which expresses a substantial 
religious and cultural identity of the body politics.” The theologico-political 
problem is, on the contrary, “a theoretical paradigm according to which 
the justification of political power…occurs on a wordly basis, and which 
underscores…the role played by the theologico-political conflict.” For Altini, 
Strauss’s theologico-political problem refers back to the conflict, which is 

72  Ibid., 74.
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“eminently political, and only secondarily theological,” between different 
ethical and political systems, that is, different comprehensive conceptions of 
justice and political order.75 In this connection, Altini reveals the fundamen-
tal difference between political theology and political philosophy: “political 
theology represents the crisis of rationalism; it represents also the moment 
in which philosophy ceases to raise critically the problem of the theologico-
political belonging.”76

H. Mauro Farnesi Camellone’s Speculative Return to Plato

In 2007, Mauro Farnesi Camellone, a member of Giuseppe Duso’s research 
group on conceptual history at the University of Padua, published Giustizia 
e storia: Saggio su Leo Strauss (Justice and history: An essay on Leo Strauss), 
which builds, in an original way, on some of Duso’s and Piccinini’s funda-
mental insights. Farnesi Camellone’s book offers a general interpretation of 
Strauss’s thought, drawing on Strauss’s German writings and, above all, on 
a speculative reading of Strauss’s late interpretation of Plato and the prob-
lem of classical natural right. The author sees Strauss as “a philosopher of 
the crisis”77 and attempts to verify whether he was truly able to break the 
spell of modern rationalism which has made impossible the philosophical 
interrogation of what is right or just. Strauss’s enterprise is to “be considered 
mainly as the attempt to determine the condition of possibility of political 
science.”78 According to Farnesi Camellone, modernity tried to neutralize the 
theologico-political problem, that is, “the conflict of the different…founda-
tional myths and values of society,”79 by means of tolerance and assimilation. 
This attempt failed because political communities always tend to transform 
a particular opinion or belief into an absolute truth. Socratic philosophy, 
by contrast, opens a space where it is possible to raise the question of the 
good order of human life without neutralizing the tension between reason, 
revelation, and politics. The opening of this space requires, in turn, a return 
from modernity to antiquity. The possibility of a return to the classical form 
of rationalism is tantamount to “the possibility of reason itself.”80 Such a 

75  Ibid., 27.
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movement begins with the radical questioning of the historicist prejudice 
and proceeds “with the recovery of the philosophical space beyond modern 
reason, a space that coincides precisely with the possibility of raising again a 
radical question concerning the political; that is, the question of the right way 
of life.”81 The return reconstructed by Farnesi Camellone consists in Strauss’s 
movement from Hobbes to Plato; by recovering the Socratic-Platonic inter-
rogation of justice, Strauss performs a speculative operation which, against 
the relativistic tendency of historicism, “makes intelligible again the condi-
tion of the possibility of political philosophy,” namely, “an unhistorical time” 
and an “anomic space.”82 In other words, Strauss discloses a philosophical 
eternal present83 which corresponds to the fundamental problems coeval 
with man. Farnesi Camellone emphasizes the subversive character of philos-
ophy understood as skepticism or zetesis; for “the figure of the philosopher 
appears as uncontrollable to every established political order.”84 Philosophy 
proves the questionability of every political order; as practice of thought, “the 
radicalness of the philosophical question can impose itself before the claim 
of truth of the law.”85 Farnesi Camellone also underscores the fact that phi-
losophy originates from the political conflict inherent in human life as such. 
For the conflict of different fundamental opinions on what the right way of 
life is demands a solution; the search for this solution leads, in turn, to the 
philosophical life of unending questioning.

3. Further Development of Straussian  
Scholarship in Italy
In contrast to the second wave of Italian scholarship on Strauss, the third 
wave, which began in the mid-2000s, was characterized by a slightly dif-
ferent approach. Earlier generations of Italian scholars established Strauss 
as one of the major political philosophers of the twentieth century, so that 
a new generation could build on the pioneering achievements of their pre-
decessors. In this sense, one could speak of true progress in the research. 
Many of the books published in this second phase grew out of doctoral dis-
sertations; that is, many scholars belonging to the new generation came up 
studying Strauss himself and therefore tended to raise questions that arose 

81  Ibid., 108.
82  Ibid., 145.
83  Cf. ibid., 153.
84  Ibid., 235.
85  Ibid., 242–43.



 2 0 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

from within Strauss’s work or were more strictly related to a single book or 
a single theme. It is worth noting that, starting in the early 2000s, Strauss’s 
work also experienced a large diffusion owing to the Italian editions of 
many important books which hitherto were accessible only in the original 
languages and were also relatively difficult to purchase. Thanks mainly to 
the efforts of Carlo Altini, but also to those of Gian Franco Frigo, Riccardo 
Caporali, and others, practically all of Strauss’s books are now available in 
Italian translations and have become, in a sense, part of Italy’s philosophical 
landscape. Altini also contributed to what could be seen as the definitive 
acknowledgment of Strauss’s stature as a philosopher: in 2009 the renowned 
publishing house Laterza published Altini’s Introduzione a Leo Strauss. The 
volume appeared in the context of the series I filosofi (The philosophers); the 
series (which could be compared to the Very Short Introductions published 
by Oxford University Press) collects handy volumes that present intellectual 
biographies of the great thinkers in Western culture. Eventually, in 2018, in 
the wake of the first national meeting of Italian Straussians held in Modena, 
a series was born: Straussiana (edited by Carlo Altini, Raimondo Cubeddu, 
and Giovanni Giorgini, and published by Edizioni ETS, Pisa), specifically 
dedicated to the publication of books by and about Leo Strauss.

In this new phase, the problem of the crisis of modernity, even though 
still a major theme, slightly receded into the background. The research 
focused more on other problems which were less related to Italy’s ideologi-
cal situation and more closely related to the intrinsic nature of philosophy 
in its original meaning as understood by Strauss. For example, great atten-
tion was dedicated to Strauss’s philosophical relationship or dialogue with 
his contemporaries; in other cases, Strauss was studied as an interpreter of 
canonized authors such as Plato or Maimonides. In both circumstances, the 
guiding intention was to pinpoint Strauss’s original philosophical character 
by way of close comparison with other thinkers. Strauss was progressively 
perceived more as a philosopher than as a political thinker. In this respect, a 
growing number of present-day Italian scholars considered Strauss’s recovery 
of Platonic political philosophy in the light of its self-reflexive dimension, 
rather than as an attempt merely to recover premodern political science.

A. Chiara Adorisio on Cohen’s Legacy in the Work of Strauss

Chiara Adorisio’s Leo Strauss lettore di Hermann Cohen: Dalla filosofia mod-
erna al ritorno agli antichi (Leo Strauss, reader of Hermann Cohen: From 
modern philosophy to the return to the ancients) (2007) offers an in-depth 
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exploration of the relation of Strauss’s thought to Hermann Cohen’s. 
Although Strauss seems never to have met Cohen, in Adorisio’s account he 
was deeply affected by the founder of the Neo-Kantian School. Accordingly, 
Cohen should be counted among the great contemporary thinkers who 
played a decisive role in the genesis of Strauss’s thought. Adorisio intends to 
prove that Strauss developed in a very personal way “Cohen’s philosophical 
project”86 by identifying three central ideas, which represent Cohen’s legacy 
as taken up and transformed by Strauss. The first two points concern the 
interpretations, respectively, of Spinoza and Maimonides. Adorisio shows 
that, in both cases, Strauss takes his bearings from Cohen’s interpretations 
of the two philosophers but eventually overturns them. The third point dis-
cussed by Adorisio is theoretically more challenging and involves a specific 
understanding of Strauss’s thought itself; it concerns the dualism of Jerusa-
lem and Athens. Cohen explored this dualism mostly in Religion of Reason 
out of the Sources of Judaism, where he confronted biblical religion and Greek 
science in order to show how these two “spiritual forces of humanity” were 
transformed into a higher synthesis, namely, modern civilization. Each com-
ponent has its own limits and needs to be completed by the other. Adorisio 
assumes that Strauss learned from Cohen how to consider “Jerusalem” and 
“Athens” not just as two codes, or two abstract notions, but as “two forces of 
the human soul.”87 “Jerusalem” and “Athens” are, in Adorisio’s reconstruc-
tion of Strauss’s position, two different ways of life or fundamental attitudes, 
which are coeval with man. Strauss seems to deny firmly the possibility of a 
synthesis between the two. In fact, in his principal works, Strauss appears to 
radicalize the opposition between “Athens” and “Jerusalem,” and to affirm 
their irreducible conflict. But, according to Adorisio, in his late introduc-
tion to an English translation of Cohen’s Religion of Reason,88 Strauss appears 
to question his own view. Here Strauss “seems to take up Cohen’s project 
in order to elaborate a new way to raise the issue that underlies it. Starting 
from the intrinsic rationality of the texts of the Jewish tradition, a confronta-
tion between philosophy and Judaism becomes possible; this confrontation 
cannot be reduced to a conflict, and thus cannot be reduced to the mutual 

86  Chiara Adorisio, Leo Strauss lettore di Hermann Cohen: Dalla filosofia moderna al ritorno agli 
antichi (Florence: Giuntina, 2007), 11.
87  Hermann Cohen, Religion of Reason out of the Sources of Judaism (New York: Frederick Ungar, 
1972), 158.
88  Leo Strauss, “Introductory Essay for Hermann Cohen, Religion of Reason out of the Sources of Juda-
ism,” in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, 233–47.
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rejection of philosophy and theology.”89 This dilemma is the fundamental 
problem experienced by the “modern Jewish philosopher,” and by the “medi-
eval Jewish philosopher” as well, who tries to “reconcile in a vital and fruitful 
relation”90 the spirit of science or philosophy and the spirit of the Bible. It 
remains unclear if Strauss’s attempt can be considered successful, for, as 
Adorisio concludes, with his return to Maimonides Strauss “has only indi-
cated the extreme difficulty and, at the same time, the necessity to restate in 
a new way the problem of the relationship between Athens and Jerusalem.”91

B. Irene Abigail Piccinini on Cohen’s 
Early Challenge to Strauss

In the very same year as Adorisio’s study, a second book on Cohen’s influence 
on Strauss’s thought appeared. Irene Abigail Piccinini’s Una guida fedele: 
L’influenza di Hermann Cohen sul pensiero di Leo Strauss (A faithful guide: 
Hermann Cohen’s influence on Leo Strauss’s thought), in contradistinction 
to Adorisio’s work, is not a treatment of Strauss’s entire intellectual biog-
raphy; rather, it focuses on the 1920s and 1930s. Piccinini maintains that 
Cohen, especially in the first phase of Strauss’s career, acted as a “faithful 
guide” whose legacy had been taken up by the young Strauss in a creative 
way. The virtue of faithfulness (Jerusalem’s virtue), as opposed to the vir-
tue of truthfulness (Athens’s virtue), is presented as the very keystone of the 
whole interpretation. It is, in the first place, Cohen’s faithfulness to Jerusa-
lem, despite his being a philosopher, which inspired Strauss’s philosophical 
project. Piccinini breaks down the question of Jewish identity, which is 
the central issue of her book, into three different aspects. The first regards 
the problem of Judaism in modern times. In Cohen’s view, “Judaism and 
Germanism have in common the idea of humanity as a unity and the idea 
of ethical socialism”;92 these two notions, originally a discovery of Jewish 
prophecy, have been rediscovered by German thought. Cohen, therefore, was 
able to find a deep harmony between the Jewish way of life and the Western 
way of life; he himself represented, in the eyes of many young German Jews, 
the most successful synthesis of two identities only superficially in conflict 
with one another. Strauss, notwithstanding his high admiration for Cohen, 

89  Adorisio, Leo Strauss lettore di Hermann Cohen, 207.
90  Ibid., 208.
91  Ibid., 238.
92  Irene Abigail Piccinini, Una guida fedele: L’influenza di Hermann Cohen sul pensiero di Leo Strauss 
(Turin: Trauben, 2007), 43.
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recognized the essential limitations of every assimilation. From a political 
perspective, the de facto condition of the German Jews was far from a har-
mony; from a religious perspective, Strauss’s critique concerned the attempt 
to substitute a vague mystical attitude for the orthodox faith in the living 
God. Cohen’s synthesis was, for him, an almost unrepeatable unicum. The 
second and third aspects considered by Piccinini are Cohen’s interpretation 
of Spinoza and Maimonides. On this point, Piccinini’s reconstruction is 
quite close to the one presented by Adorisio. The main difference consists in 
the fact that Piccinini concentrates more on Strauss’s Maimonides as offering 
a way out of modernity’s irreducible contrast of Enlightenment and ortho-
doxy. According to Piccinini, Maimonides’s thought opens the possibility of 
a return to a common ground were “reason and revelation do not conflict 
and do not exclude each other.”93 In this context, Piccinini presents the tes-
huvà as a possible solution of the modern Jew’s predicament. The return to 
Maimonides would imply a return to an “authentic Jewish rationality, an 
integral Jewish identity” which is not “split by the dilemma between ortho-
doxy and Enlightenment, between conservatism and modernity.”94 Piccinini 
eventually refrains from unconditionally attributing this position to Strauss 
himself. Although it seems “possible to remain a Jew without sacrificing rea-
son on the altar of identity,”95 it is still not clear whether Strauss, according to 
Piccinini, fully accomplished his own teshuvà.

C. Raimondo Cubeddu on Strauss, Christianity,  
and the Origins of Modernity

In Tra le righe: Leo Strauss su Cristianesimo e Liberalismo (Between the lines: 
Leo Strauss on Christianity and liberalism) (2010), Raimondo Cubeddu 
focuses on what he views as one of the most intriguing aspects of Strauss’s 
account of modernity, namely, the modern critique of religion as the 
origin of liberalism. Cubeddu’s study concentrates on Strauss’s interpreta-
tion of Christianity and Christian political thought. In Cubeddu’s view, 
“Christianity cannot be considered as extraneous to the pitiful decay of 
political philosophy”96 in late antiquity. By carefully reconstructing and put-
ting together Strauss’s hints and scanty remarks on this subject, Cubeddu 
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maintains that modernity must be understood as a response to Christianity’s 
failure to face the problem of political order. Cubeddu questions whether the 
Christian attempt to merge reason and revelation must be considered the 
main cause of that political failure and reflects on the possibility of a con-
frontation between Strauss and Catholic thinkers. According to Cubeddu, 
the great majority of Strauss’s Catholic readers “do not accept the thesis…
according to which one should not even attempt to synthesize Athens and 
Jerusalem.”97 Therefore, they are not able to engage in a sympathetic con-
frontation with him. A second controversial point is Strauss’s understanding 
of the relationship between Christianity and Judaism. Cubeddu focuses on 
a minor, but puzzling, text, “Perspectives on the Good Society,” in which 
Strauss gives an account of a symposium and makes it difficult for the reader 
to understand where and when he is expressing his own views. This presents 
a problem, since this text contains a most sweeping statement concerning 
the relationship between Christianity and Judaism, to the effect that “at 
least from Paul on, Christianity has never understood Judaism.”98 Cubeddu 
assumes that the reluctance of Strauss on this subject, and of many his 
Catholic readers as well, might be justified by prudence, since the notion of 
a Judeo-Christian tradition appears to be “a noble lie that conceals very well 
centuries of misunderstandings.”99 Cubeddu also examines Strauss’s thesis 
on the origin of liberalism as a radical break with the philosophical and bib-
lical tradition. Cubeddu applauds Strauss’s definition of liberalism as “the 
solution of the political problem by economic means.” In Cubeddu’s view, 
this solution foreshadows the “elimination of politics” or of the “realm of 
public decisions,” but not the elimination of religion, which would remain in 
any case an individual choice. It cannot be seen as a secularization of Chris-
tian tenets of faith; since it is not secularized political theology, there is no 
need to “repent” or “return” anywhere.100 According to Cubeddu, Strauss’s 
account of modern political thought is flawed by the frequent blending of 
liberalism with democratic thought, a fact that leads him to blur the actual 
contours of the liberal tradition. But the greatest limit of his teaching seems 
to lie in his “nostalgia” for the classics and the interpretation of modernity as 

97  Ibid., 44.
98  Leo Strauss, “Perspectives on the Good Society,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (New York: 
Basic Books, 1968), 267.
99  Cubeddu, Tra le righe, 46.
100  Ibid., 86.



2 1 3Leo Strauss in Italy

a “big, terrible error,”101 an attitude that prevents him from offering effective 
political proposals.

D. Alessandra Fussi on Strauss as Reader 
of the Greek Philosophers

Alessandra Fussi’s La città nell’anima: Leo Strauss lettore di Platone e Seno-
fonte (The city within the soul: Leo Strauss, reader of Plato and Xenophon) 
(2011) presents Strauss as a reader of ancient Greek philosophers. Fussi, a 
student of Stanley Rosen, attempts to establish Strauss’s importance as an 
interpreter of Plato and Xenophon by replying to the most significant cri-
tiques of Strauss’s interpretations. Although she does not agree with every 
interpretive claim of Strauss’s, Fussi maintains the usefulness of his careful 
hermeneutical approach for understanding Xenophon’s Socratic writings and 
the Platonic dialogues; she says that “Strauss is one of the philosophers from 
whom one can learn the most about Plato.”102 Examining Plato’s Republic and 
Xenophon’s Hiero, Fussi comments in detail on Strauss’s recovery of classic 
political rationalism; in her account, ancient political philosophy is charac-
terized by a political realism “which can be compared to Machiavelli’s”;103 the 
pedagogical utopianism of the classics shows, in truth, their full awareness 
of the limits of political action and the dangers of abstracting from certain 
aspects of human nature for the sake of justice. But at the center of Fussi’s 
book stands a thorough analysis of the nature of philosophy as skepsis and 
an interpretation of the alternative between Jerusalem and Athens. Given 
Strauss’s “clear choice for Athens and against Jerusalem, one might assume 
that he did not think simply about a contrast between philosophy and revela-
tion, but assumed a victory of the one over the other.”104 In Fussi’s account, 
this is a plausible, but ultimately false, assumption, for it does not take into 
account the concept of philosophy defended by Strauss. For “philosophy is 
not able to refute revelation; it could succeed only if it would be able to give 
a full account of the whole.”105 According to Fussi, the necessity of refuting 
revelation is assumed only by modern philosophy. It is not indispensable, for 
philosophy in the original sense, to refute revelation in order to be considered 
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as a rational pursuit. Therefore, it retains “the legitimacy of a way of life,” “a 
way of life that questions itself” and that is, for this reason, “necessarily open 
to the possibility that other ways of life might be supported.” This very fact 
prevents its “transformation into a discipline.”106 In the same context, Fussi 
explores the difference between vulgar morality and genuine morality; the 
philosophical life represents the solution to the problem of combining hap-
piness and justice. But in the case of the philosopher, morality is merely a 
means to an end, or a byproduct of his leading passion: the desire for knowl-
edge. Strauss, following Plato, “identifies the philosophical activity as the 
only way of life worth living, as the only ‘cure’ for the illness of the soul; 
this way of life guarantees a just life, independent of revelation.”107 But this 
view ultimately puzzles Fussi. A connection between this intellectual activity 
and moral character does not seem to be evident; she mentions the case of 
Heidegger and his highly questionable moral and political choices. Strauss’s 
philosopher appears therefore to be almost an idealization which takes the 
place of the ideas: “the philosopher becomes a paradigm for life, a model 
which is hard to match, an ideal figure devoid of any particular character.”108

E. Alberto Ghibellini on the Impossibility of 
Divine Revelation according to Strauss

In Al di là della politica: Filosofia e retorica in Leo Strauss (Beyond politics: 
Philosophy and rhetoric in Leo Strauss) (2012), Alberto Ghibellini investi-
gates the philosophical originality of Strauss by concentrating on what he 
sees as the central aspect of Strauss’s thought, namely, the theoretical basis 
of the distinction between esotericism and exotericism. This basis is repre-
sented by the fact that, ultimately, only a law revealed by God or the gods 
can justify morality as a categorical imperative. But since philosophy denies 
the cognitive value of divine revelation, it is necessary to hide the disruptive 
character of the philosophical enterprise in order to protect the moral foun-
dations of the political community. Ghibellini is convinced that, in contrast 
to what many interpreters assume, and contrary to some of his explicit state-
ments, Strauss developed a conclusive argument capable of refuting revealed 
religion. He identifies the crucial theological weakness with the experien-
tial knowledge on which every alleged divine revelation must be based. In 
Ghibellini’s account, every claim about God must ultimately be based on 
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some direct experience, on some empirical knowledge of facts. Indeed, “even 
a purely fideistic position…must be based on such a kind of knowledge, as 
distinguished from simple belief.” Ghibellini also suggests that “a strategy 
to refute even a radically fideistic position…could concentrate upon such 
‘experiential knowledge,’ and reject its very condition of possibility.”109 As 
Ghibellini acknowledges, Strauss did not explicitly develop this argument, 
but scattered some hints throughout his writings. By means of a painstaking 
examination of texts such as “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” and “Reason 
and Revelation,”110 Ghibellini articulates what he sees as Strauss’s argumenta-
tive strategy. He establishes that the content of experiential knowledge must 
be some self-communication of God; this experiential knowledge “seems 
to represent…the true basis of faith in revelation”111 even according to the 
most intransigent fideism. In Ghibellini’s view, what Strauss tries to suggest 
is that this minimal knowledge is in itself impossible. On one hand, man 
cannot know that what he experiences is the word of the living God or a mere 
hallucination; and “if man cannot know that,” the view that God revealed 
himself to man “is bound to remain an indemonstrable option.” Ghibellini 
shows then the “circularity of every attempt based on experience”112 to affirm 
a faith which is not purely fideistic. For the believer cannot accept that belief 
is merely based on belief; in order to prevent the risk of radical irrationalism, 
“one has to know that such a ‘call’ comes from God.”113 But this knowledge 
is exactly what appears to be denied to man as man. On the other hand, 
Ghibellini suggests that, between the lines, Strauss hinted at the contradic-
tory character of the very notion of the self-communication of God. The idea 
of revelation as literally “the word of God” appears (on grounds of natural 
theology) to be theologically impossible,114 for it would call into question the 
unity of a God who, in order to speak, would need a mouth and a tongue; 
while, on the contrary, as Maimonides teaches, God must be thought as 
strictly incorporeal. The logical impossibility of God’s self-communication 
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reveals the biblical religion as a form of “heroic delusion, or, in Platonic 
terms, a gennaion pseudos.”115

F. Raimondo Cubeddu on Strauss’s  
Dialogue with the Austrian School

In L’ombra della tirannide: Il male endemico della politica in Hayek e Strauss 
(The shadow of tyranny: Hayek, Strauss, and the endemic disease of politics) 
(2014), Raimondo Cubeddu brings together the major themes of his research 
and stages a dialogue between Strauss and Friedrich A. von Hayek. This 
confrontation is an attempt to answer Cubeddu’s most urgent questions: he 
asks whether “tyranny or totalitarianism is the congenital evil of political 
life, and not just the decay of a particular political regime,” and whether it 
is “possible to do without politics.”116 Cubeddu presents Strauss and Hayek 
as two very different thinkers who nonetheless share some common posi-
tions. Hayek and Strauss have, in the first place, common enemies: modern 
tyranny or totalitarianism, scientism, and historicism. Both recognize that 
politics has an essential tyrannical tendency, but they try to limit politi-
cal power in different ways. Strauss insists on natural right as an objective 
standard of justice; Hayek believes that a combination of rule of law, free 
market, and common law can fend off tyranny. The main difference between 
these two thinkers consists in the fact that Strauss “did not believe in the 
liberal solution of the political problem by economic means.”117 In Cubeddu’s 
words, “for Strauss, the condition of the best regime is represented by the 
stability granted by the oikonomia; for Hayek, this condition is the mobility 
allowed by chrematistics.”118 Strauss, “like the classics, accepts coercion as a 
natural and therefore ineradicable element of the politeia,”119 while Hayek 
views economic liberty as the best way to acquire, produce, and share knowl-
edge. Adopting the classical attitude of indifference regarding poverty and 
pauperism, Strauss saw chrematistics as a dangerous form of immoderation. 
Cubeddu therefore raises the question of why Strauss did not allow for the 
emancipation of economy and technology from moral and political control. 
Strauss does not seem to recognize the relative dignity of the liberal solution; 
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for, even though it cannot grant the fulfillment of the highest longings of 
man, it reduces the scarcity of goods and knowledge; it offers a political solu-
tion to the theologico-political problem, transforming religion into a purely 
individual and private choice; it restrains the oppressive character of political 
power and vanquishes persecution. Cubeddu surmises that Strauss rejected 
liberalism as a failed attempt to overcome classical political philosophy and 
Christianity; its failure would be due to “the impossibility of doing without 
the Christian idea of providence,”120 the remnants of which would still sur-
vive in secularized form in some crucial insights of political economy. In 
Cubeddu’s view, the economic solution “cannot solve the problem of human 
happiness, but it can make available to everybody more time to try to solve 
it; it gives to the philosopher the possibility to lead his philosophical life; 
and gives to the gentleman more time to look for that kind of knowledge 
necessary to rule well.”121 Conversely, Strauss’s antimodern and conservative 
political proposal, that is, the education of an elite of gentlemen, seems nei-
ther effective nor feasible, for it would imply an unbearable social immobility 
on one hand, and would forgo the undeniable material progress granted by a 
free market economy, on the other.

G. Raffaella Colombo on the Nihilistic  
Consequences of Reason

Raffaella Colombo’s Leo Strauss e la retorica del ritorno (Leo Strauss and the 
rhetoric of return) (2014) offers a general interpretation of Strauss’s thought 
that insists particularly on the connection between rationalism and nihilism 
and the political necessity of religion. According to Colombo’s reconstruc-
tion, what most characterizes Strauss’s thought is a “pessimistic radicalism,” 
that is, “a paternalistic concern for the inability of the majority”122 to lead 
a rational life and to regulate their behavior accordingly. Strauss’s political 
philosophy, combining radical rationalism and prudential conservatism, 
criticizes the attempt of modern political philosophy to do without religion 
and to base a political order on human passions. Strauss does not “affirm the 
irrational nature of relativism; it is reason itself, by means of its critical and 
self-critical power, that cultivates the relativism of values, since it questions 
what we believe to be just or right.”123 Since relativism—the necessary out-
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come of philosophical investigation—is politically disrupting, it is necessary 
to recover Plato’s “ironic utopianism and pious realism.”124 But this insight 
seems to confirm Strauss’s deep connections with modern thought. Colombo 
maintains that, for Strauss, “man…is not a zoon politikon,”125 and in this 
sense his anthropology is more indebted to modern thought than one would 
expect. Since human sociability is artificial, political life stands in need of 
a noble lie—that is, of revealed religion, which literally “saves” the political 
coexistence of the nonphilosophers. Colombo characterizes Strauss’s politi-
cal orientation as “reactionary, but as malleable and dynamic as well, since 
the only thing stable is its aim, namely, social order.”126 The specificity of a 
political system is, therefore, secondary; what matters to Strauss, according 
to Colombo, are the external conditions of the philosophic life. Colombo’s 
most challenging proposal is the confrontation between Strauss’s political 
philosophy and Spinoza’s, for, she maintains, Spinoza represents a radical 
alternative to Strauss’s pessimistic anthropology. Even for Spinoza it is true 
that only the wise man knows what the authentic good is, and can accord-
ingly behave rationally without the need for laws and coercive institutions. 
But, in contrast to Strauss, Spinoza would add that the wise man “is, after 
all, a part of the very same fabric of reality” in which all individuals, driven 
by their conatus, “heighten their joy or weaken because of sadness.”127 Since 
the happiness and freedom of the wise man are metaphysically entangled in 
the happiness and freedom of the multitude, it seems impossible to assume 
Strauss’s position of detachment from the many. In Colombo’s words, “there 
is no freedom of the philosopher without a corresponding increased level of 
self-awareness of all other individuals.”128 Colombo concludes by observing 
that Strauss’s most problematic aspect is represented by his radical skepti-
cism, which implies an ideological risk, namely, that such a skeptical and 
“empty” thought could be “penetrated” by politics, that is, by a “political 
doctrine…aiming at the control of the individuals, rather than at their full 
development.”129

124  Ibid., 45.
125  Ibid., 94.
126  Ibid., 106.
127  Ibid., 72.
128  Ibid.
129  Ibid., 144.



2 1 9Leo Strauss in Italy

H. Marco Menon on the Gods of the City 
and the Divinity of Wisdom

In Saggezza politica e poesia: Leo Strauss lettore di Aristofane (Political wis-
dom and poetry: Leo Strauss, reader of Aristophanes) (2016), I offer a reading 
of Strauss’s Socrates and Aristophanes,130 concentrating on what I take to be 
the book’s main philosophical problems. In my reconstruction, Strauss first 
raises a fundamental question concerning the possibility and necessity of 
political philosophy, which he tries to articulate by means of a close reading 
of Aristophanes’s comedies, above all the Clouds. In his interpretation of this 
comedy, Strauss concentrates on the way of life of the unpolitical and godless 
pre-Socratic Socrates and makes explicit the dangers caused by the absence 
of political prudence and self-knowledge. Above all, I highlight Strauss’s 
concern for the issues implied by Socrates’s disdain for the human roots of 
the belief in the gods. This does not mean that Socrates did not think about 
the gods, for, as I maintain, Socrates “does not recognize Zeus as a god, that 
is, as a model of bliss and perfection,” and therefore must have had a notion 
of what is truly divine. It is the concern for learning that appears to be “the 
Socratic standard of divinity.”131 I underscore the utmost importance of the 
confrontation between the poet and the philosopher for the problem of the 
gods and build my interpretation on the two sides of the issue: “on one hand, 
the problem of the gods is the theologico-political problem of the gods of 
the city; on the other, it is the problem of a divine life, which brings together 
perfection and bliss.”132 To this effect, Strauss’s Latin formula deus est quem 
dei deum esse declarant (a god is what the gods declare a god to be) plays a 
crucial role. This formula is not meant as an answer to the question quid sit 
deus, but it is its puzzling reformulation. In fact, I try to show that the gods 
must be recognized as gods on the basis of some criterion. As appears from 
Strauss’s reading of the Frogs, a being such as Zeus “would be worshiped as 
a god because it is useful to the city, because it satisfies the requirements 
of the political community.”133 I articulate Strauss’s understanding of what 
for Aristophanes must be the motives that bring the many to recognize a 
being as a god; this investigation leads ultimately to the understanding of the 
notion of piety, which is strictly connected to man’s expectations, hopes, and 
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needs. Since men look up to the overcoming of the limits inherent to human 
nature and the control of chance, “the divinity of the gods can be understood 
as the hypostatization of the hope in the impossible, and of man’s triumph 
over unforeseeable chance.”134 The gods allegedly “overcome the limits which 
techne and nomos cannot overcome.…The belief in the gods amounts to the 
hope that the impossible becomes possible.”135 However, as Strauss makes 
clear in his comment to the Clouds, a man such as Socrates “denies that Zeus 
is a god because of his childishness in relation to learning.”136 This denial is 
based on the philosophical criterion of divinity, which opposes the criterion 
adopted by the nonphilosophers: “From Socrates’s point of view…the only 
gods are the wise men, even though they are not immortal.”137 Moreover, it 
appears that philosophy, as exemplified by the Socratic way of life depicted 
in the Clouds, “by virtue of its transcending love and fear, can be understood 
as the complete overcoming of piety.”138 In this connection, I draw heavily on 
Strauss’s lecture “On Plato’s Euthyphron,”139 which seems to convey some of 
the central insights also presented in Socrates and Aristophanes.

I. Pierpaolo Ciccarelli on Strauss’s Debt to  
Husserl and His Criticism of Heidegger

Pierpaolo Ciccarelli’s Leo Strauss tra Husserl e Heidegger: Filosofia pratica 
e fenomenologia (Leo Strauss between Husserl and Heidegger: Practical 
philosophy and phenomenology) (2018) is a painstaking interpretation of 
Strauss’s “Philosophy as Rigorous Science and Political Philosophy.”140 The 
book aims to demonstrate that Strauss must be understood as “a phenom-
enological thinker,”141 whose decisive influence, in this respect, was Husserl 
(and not, as many interpreters believe, Heidegger). In Ciccarelli’s account, the 
most important lesson that Strauss learned from Husserl concerns the pre-
scientific genesis of scientific concepts. Science takes its bearings from what 
Strauss refers to as the “natural comprehension” of the world. Philosophy 
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as a rigorous science implies a relentless questioning of the underlying dox-
astic certitude. In Husserl’s view, since a lifetime would not be sufficient to 
accomplish the philosophical pursuit, the greatest danger for philosophy 
is the temptation to “renounce its rigorous epistemic vocation.”142 In Cic-
carelli’s words, “the neglect of this ‘infinite task’ amounts to the demise 
of philosophy. The Weltanschauungsphilosophie…cannot be reconciled 
with the quest for episteme.…Husserl did not realize that philosophy, as a 
rigorous science, conflicts with the Weltanschauungsphilosophie, and the 
conciliatory attempts it promotes.”143 While Strauss saw the essential char-
acter of the political conflict between philosophy as a rigorous science and 
Weltanschauungsphilosophie, Husserl seemed to take for granted “the liberal 
order of civil coexistence.”144 Philosophy consists in transcending the doxa; 
the political turn of philosophy depends on the awareness of the political 
aspects of this discontinuity. In Ciccarelli’s account, the dualism of political 
philosophy and philosophy of history reflects the dualism of the ancient and 
modern art of writing. The only purpose of the modern art of writing, in fact, 
was the defense of philosophers from persecution, while, on the contrary, 
the purpose of ancient exotericism was to justify the possibility and neces-
sity of philosophy by means of an elenchic examination of opinions. This 
lack of awareness of the paradoxical character of philosophy amounts to its 
“depoliticization” because it assumes “the ultimate solution of all ordinary 
ideological conflicts” and “the definitive emancipation from what constitutes 
the very essence of political affairs…its doxastic nature.”145 This problem 
finds its most extreme formulation in the thought of Heidegger. Like his 
modern predecessors, Heidegger did not resist the temptation of Weltan-
schauungsphilosophie. He conceived his thought as placed in the “absolute 
moment of history,” and therefore assumed that “the ‘political problem’ 
[was] solved once and for all.”146 For this reason, by assuming the actuality 
of the end of history, he denied the nonhistorical character of the political 
conflict between philosophy and doxa and hence could not accomplish the 
turn to political philosophy strictly speaking. According to Ciccarelli, Hei-
degger’s case is paradigmatic, since he explicitly denied the very possibility 
of a “natural understanding of the world.” But since “the endoxa are…the 
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‘natural’…point of departure of the ‘movement’ furthered by philosophy,”147  
Heidegger basically obfuscated the essentially political relationship of phi-
losophy with doxa.

J. Claudio Ciani and the Enduring Fascination  
with Strauss’s Hobbes

In 2018, Claudio Ciani’s Leo Strauss lettore di Hobbes: Crisi della modernità e 
critica della religione (Leo Strauss, reader of Hobbes: The crisis of modernity 
and the critique of religion) comes as a late confirmation of Italian scholars’ 
enduring fascination with Strauss’s reading of Hobbes. Ciani justifies his 
exclusive interest in Strauss’s interpretation of the author of the Leviathan by 
claiming that only through Hobbes can one understand “the core of Strauss’s 
thought as a whole, that is, the critical interpretation of philosophical moder-
nity…and the recovery of a philosophical radicalism, which unavoidably 
goes back to classical antiquity.”148 In his view, the main result of Strauss’s 
philosophical deconstruction of Hobbesian modernity amounts to a radical 
critique of the ethical foundations of the modern state: “the ethical-religious 
relativism of the modern state is not a rationally inescapable model; it is not 
an evident postulate of reason, which ‘rightly’ leaves religion to the realm of 
private opinion.”149 On the contrary, this relativism is the ultimate issue of a 
foundational criticism of revelation. While he recognizes the foundational role 
played by Hobbes’s critique of religion in the genesis of his political science, 
Ciani does not embrace Strauss’s suggestion that Hobbes was a nonbeliever. 
In fact, Ciani maintains that to determine whether Hobbes was an atheist 
is an extremely difficult problem, and one that might not even be relevant. 
He justifies this claim by giving two reasons: on one hand, it is impossible 
to know what a man really thinks, and the works of Hobbes are so full of 
biblical quotations that we should take them seriously; on the other hand, 
Ciani suggest a distinction between “a personal atheism and a methodological 
atheism,”150 to the effect that Hobbes’s methodological approach to science 
would not have necessarily harmed his personal faith: “even admitting that 
Hobbes resorted to a methodological atheism…it seems quite reasonable to 
maintain that he remained a sincere Christian, since that fact depends on his 
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faith, not on his scientific method.…We prefer to stand with those who think 
that Hobbes was a believer.”151

K. Davide Monaco on the Young Strauss’s 
“Authentic” Maimonides

Davide Monaco’s study Religione e filosofia secondo Leo Strauss: Il percorso 
da Spinoza a Maimonide (Religion and philosophy according to Leo Strauss: 
The path from Spinoza to Maimonides) (2018) deals with Strauss’s interpre-
tation of Maimonides. The book offers a detailed historical reconstruction 
of the development of Strauss’s reading of Maimonides, but its main inten-
tion is theoretical. It aims, in effect, at the recovery of a specific view of the 
theologico-political problem, a view in which philosophy and revelation are 
not in conflict and do not exclude each other. According to Monaco, this 
view is the one defended by Strauss in Philosophy and Law,152 in contrast to 
all his later studies, including those on Maimonides. The bulk of Monaco’s 
book is devoted to the close examination of three different kinds of ratio-
nalism. These can be better understood if observed in their relation with 
revealed religion. On one hand, Spinoza’s “modern rationalism” is essen-
tially empiricist; it “excludes from the scope of knowledge anything which 
has no empirical foundation,”153 and therefore denies any cognitive value to 
revealed religion. The “radical rationalism” of Averroes and Farabi, on the 
other hand, asserts that human reason is capable of obtaining autonomously 
the teaching conveyed by revelation, that is, without the help of divine inter-
vention. According to this position, there is no supernatural knowledge 
strictly speaking; revealed religion is only a political and pedagogical device 
to rule the many who are not capable of autonomous reasoning and inves-
tigation. Finally, Maimonides’s “moderate rationalism” asserts the existence 
of a kind of knowledge that is inaccessible to human reason on its own; this 
knowledge, concerning the nature of God and the creation of the world, can 
be obtained only through divine help, that is, through revelation. In this per-
spective, “revelation communicates fundamental theoretical truths”154 which 
complete the insight of the philosophers. In Monaco’s own words, in order to 
“escape the torment” caused by unsolvable questions, “philosophy must open 
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itself to revelation, and embrace the answer coming from that higher source 
of knowledge.”155 Therefore, revelation “is not just a political necessity…it 
also helps man to acquire those healthy and true notions about God that are 
necessary to reach beatitude.” Beatitude consist not in “moral perfection…
but in knowledge about God.”156 Monaco shows his sympathy for this kind 
of “moderate rationalism.” According to his Strauss, “there is no reason to 
reject revelation in order to be a philosopher.” For “the view according to 
which philosophy has to refute revelation in order to be a rational pursuit is a 
wholly modern idea.”157 In different ways, “radical rationalism” and “modern 
rationalism” imply the self-deification of reason. Maimonides’s “moderate 
rationalism,” on the contrary, being open to revelation, prevents reason from 
trespassing its natural limits. According to Monaco, after Philosophy and 
Law Strauss progressively reduced Maimonides’s originality to the model 
of radical rationalism, ending by almost identifying Maimonides’s position 
with the one of Farabi or Averroes.

4. Conclusion
As is apparent from this overview, the reception of Strauss’s thought in Italy 
has experienced three main phases or “waves,” to adopt Strauss’s famous 
formula. The first wave almost silenced and rejected him. The second one 
discovered him; the third further explored the many features of his more 
elusive works. What strikes one as the most important characteristic of Ital-
ian scholarship, as I stated in my introduction, is the absence of an organized 
movement. It is the great variety of approaches and diversity of results that 
makes the readings offered by Italian scholars so interesting and multifaceted. 
Even though there was neither coordination nor communion of intents, they 
covered almost all aspects of Strauss’s thought. In this respect, I identify at 
least four major lines of research that, if combined, would represent a faithful 
prism of Strauss’s thought. (1) The first line regards as crucial the question of 
the crisis of modernity or, more precisely, of modern political philosophy. To 
this comprehensive category belongs the greater part of the publications dis-
cussed. Above all, it is Strauss’s reading of Hobbes as the founder of modern 
political science which fascinated many scholars. Similarly, Strauss’s critique 
of liberalism and his view of classic liberal education appeared to some as 
an antidote to the relativistic or nihilistic drift of modernity. (2) A second 
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line concerns Strauss in dialogue with his contemporaries, that is, with other 
great philosophers and thinkers. In the first place, this comparative research 
focused on Strauss’s debt to other authors (Cohen, Husserl, Heidegger); in 
the second place, it concentrated on a possible dialogue between Strauss and 
other thinkers with whom he had no occasion to start a philosophical con-
versation (Hayek). (3) A third area of interest regards Strauss as a reader of 
philosophers of the past. In this case, the question of the crisis of modernity 
stands in the background, and the research is guided above all by the interest 
in a different interpretation of great thinkers such as Plato or Maimonides, 
or for the innovative philosophical commentaries on the work of poets such 
as Aristophanes. In both cases, the theoretical layer of the research gains the 
upper hand over the merely historical one, since the Italian scholars appear 
to be aware of the sheer speculative meaning of Strauss’s “return” to the great 
problems of philosophy. (4) The fourth area of research is characterized by 
the concentration on one of these problems, namely, the theologico-political 
problem, or the alternative between revelation and philosophy. Obviously, 
this denomination is quite comprehensive, since it encompasses also the 
studies on Jewish thought and the broader investigation of the possible ways 
to cope with the challenge of revealed religion. In particular, in this last 
group of studies the self-reflexive character of Strauss’s political philosophy 
comes to the fore.

In order to bring to light the prism of Strauss’s thought offered by Italian 
scholarship considered as a whole, I suggest the following systematization of 
the four subjects. The crisis of modernity appears as the starting point; since 
modern thought necessarily brings about its self-destruction in historicism, 
it is necessary to transcend its categories and adopt a different approach. In 
this sense, a comparison with other contemporary philosophers helps to 
characterize Strauss’s own originality; political philosophy strictly under-
stood is not tantamount to political theory or political thought. It must be 
primarily understood as a self-reflective movement of philosophical inquiry. 
By recovering the original meaning of Platonic political philosophy and the 
art of reading, Strauss made it possible to learn again from the great books 
of the past; in particular, he put at the center of his philosophical agenda 
the theologico-political problem as a permanent problem affecting every 
thoughtful human being in any epoch. Strauss transformed the historical 
study of philosophy into a philosophic tool. One could say that he saved the 
canon from the risk of becoming relegated to merely antiquarian studies; 
he freed the authors imprisoned by the Great Tradition by deconstructing  
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the Great Tradition. Such is Strauss’s greatest bequest to the Italian philo-
sophical culture.

This overview also allows one to see which subjects have not received 
much attention from Italian scholarship. I shall limit myself to two major 
unexplored areas. In the first place, it is quite surprising to note that, to this 
day, no Italian scholar has offered a monograph on Strauss as a reader of 
Machiavelli. There are of course some articles, but the absence of a book on 
the topic remains a fact that deserves some reflection. The reservation regard-
ing Strauss’s reading of Machiavelli could be due to the attitude of Italian 
scholarship towards Machiavelli, which tends to reject the idea that Machia-
velli is the founder of modernity. To many, the main thesis of Thoughts on 
Machiavelli158 appears too burdened by Strauss’s own categories and therefore 
not helpful for any attempt to understand the author of The Prince and the 
Discourses. It can be useful to refer to just one example, namely, the opin-
ion of Gennaro Sasso, perhaps the most authoritative scholar in the field, 
who recognized Strauss’s great hermeneutical talent, but openly admitted 
his bewilderment: “the uncommon classical culture of this complex writer 
[sc. Strauss] is…made vain by the way in which he interprets Machiavelli’s 
thought; to Strauss, Machiavelli is an evil ‘thinker,’ the self-conscious 
destroyer of the Great Tradition, the beginner of Enlightenment.…It seems 
evident that a discussion of such an interpretation implies a consideration of 
Strauss himself; and this is why I must give up such a discussion.”159

While Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli represents perhaps the most 
striking gap in Italian scholarship, there are works on other authors that 
have not gained much attention. For example, there are no monographs on 
Strauss’s interpretation of modern thinkers such as John Locke, Edmund 
Burke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau; the Straussian reading of Spinoza, in 
its different phases, raised some interest, but did not provoke any scholarly 
reaction in the form of a monograph. Somehow, Strauss’s Hobbes seems to 
catalyze permanently the attention of those scholars who want to deal with 
modern thought and possibly dismiss it. Likewise, a proper interpretation 
of Strauss’s last works of the 1970s, on Plato’s Laws and Xenophon’s Socratic 
writings,160 is still missing. But the second major area, still quite unexplored, 
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about which I want to raise attention, is the possibility of a dialogue between 
Strauss’s enterprise and Catholicism, seen from a Catholic perspective. 
Cubeddu, in this respect, contributed a pioneering effort (see above), but his 
classical liberal stance cannot by any means be identified as a Catholic treat-
ment of, or answer to, Strauss’s ambiguous philosophic provocation. It is true 
that Strauss’s few remarks on Aquinas do not seem to justify a monograph, 
but, still, the key role of Natural Right and History in the Catholic natural law 
revival of the last decades is beyond doubt. Likewise, it would be interesting 
to read a Catholic rejoinder to Strauss’s radical denial of the possibility of a 
synthesis between Jerusalem and Athens. Strauss seems to be, at the same 
time, a precious ally of, and an existential threat to, Christian thought in 
general. To date no Italian Catholic has offered a monograph on the subject.

In conclusion, one could observe that Thoughts on Machiavelli (in my 
opinion the Italian Straussians’ least-loved book) conflates the two themes 
just highlighted: the commentary in which Strauss discusses in detail the 
masterpieces of the greatest Italian political philosopher of all time is also the 
place in which Strauss dedicates more words to the essence of Christianity 
than anywhere else. Machiavelli and Christianity are united in the formula 
“the problem of Machiavelli.” This problem might represent Strauss’s still 
unheard challenge to Italian secular and Catholic scholars.



 2 2 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2



2 2 9A Discourse on the Beginning of Tacitus’s Histories

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.

A Discourse on the Beginning of Tacitus’s Histories

Ja m e s  H .  Nic hol s  Jr .

Claremont McKenna College

james.nichols@claremontmckenna.edu

Prefatory Remarks

The following commentary on the first eleven chapters of Tacitus’s Histories 
draws its inspiration from Thomas Hobbes’s “Discourse on the beginning 
of Tacitus.” That Discourse, which treats the first four chapters of Tacitus’s 
Annals, struck me as providing an impressively clear account and a remark-
ably insightful exposition of the major themes of Tacitus’s political science of 
empire. But the Histories was Tacitus’s first extensive historical writing, and it 
seems reasonable to expect that the mature senator and former consul would 
have endeavored to convey his chief insights into the politics of the Roman 
Empire on the first occasion of his writing a long and detailed history. In 
consequence, I thought that a commentary on the introductory chapters of 
the Histories, similar in its approach to Hobbes’s on the Annals, might also 
shed light on the key themes and fundamental purposes of Tacitus’s writing 
of history.

In admiration of Hobbes’s mode of commentary, I have sought to imi-
tate it to the extent of my capacity, including translating each section before 
commenting on it. I have not followed Hobbes’s example of transcribing the 
Latin text before translating it, since I am sure that texts of Tacitus are much 
more readily available today than in Hobbes’s time (and I suspect that a sub-
stantially smaller proportion of readers today than of seventeenth-century 
readers care to see the Latin text).

I have used the text of Tacitus’s Histories, book 1, edited by Cynthia 
Damon in the series Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics (Cambridge 
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University Press, 2003). I am deeply indebted to her excellent scholarly notes, 
as well as to Ronald Syme’s work on Tacitus (especially the two-volume work 
published in 1958). Passages translated from Histories Book I are identified 
thus: (1.1–2), which means chapter one, sections one through two, each num-
bered section being either one full sentence or more than one. Sometimes I 
have broken up the text into smaller portions, in which case, for example, 
(2.3.1–2) means chapter two, section three, lines one and two. References to 
other passages in the Histories or the Annals give the Book number in capital 
Roman numerals followed by chapter and, usually, section, thus: “sine ira et 
studio” (Annals I.1.3).

◆  ◆  ◆

Tacitus begins his Histories by defining his starting point, and he marks the 
end of his introduction to the Histories very clearly—more so than he does 
in the Annals. The first sentence of the Histories announces that it begins 
with the consulships of Servius Galba and Titus Vinius; the last sentence of 
chapter 11 affirms that the author has completed his account of the state of 
Roman affairs when Servius Galba and Titus Vinius began their final year.

This whole introduction itself comprises three parts. First, chapter 1 
indicates the period of Roman history that Tacitus will deal with, explains 
why a truthful history of that period does not yet exist, and argues that the 
reader has reasonable grounds for relying on Tacitus’s truthfulness. Second, 
chapters 2–3 survey the overall character of the times and events with which 
Tacitus’s Histories will deal. Third, chapters 4–11 give an account of the state 
of things in Rome and throughout the Roman world at the outset of the 
events to be narrated.

My work will start with the consulships of Servius Galba (for the sec-
ond time) and of Titus Vinius. For many authors have recounted, with 
equal eloquence and liberty, the eight hundred twenty years of the 
earlier time after the city’s founding, while the affairs of the Roman 
people were being told; after the war had been fought at Actium and 
when it was in the interest of peace for all power to be conferred on 
one man, those great talents came to a halt. At the same time, truth 
was impaired in several ways, first by ignorance of the republic as 
something alien, soon by the desire of flattering agreement or on the 
contrary by hatred against the masters. Thus on neither side, between 
the hostile and the submissive, was there any care for posterity. (1.1)

Tacitus marks the beginning point of his Histories by reference to the two 
consuls, as annalistic historians of the Roman Republic had been accustomed 
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to do—even though, as we are informed or reminded almost immediately, 
after the battle of Actium all power came to be centered in one man. But since 
an aspect of Augustus’s prudent stabilization of Roman governance was to 
preserve various offices and their names from Rome’s republican past (eadem 
magistratuum vocabula, “the same names for the magistracies”: Annals I.3.7), 
it continued to be convenient to label the beginning of a new year with the 
consuls’ names.

The author next shows the need for his historical work on this period of 
time, by distinguishing between Rome’s history under the republic, consist-
ing of the Roman people’s affairs (res, “things,” “affairs,” “business”), and its 
history under the empire, rule by one man, which he specifies as beginning 
with the defeat of Mark Antony’s forces by Octavius (later to be called Augus-
tus) at Actium (in 31 BC). Great minds wrote histories of the republican 
period with both eloquence and liberty in equal measure, but such admirable 
historical writing ceased with the end of the republic. In explaining why, Tac-
itus does not elaborate directly on how eloquence or liberty were diminished 
(in his Dialogue on Orators 27.3, the former orator and now poet Maternus 
asserted that we have fallen even further away from our ancient liberty than 
from our ancient eloquence). Instead, he turns to discussing how truth broke 
down. The first cause was ignorance of the republic as something foreign 
or alien. “Republic” here means, of course, the Roman Republic as distin-
guished from the later principate or empire; it can also mean “public affairs” 
or “the commonwealth.” Under the empire, most people no longer have the 
habit of active civic involvement in the conduct of public affairs; hence, they 
tend to view the commonwealth as something foreign to them: no longer 
thoroughly public, but rather the affair of the emperor and his associates. 
Although no longer possible for most citizens, it is not simply impossible to 
know the res publica, “the commonwealth,” and to promote its good even 
under the empire: Tacitus praised Agricola, his father-in-law, for finding how 
to be a great man under a bad emperor, through a judicious combination of 
obsequium (“submissiveness”) and modestia (moderation) accompanied by 
diligence and vigor; he contrasted Agricola with some others whose empty 
show of liberty and contumacious opposition to the emperor led to an ambi-
tious death of no use to the res publica (Agricola chap. 42).

Next after ignorance of the commonwealth, two passionate interests or 
interested passions result in further distortion of the truth: on one hand, 
eagerness to flatter; on the other, hatred of one’s masters. Neither group of 
writers—the submissive or the hostile—is moved by a concern for posterity, 



 2 3 2  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

which can receive genuine benefit only from truthful history. Tacitus turns 
then to an analysis of how people react to these two kinds of less than truth-
ful historians.

But you would easily turn away from a writer’s ambition; detraction and 
spite are received with ready ears. For indeed the foul charge of slavish-
ness inheres in flattery, a false appearance of liberty in malice. (1.2)

Tacitus suggests that people find it relatively easy to reject what a flatterer, 
motivated by fear, ambition, or greed to promote his own interest, has to say 
or write; the flattering mode is tainted by an evident servility that people find 
repugnant. On the other hand, we are more prone to relish malicious tales. 
People doubtless take a special delight in hearing evil of others, in compari-
son with whom they can thus more easily praise themselves. And of course 
there are innumerable censorious stories to tell, given the immense diversity 
of kinds of bad character and evil deeds. The teller of malicious tales proceeds 
without flattery and his critiques seem free-spirited; Tacitus, however, holds 
that the appearance of liberty in spiteful narration is spurious. The historian 
moved by malicious passion is no freer than one in the grip of greed or ambi-
tion; from all these passions truth suffers.

Tacitus then addresses his own case to suggest grounds for the reader’s 
confidence in his own impartial regard for truth.

I would not deny that our high rank was begun by Vespasian, increased 
by Titus, and advanced further still by Domitian; but those who pro-
fess an uncorrupted faithfulness must speak of no one influenced by 
love and must speak without hatred. (1.3)

The author acknowledges the three Flavian emperors under and therefore 
through whom his political career began and advanced. This statement is, 
as we might say today, a full disclosure. How can the reader feel, from this 
disclosure, confidence in Tacitus’s impartial commitment to the truth? On 
one hand, the historian’s reference to his political advancement, which cul-
minated in the highest office of consul, shows that he can have no ambition 
for a higher office. This provides some assurance in regard to the distorting 
motive of ambition. But what about hatred? Tacitus deals with this by mak-
ing what one could call a profession of faith, or rather of faithfulness to truth, 
and he clearly states his conviction that this commitment to truth entails 
speaking without being moved by love or hatred. This cannot mean that the 
author (or the reader) does not experience love or hatred when contemplat-
ing the narrated deeds of admirable or vicious men and women; rather, it 
must mean that what the author says is not caused or brought into being by 
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such passions, but by the impartial rational discernment of the actual facts 
about action, circumstances, and characters.

Tacitus might well be moved to inquire into this period of Roman history 
simply through a desire to know and to understand. Publication of his his-
torical writings, however, needs additional motivation, such as love of lasting 
fame or the desire to benefit posterity through promulgating knowledge of 
the politics of empire. In fact, these two possible motivations coincide, for 
how could one deserve lasting fame as a political historian except by ben-
efiting posterity through making truths available? Tacitus thus joins the 
historical tradition of Thucydides, who sought to make his history not a 
pleasing amusement for the moment but a valuable possession for all time. 
To be valuable for all time, historical writings must bring to light perennial 
truths about human nature and activity and be in that sense philosophic.

Tacitus chooses to end chapter 1, the first part of his introduction, with  
a personal digression about his intentions, as a historian, for the future.

So if life enough is supplied, I have set aside for my old age the princi-
pate of divine Nerva and the imperial rule of Trajan—richer and more 
secure material—with the rare happiness of times [rara temporum 
felicitate] when it is permitted for you to think what you will, and what 
you think, to say. (1.4)

With this statement Tacitus confirms what one could infer from his disclosure 
of the emperors under whom his own political career advanced: Vespasian, 
Titus, and Domitian; since the reason for naming them is to address the 
question of the historian’s truthful impartiality, one infers that Tacitus’s His-
tories, whose beginning he marked unambiguously, will include the reigns 
of those three emperors who came after the year of the three emperors. Now 
his declaration that he will set aside the reigns of Nerva and Trajan for his 
old age confirms that the Histories will stop with the end of Domitian’s reign.

In calling the better times under Nerva and Trajan “a richer material” 
(uberiorem materiam), Tacitus seems to mean that they were more produc-
tive of good things; in calling them “more secure” (securiorem)—that is, freer 
from cares, safer—Tacitus may mean safer for all those living in those times, 
or safer for one writing about those times, or both. In the Dialogue on Orators 
(3.2), Julius Secundus suggests that Maternus might revise his play Cato by 
removing those things that might have given matter (materiam) for a dis-
torted interpretation (pravae interpretationi), so as to publish a “Cato that is 
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not indeed better, but nevertheless safer [securiorem]”; here in the Dialogue, 
“safer” refers to the safety of the writer.

With this statement of his future plans for historical writing, Tacitus 
thus also announces his partial fulfillment of an intention expressed near 
the beginning of his first writing, Agricola. In chapter 2 of that work he had 
recalled examples of historical authors condemned and their books burned; 
those responsible for these deeds “thought, no doubt, that in that fire the 
voice of the Roman people and the liberty of the senate and the awareness 
of the human race were obliterated.” Despotic power for a time suppressed 
“the exchange of speaking and hearing. We would have lost memory itself 
along with voice, if forgetting were as much in our power as being silent.” 
In the next chapter (which concludes the introduction to the Agricola), he 
celebrates the recovery from all this: Nerva has brought together two previ-
ously dissociated things, the principate and liberty; Trajan increases daily 
the happiness of the times (felicitatem temporum). Tacitus concludes chapter 
3 by calling this vindication of his father-in-law a first contribution to the 
work of composing a memorial of earlier servitude and a testimony of present 
good things. We see that the Histories will complete the task of preserving the 
memory of earlier servitude; the elaboration of present goods is postponed to 
the historian’s old age. Tacitus did not fulfill this second part of his intention. 
After completing the Histories he wrote the Annals, starting with the death 
of Augustus and going down to the death of Nero. A reader whom Tacitus 
rubbed the wrong way might wish to infer that the historian took greater 
delight in writing hostile criticisms than in narrating good deeds. It seems 
more reasonable, however, to surmise that, after completing the Histories, he 
found it to be more important, to a deeper and more complete understanding 
of Roman imperial rule, to go back to the succession to Augustus and the 
development of governance under the Julio-Claudian dynasty rather than 
forward to the rare happiness of times under Nerva and Trajan. And for a 
historian concerned with truths that depend on the preservation of memory, 
which despotic power may wish to distort or destroy, surely the more press-
ing task is to record deeds whose distortion or obliteration others may have 
an interest in bringing about.

This first chapter ends with a memorable short phrase specifying an 
essential aspect of happy times: ubi sentire quae velis et quae sentias dicere 
licet, “when it is permitted for you to think what you will, and what you think, 
to say.” This is an example of an oft-noted feature of Tacitus’s style: to conclude 
sections of his narration with memorable sentences or phrases—epigrams or 
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sententiae—which are concise, polished, often antithetical, of deep human 
interest and broad application, always provocative, and frequently shock-
ing or paradoxical in content. It is worth underlining that the subject of this 
first epigrammatic phrase is liberty of thought and expression; Tacitus thus 
gives a certain pride of place to his concern for liberty. That the formula-
tion is memorable is demonstrated by numerous later references to it, such as 
Machiavelli’s in Book I, chapter 10 of his Discourses on Livy.

Tacitus has already let his readers know something about the quality of 
the times that he will write about: they are less rich in good things (and thus, 
one might well expect, fuller of evils) and less secure than better times that 
would follow. Now in the second section of his introduction (chapters 2–3), 
he provides some vivid details to characterize the historical period as a whole.

I advance toward a work abounding in disasters, dreadful in battles, 
discordant with seditions, savage even in peace itself. Four emperors 
cut down by iron, threefold civil wars, more external wars, and many 
mixed ones. Affairs were prosperous in the East, adverse in the West: 
Illyricum disturbed, the several parts of Gaul wavering, Britain subju-
gated and at once let go. The tribes of the Sarmatians and the Suebians 
risen up against us; Dacia renowned for mutual slaughters; the arms 
of the Parthians all but stirred up by the ridiculous sham of a false 
Nero. (2.1)

The brief catalogue of events highlights deeds of violence: wars, civil wars, 
violent deaths of emperors, and savagery even in peace. Tacitus surveys the 
whole Roman Empire, first east to west starting with just across the Adriatic 
from Italy, via Gaul, to Britain; and then back from the far west to the far 
east, from Britain to German tribes and via Dacia towards the Parthians 
beyond the eastern borders of the empire. Although Tacitus mentions pros-
perity in the East, his enumeration is entirely given to disturbances—except 
for the case of Britain, where Rome met with military success, but then, as 
the author puts it with exaggeration or rather with some oversimplification, 
immediately let the subjected lands go.

After this brief overview of the period and the whole geographic scene, 
Tacitus turns to the center of empire, Italy, and then to the city itself of Rome.

And now Italy was battered by calamities—new or recurring after a 
long sequence of generations. Cities swallowed up or buried on the 
most fertile shore of Campania. And the city itself laid waste by fires, 
with the most ancient shrines burnt up, the Capitol itself kindled by 
the hands of citizens. Ceremonies polluted, great adulteries. The sea 
full of exiles, cliffs stained with slaughter. (2.2)
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From this catalogue of calamities, the author shows how heterogeneous 
causes, nature and human action, bring about similarly destructive effects. 
Volcanic destruction from Mount Vesuvius is imitated by the incendiary 
violence of men. One might expect that such human disorder would be 
limited by reverence for the divine, but Tacitus shows this expectation to 
be false, or at least frequently disappointed: ancient shrines and the Capitol 
itself are consumed by fire from human agency, religious rites are polluted, 
and adulteries violate the most basic divinely ordained human tie, that of 
marriage. The transgression of religious obligations and prohibitions marks 
the extreme degree of human evil-doing. These evils, like a powerful erup-
tion, expel exiles onto the sea and stain cliffs with blood—perhaps cliffs at 
the sea’s edge where men pursued with violence fall to their deaths.

The author next elaborates moral dimensions of these evil times in 
the city itself: Savagery more bitter still in the city: nobility, wealth, 
offices of honor whether passed over or undertaken, amounted to an 
accusation; and ruin was most certain on account of virtues. (2.3.1–2)

Things that normally are desired and beneficial—nobility, wealth, honorable 
political office—in evil times become sources of danger and ruin. Normally, 
good things such as wealth are secured to the possessor by laws, order, and 
moral practices in a civil society; thus even though one’s goods are envied and 
coveted by others, one can normally be safe in the possession and enjoyment 
of them. But amidst disorders, these goods bring danger, and thus goods 
become, in these circumstances, effectually bad. The epitome of all this is 
that virtues, normally the dispositions of character and modes of action that 
constitute our happiness, become instead causes of ruin.

The most complete disorder in a society is doubtless civil war, and the first 
books of Tacitus’s Histories, with the rapid succession by violence of Galba, 
Otho, Vitellius, and finally Vespasian, do certainly treat a period of civil war. 
The account of how good things become transformed into evils and how vir-
tues produce ruin rather than well-being remind one of Thucydides’s classic 
account of the moral consequences of civil war (in his discussion of civil dis-
order in Corcyra, in the third book of his History of the Peloponnesian War): 
the words used to refer to virtues and vices change their meanings in such 
disordered circumstances. But Tacitus does not appear to limit his judgment 
on these matters to the period of civil war; he seems rather to let it apply to 
later parts of his Histories as well: when bad rule by an emperor—tyranny—
brings about similar consequences. Tyranny resembles civil war in its effects, 
for a tyrant—in the classic analyses of Plato, for example, and as Tacitus had 
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already depicted it in his remarks about Domitian in Agricola—typically feels 
threatened by excellence of any sort and acts with corresponding distrustful 
hostility toward persons of outstanding virtue and distinction. Lawlessness 
and insecurity characterize tyranny as well as periods of civil strife.

Further details of civil and moral disorder follow: The rewards of 
the accusers were no less hated than their crimes; for some, having 
obtained priesthoods and consulships as spoils, and others procura-
torships and internal power, moved and turned all things with hatred 
and terror. (2.3.3–5)

Those who most notably receive benefit from the rule of tyrannical emper-
ors are now names: delatores (informers and accusers). Rome (like ancient 
Athens) did not have official government prosecutors, but left it to citizens 
to bring charges against malefactors. Under the empire, the charge of maies-
tas—opposition to the emperor—if resulting in condemnation, would give 
substantial rewards to the accuser (typically one-fourth of the condemned 
person’s entire estate). Tacitus asserts that such accusers also were rewarded 
with religious and political offices; the highest positions in society (apart 
from the emperor’s) were obtained like spoils of war through nefarious 
activities carried out as judicial proceedings—great evils already noted by 
our author in his Agricola and Dialogue. Procuratorships were positions of 
governance of Rome’s far-flung provinces under the emperor’s direction; 
interioriem potentiam, “interior power,” by contrast, denotes power in Rome 
and perhaps more particularly, power within the emperor’s network of close 
associates (“power behind the scenes”). The corruption of political and moral 
standards came to such a point that abroad and at home, in politics and in 
religion, the most despicable kinds of persons prevailed, and conducted 
affairs for the worse in such a way as to evoke both fear and hatred from  
all others.

Turning from the public domain to the household, Tacitus asserts: 
Slaves were corrupted against their masters, freed men against patrons. 
And those who lacked an enemy were crushed by friends. (2.3.6–7)

Since Tacitus indicates no additional agent of corruption, he lets us see 
that the disorder in the public sphere affects the private sphere as well; the 
household’s mode of existence is closely related to and perhaps ultimately 
dependent on the moral tenor of the political society. Accustomed as we now 
are to holding slavery to be contrary to natural rights and the moral judg-
ment of all nations, we might well ask: Why on earth should slaves not turn 
against their masters? But in the ancient Roman world, where the institution 
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of slavery was virtually universal and hence viewed as normal, it was not 
unusual to expect certain ties of loyalty between slave and master. All the 
more so would a freed man be expected to display grateful loyalty to a former 
master, now a patron. This overturning of normal moral conditions, elabo-
rated throughout the second chapter, is underlined by Tacitus’s antithetical 
and paradoxical concluding sentence. Just as virtues in these perverse cir-
cumstances become causes of ruin instead of elements of happiness, so one 
is crushed rather than supported by those one took for friends.

Such dissolution of all human bonds and moral ties was not, to be sure, 
universal, as Tacitus proceeds to affirm.

The era was not, however, so barren of virtues as not to bring forth 
good examples. Mothers accompanied fugitive sons; wives followed 
husbands into exile. There were brave near-relatives, constant sons-
in-law, faithfulness of slaves defiant even against tortures. The final 
necessities of famous men: the necessity itself borne courageously and 
their ends equal to the praised deaths of the ancients. (3.1)

The author shows us that private ties of family relationship can hold up, how-
ever exceptionally, against the corrupting influence of public degradation. 
The good examples are of actions taken privately, not in a public capacity. 
Good examples performed by public figures (“famous men”) are not political 
actions in the full sense but are the courageous acceptance and enduring of 
death (instead, one infers, of base conduct that could perhaps have prolonged 
one’s life).

Tacitus concludes this chapter, and therewith the second of three parts 
of the Histories’ introduction, with a broadening of the picture from human 
events to the whole world of nature and gods.

Beyond the manifold accidents of human affairs: prodigies in heaven 
and on land, and the warnings of thunderbolts, and portents of future 
things—happy and sad, ambiguous and manifest. For never indeed 
has it been proven by more dreadful calamities of the Roman people 
and by more just signs that our security is not of concern to the gods, 
but our punishment is. (3.2)

Up to this point, Tacitus has spoken only of human actions and their con-
sequences, with the sole exception of a reference to cities on the shore of 
Campania buried (by the famous volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius). Now 
he briefly opens up the narrative space to include our whole world—heaven 
and earth—within which we can see indications of divine governance: various 
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signs point toward future events and remarkable disasters amount to punish-
ment of the whole Roman people for their contemptible and unjust deeds.

Lightning bolts and other meteorological phenomena are of course tra-
ditionally thought, in Rome as in ancient Greece and elsewhere, to convey 
messages (such as warnings and threats) or to inflict punishments from gods. 
This common view has also been criticized, satirized, and rejected for centu-
ries—as early as in Aristophanes’s Clouds, for instance, or, more relevantly to 
the Roman context, in Lucretius’s poem De rerum natura. Lucretius presents 
Epicurus’s materialist teaching as enhancing the peaceful pleasures of life by 
freeing one from fear of punitive gods. Men, according to Lucretius, came to 
believe in gods from a deep-seated need, in the face of irregular and violent 
natural occurrences, for reassurance of the permanence of our world; but 
then they attribute threatening violent events in the world to the gods’ anger 
at human misdeeds and thus afflict themselves with false fears. By contrast, 
Tacitus here emphatically evokes the belief in divine punishment; indeed, 
he affirms that security or reassurance is no concern of the gods at all, only 
punishment is. This view in one way can seem deeply pessimistic: no aid or 
support, but only punishment, comes from the gods. The immediate rhetori-
cal effect of this epigram is to underline the depths of disaster and misery 
prevalent in the events to be narrated in the history. But in another way, this 
view could be taken so as to have a positive aspect: the disorders, crimes, and 
harms that men inflict on one another are not random accidents or mor-
ally indifferent necessities of human nature; beings more powerful than men 
are concerned to make manifest the character of human evil through pun-
ishing it. Certainly this traditionally held notion does not guarantee good 
conduct from all men, but it may well have some degree of influence for the 
better on many, and Tacitus here affirms rather than debunks it. Whether 
he himself accepts the view here evoked is uncertain at this point: we need 
to observe whether the historian appeals to divine causes in the details of 
his historical narrative or whether his inquiry finds adequate explanation of 
events in human nature at work in the variations of human circumstances 
and motivations.

Tacitus turns from this overall characterization of the events that his  
Histories will treat to the third and longest part of his introduction: 

Well then, before I set down the things destined, it seems that it is 
needful to go back to examine of what sort the condition of the city 
was, what the mind of the armies was, what the disposition of the 
provinces was, what in the whole orb of lands was sound and what 
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sickly—so that not only the happenings and outcomes of things, 
which are mostly matters of chance, but also the rational account and 
causes may be known. (4.1)

Through this compact sentence Tacitus reveals the character and purpose of 
his historical writing. It is not only to record truly the deeds of the period he 
has determined to cover (for reasons noted earlier), but also to find the ratio 
(the rational account, the explanation) and the causes of things. If events 
are largely fortuitous, as Tacitus asserts here, it is hard to see how one can 
come to a rational and causal understanding. The author must therefore 
mean something like this: that underlying the apparent or evident vagaries 
of fortune lies a thread or threads of causation that reason can bring to light. 
Tacitus thus has a purpose that belongs as much to political science or phi-
losophy as it does to historical narrative.

Tacitus gives us three specific topics and one general survey topic to 
examine in the search for causes and a rational account: the status of the 
city, the mind of the armies, the disposition of the provinces, and, fourth, 
the all-inclusive categories of what is well and what is sickly in the whole 
world. The city of Rome comes first: the center of empire, locus of the Senate 
and people of Rome and—usually—the residence of the emperor. Second is 
the armies—or more specifically, their “mind.” What did the several armies 
think about the present situation, what did they hope for and fear, what did 
they intend to do? The second of the three specific topics is the most impor-
tant: armies, present in both city and provinces, hold the empire together. 
Third, the provinces—the result of Roman conquests over centuries, thus 
the material evidence of Roman military excellence and skilled capacity for 
governance; and also now the crucial source of resources, most notably grain, 
to sustain the Italian center of empire. The fourth topic could be taken to 
point to inquiry into the world situation beyond Rome and its provinces. But 
in fact Tacitus does not take that route of inquiry here; instead, the fourth 
topic indicates the guiding character of his survey of the preceding three—
Rome, armies, and provinces. In the search for the causes of events, the key 
is understanding what is sound and what is sickly throughout the empire. 
The philosophic historian thus likens his task to that of a doctor, similarly 
to the well-known analogy between the doctor and the true practitioner of 
the political art evoked in Plato’s Gorgias—an analogy recalled to different 
effect in Machiavelli’s comparison of successful Roman generals-statesmen 
to knowledgeable doctors (in chapter 3 of The Prince). It is worth noting that 
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Tacitus does not mention any divine agency, such as divine intentions to 
chastise men for their misdeeds, in this survey of the causes of events.

The remainder of chapter 4 proceeds to sketch the condition of the city, 
beginning with a general statement that applies not only to the city but also 
to the armies: 

As the end of Nero had been happy at the first surge of people’s rejoic-
ing, so it had stirred up various motions of the spirits not only in the 
city among senators or people or urban soldiery but also among all the 
legions and generals—the secret of imperial rule having been widely 
divulged, that an emperor can be made elsewhere than in Rome. (4.2)

Tacitus tells how the initial reaction to the death of Nero was joyful, but that 
the event then caused a diversity of responses, which he calls various motions 
of the spirits (varios motus animorum, a somewhat unusual phrase remi-
niscent of Lucretius or Virgil). Animus, here translated “spirit,” and mens, 
translated in 4.1 as “mind,” are generally synonymous; mens has sometimes 
perhaps a bit more emphasis on thinking or planning and animus more 
emphasis on emotions, spiritedness, or disposition. The first reaction was 
one of joy, but then—the reference to time elapsed suggests that some reflec-
tion on likely consequences may have taken place—a diversity of reactions 
emerged: a consequence of the widespread revelation of a (or the) secret of 
empire. The Latin text is indeterminate as to whether what is involved here is 
a secret of empire or the secret of empire. Given its central importance—who 
rules as emperor—one might opt for “the secret”; but Tacitus does elsewhere 
apply the phrase to other key aspects of imperial governance, so it is perhaps 
sounder to say “a secret.”

This “secret of empire” is that an emperor (princeps) can be made else-
where than at Rome. A secret that has been widely divulged (divulgato: spread 
out among the vulgus, the common people) is of course no longer a secret. 
This memorable sententia thus has an antithetical or even paradoxical aspect. 
The secret of empire was, of course, well known to Augustus (and his succes-
sors), but Augustus did his best to keep it secret by using the old republican 
names for Roman political offices (eadem magistratuum vocabula), as did 
Tiberius in beginning his time as emperor by making gestures of apparent 
deference to the Senate. Other intelligent political actors and observers would 
also not have been in the dark. But now even people of the meanest capacity 
are able to see this fact—this basic cause and rationale of Roman empire.
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Turning from the reactions to Nero’s death and to the newly publi-
cized knowledge of the formerly hidden foundation of imperial power, 
Tacitus quickly surveys the state of mind of several classes of Romans in 
the capital city: 

But the senators were happy, making use of liberty at once and with 
the less restraint as toward a new and absent emperor; nearest to the 
joy of the senators were the more prominent equestrians; the sound 
part of the people and those connected to the great families, the clients 
and freed men of the condemned and the exiles, were roused to hope; 
the disreputable plebeians accustomed to the circus and theaters, and 
likewise the worst of the slaves, or those who, having consumed their 
resources, were nourished by Nero’s shameful actions, were sad and 
greedy for rumors. (4.3)

Senators (patres) are the topmost social-political class. In the past, the Sen-
ate exercised decisive political power in Rome’s mixed republican regime. 
Emperors might sometimes or often appear to defer to the Senate, but at 
other times they ruled more openly, with senators displaying varying degrees 
of submissiveness. Tacitus’s formulation of the senators’ use of recovered lib-
erty, the less restrained or more licentious (licentius) because the emperor 
(princeps) is new and absent, evokes the notion of slaves testing the limits of 
a new or an absent master (dominus). The long time elapsed since the Senate 
truly ruled has produced general inexperience in the proper use of liberty 
and political power; the senators taken as a group are no longer capable of 
self-government. Below the senatorial class are the equestrians, whose role 
in the administration of the empire had tended to increase over its near-cen-
tury-long existence. The joy of their foremost members approaches that of 
the senators; the suggestion seems to be that the more political prominence 
one had, the more one would rejoice at the death of so bad an emperor as 
Nero. The next group, made hopeful by his death, is more heterogeneous: the 
sound part of the populace and the part connected to the great families, plus 
clients and freedmen of exiles and people condemned (presumably to other 
sentences than exile). The author’s brevity here leaves us uncertain whether 
the sound part of the people consists only of those connected to the great 
families, or whether others too among the people belong to that sound group. 
In contrast, others are saddened by Nero’s death and greedy for rumors: 
dissatisfaction and grief lead people, naturally enough, to want something 
different and thus to open themselves to believing rumors—however little 
based on fact—that hold forth more pleasing prospects. Disappointment and 
sorrow can breed credulity. This group of the dissatisfied is a mixed one: the 
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lower sort of plebeians used to circuses and shows provided by Nero, the 
worst of the slaves, and profligates who have come to depend for sustenance 
on Nero’s shameful prodigality.

Tacitus displays here, as in many other places, a concern with how cir-
cumstances and attendant emotions affect how people think about things. 
Just as here he notes that sorrow tends to make people eager to believe rumors, 
so later he observes that fear leads people to interpret odd events as omens. 
Writing of a moment when Otho is emperor in Rome and preparing to lead 
troops northward to meet the invasion of legions supporting Vitellius, he 
reports that “prodigies publicized by various authorities spread terror”; hav-
ing mentioned some of them, he adds “and many others that are observed in 
primitive centuries even in peace, which now are heard of only amidst fear” 
(86.1). Tacitus, like Thucydides (for instance in chapters 8 and 53–54 of Book 
II and in his famous characterization of the Corcyrean civil strife in Book 
III), observes that fear and dangerous circumstances lead men to interpret 
things differently. There are all kinds of odd, chance events that only primi-
tive men would pay attention to in peacetime; but in fearful circumstances, 
even more civilized or sophisticated men will hold such things to be signifi-
cant. No wonder, then, that the catalogue of terrible events that the author 
announced as the subject of his historical narration concluded with reference 
to unusual numbers of prodigies, warnings, and divine punishments (3.2). 
And again, the fact that the Tiber’s flooding blocked an intended route of 
Otho’s advance “was turned away from fortuitous and natural causes to a 
prodigy and an omen of looming disasters” (86.3). Being aware of the human 
tendency to interpret events variously in accordance with the different emo-
tions of diverse circumstances, Tacitus himself, one infers, would be free of 
that tendency. He would not be one to substitute omens and prodigies for 
fortuitous and natural causes in his own thinking.

Tacitus now turns to the soldiers in the city and thus smoothly links the 
topic of the city’s condition with the topic of the mind of the armies:

The urban soldiery, steeped in a long-standing oath to the Caesars, 
had been brought over to abandoning Nero by art and impulse rather 
than by their own inclination. After they understood that the donative 
promised in Galba’s name was not given, that there was not the same 
place for great merits and rewards in peace that there is in war, and 
that gratitude with one made emperor by the legions was forestalled, 
they were inclined toward revolutionary change [novas res] and, on 
top of that, troubled by the crime of the prefect Nymphidius Sabinus’s 
seeking imperial power for himself. (5.1)
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“Urban soldiery” (miles urbanus, literally “the urban soldier”) here refers to 
members of the praetorian guards (although the term could include mem-
bers of the urban cohorts, who shared the same camp), as is made clear by the 
reference to Nymphidius Sabinus (the praetorian prefect), who had attempted 
a coup to make himself emperor. In years past, the praetorian guards had 
proclaimed Claudius emperor after the killing of Caligula in AD 41. Upon 
the death of Claudius in AD 54, Nero was presented first to the camp of the 
praetorians and proclaimed emperor there, where he promised a donative as 
Claudius had done. “The decrees of the senators followed the judgment of the 
soldiers,” that is, the praetorians (Annals XII.69). Emperors had always been 
proclaimed by the Senate at Rome, but the praetorians could truly consider 
their power in this regard to be great indeed. But now the significance of 
Galba’s having been proclaimed emperor by legions in Spain is sinking in. 
Galba has not distributed the promised largesse to the praetorians; a peaceful 
succession promises little reward for them; and the foundation of Galba’s 
power in legions other than the praetorian guards bodes ill for the possibil-
ity of their winning favor from the new emperor in the future. All those 
things, together with a guilty conscience occasioned by their prefect’s coup 
attempt against Galba (even though the praetorians had not supported Nym-
phidius in this), make them ready for revolution. (The Latin novae res, “new 
things,” can mean political change ranging from sedition, revolt, or rebel-
lion to constitutional change, revolution, regime change. Its frequent use in 
this political sense suggests the fundamental place of the political among the 
totality of human things.)

Tacitus proceeds to note yet more decisive difficulties in Galba’s situation 
in regard to the praetorians:

Nymphidius had indeed been put down at the first attempt, but 
even though the head of the revolt was removed, a guilty conscience 
remained in many of the soldiers; nor were speeches lacking of people 
denouncing Galba’s old age and avarice. His severity, formerly praised 
and much extolled in soldiers’ talk, distressed those who scorned the 
old discipline and were accustomed by Nero over fourteen years to 
love emperors’ vices no less than formerly they revered their virtues. 
In addition came Galba’s saying—honorable toward the common-
wealth, ambivalent for himself—that soldiers were chosen by him, 
not bought. For other things did not conform to this standard. Titus 
Vinius and Cornelius Laco—the one the worst of mortals, the other 
the laziest—pulled the weak old man down, burdened with hatred for 
the former’s outrages, contempt for the latter’s sloth. (5.2–6.1.3)
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Nero was still a young man of thirty at the time of his death in AD 68; Gal-
ba’s old age seems in contrast unappealing—all the more so when linked to 
his old-style military discipline, overall severity, and thriftiness. Once again 
Tacitus brings to the fore the fact that human character and deeds are, and 
indeed need to be, variously judged in varying circumstances. Galba was 
of high military repute for his strict discipline, but in respect to praetorian 
soldiers accustomed to Neronian slackness and largesse, such severity was 
hated rather than loved. His noble saying about choosing, not buying, his 
soldiers stands in contrast with the other things going on in that time and 
place, epitomized in the outrageous behavior of his coconsul, Vinius, and the 
neglectfulness of Laco, whom Galba had made the new head of the praetori-
ans. Hence the praetorians’ reaction to the honorable tone of Galba’s saying 
discounts its noble public-spiritedness and focuses instead on the detriment 
to their own interest that comes from Galba’s stinginess.

At this point Tacitus has completed a sketch of the urban soldier’s reac-
tion to the fact of Galba’s becoming emperor and to his basic character. The 
rest of chapters 6 and 7 completes the picture of the praetorians’ attitude 
first through detailing more specific actions and events in the early stages of 
Galba’s accession to imperial rule and then through expanding the analysis 
of the soldiery in Rome by discussing, in addition to the praetorians, soldiers 
from other legions who happened for various reasons also to be in Rome at 
that time.

Galba’s route was slow and bloody—the consul-designate, Cingonius 
Varro, and Petronius Turpilianus, of consular rank, having been 
killed. The former as an ally of Nymphidius, the latter as Nero’s gen-
eral, perished unheard and undefended, as though innocent. With so 
many thousands of unarmed soldiers slaughtered, the entrance into 
the city was ill-starred, of bad omen, and causing fear even to the very 
ones who did the killing. (6.1.4–6.2.3)

Tacitus does not express judgment on whether it was reasonable for Galba 
to have Cingonius Varro and Petronius Turpilianus put to death; his indica-
tion of their respective links to Nymphidius Sabinus and to Nero suggests 
possible grounds for such measures. His words on the manner of their execu-
tion, however, suggest an important political consideration: that an emperor 
needs to take account of the appearances of justice or injustice. A killing, 
even if reasonable because needed to establish power, requires justification, 
or else the person executed may be seen as an innocent victim. Machiavelli 
elaborates this point in the middle of chapter 17 of The Prince, with his 
assertion that if a prince needs to kill someone, “he must do it when there 
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is suitable justification and manifest cause for it.” Along with the killing of 
these two prominent men, Galba’s army slaughtered many unarmed soldiers. 
Tacitus does not go into any details here (that it involved marines—from the 
fleet—who had gone to meet the emperor to press on him their demands); 
the relevant point for his account at this point is the incident’s effect on 
people’s perceptions: the new emperor’s entry is ill-omened indeed. Finally, 
the author asserts without further explanation that even the soldiers who did 
the killing are themselves made fearful by it. One may understand this as a 
consequence of the overall impression of ill omen that the event inspires in 
all, spectators and actors alike—the sense of ill omen resting on a notion of 
some superhuman power that affects human affairs, for example by punish-
ing unjust deeds. Or one could say that excessive slaughter makes even the 
slaughterers feel the increased possibility of being subjected to some similar 
fate themselves. Hence increased fearfulness, unease, bad conscience, expec-
tation of evil.

Next Tacitus turns to some other soldiers, who would usually be else-
where but at this time were in the capital:

The Spanish legion having been led in, the legion that Nero had con-
scripted from the fleet remaining, the city was full of an unwonted 
army. In addition to this were many detachments from Germany and 
Britain and Illyricum, whom Nero likewise had selected and sent 
ahead to the Caspian gates and the war that he was preparing against 
the Albani, and then had recalled them to put down the attempts of 
Vindex. Huge material for revolution—not with eager favor towards 
any one person but prepared for someone of daring. (6.2.4–6.2.9)

Here (and through the end of chapter 7) Tacitus is still discussing attitudes 
in the city of Rome; but just as his earlier introduction of urban soldiery 
anticipated inquiry into the minds of the armies, so here the discussion of 
legions from the provinces such as Spain anticipates inquiry into the condi-
tion of the provinces. One could say that an orderly and analytical historical 
narrative needs to make clear and helpful divisions in its subject matter, but 
in political reality, separate divisions overlap and interpenetrate each other, 
all the more confusedly as overall circumstances are in flux and less well-
ordered. The city holds more regular soldiers than is normal: the Spanish 
legion led in by Galba, but also troops initially sent out by Nero for war to the 
northeast, but recalled to fight against the rebellion begun by Julius Vindex 
in Gaul—a rebellion that was in fact put down by legions based in upper 
Germany led by Verginius Rufus. Much movement of troops, into and out 
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of Rome and back; everything in flux; a new emperor unable to stabilize the 
situation: surely a time ripe for more revolution.

The last chapter on the situation in the city, chapter 7, turns first to evoke 
the report in the city of Rome of events in the two provinces of Africa and  
of Germany:

By chance it happened that the killings of Clodius Macer and Fon-
teius Capito were reported at the same time. The procurator Trebonius 
Garutianus killed Macer, who without any doubt was rebelling in 
Africa, at Galba’s order; the legates of the legions, Cornelius Aquinus 
and Fabius Valens, killed Capito in Germany, when he was attempting 
similar things, before they were ordered. (7.1)

Clodius Macer, Nero’s legate in command of the legion in Africa (west of 
Egypt), had sought to do what Galba had done. Procurators were officials of 
the imperial civil administration; the procurator’s successful killing of the 
legion’s commander marks a notable step in consolidation of Galba’s power. 
Capito was governor of lower Germany (“lower” meaning further down 
the Rhine) when killed by two legates of legions. In addition to noting dif-
ferences in the positions of the actors involved, Tacitus takes note of this 
important difference: Macer was killed in accordance with an order from 
Galba, whereas the two carried out their killing on their own initiative, 
before being ordered.

This circumstance regarding the killing of Capito provides the first occa-
sion of many in his histories where Tacitus gives a version of events, or an 
interpretation, held by some but not by others:

There were those who believed that Capito, though foul and stained by 
avarice and lust, held back from the planning of revolution; but that 
the accusation and deception were put together by the legates, after 
they were unable to drive him on to the war that they were urging; 
and that Galba ratified these things either because of inconstancy of 
mind, or in order not to investigate things more deeply, however they 
had been done, since they could not be changed. However that may be, 
both killings were taken unfavorably, and to an emperor once hated, 
things done well or badly bring along equal hatred. (7.2)

Concerning many historical events—both major ones and lesser details—it 
is difficult and often impossible to know what really happened, when con-
flicting accounts have been handed down. Since this is the first event in the 
Histories concerning which Tacitus has chosen to give us competing narra-
tives, it seems reasonable to analyze its meaning in some detail. In version 
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one, Capito (doubtless inspired by Galba’s example) sought to take steps to 
have himself proclaimed emperor; the vigilant legates of the legions, in loy-
alty to Galba (and no doubt hoping to win favor from him), immediately 
put down the attempted revolution. In version two, the two legates sought 
to persuade Capito to proclaim himself emperor with their support (doubt-
less motivated by the desire to be powerful associates of a new emperor who 
would have gained imperial power on their initiative and with their support); 
when he declined to act, they put him to death (no doubt fearing that he 
might ruin them by revealing their proposition to Galba, so as to win Galba’s 
favor). Which version is true? Tacitus does not tell us, either because he does 
not know or because he chooses not to tell. If the latter, it might be because 
the difference, in Tacitus’s judgment, is not crucially important: either ver-
sion conveys significant facts about the character of unsettled times in an 
autocracy, where the supreme power’s being up for grabs makes it difficult 
to know who can be trusted and how one can secure one’s position, indeed 
one’s life. The second version is a more complex narrative of corruption and 
deception; it illustrates the dangers for whoever suggests conspiracy first; but 
declining to conspire can lead the endangered first proposers to assure them-
selves against accusation by killing the very one they proposed to head the 
conspiracy. The political teaching of this first double narrative contains the 
core of Machiavelli’s discussion in the longest chapter of his Discourses on 
Livy, chapter 6 of Book III, “On Conspiracies.” To complete the complexity of 
this double narrative, the second version suggests two variant explanations 
of Galba’s ratifying acceptance of the killing of Capito: either he acted out 
of mobilitas animi, “inconstancy of mind,” or he decided not to look any 
further into the things that had been done, which could not in any event be 
undone, so as to seem to have been in control of what had gone on.

The third part of chapter 7 concludes the analysis of the state of things in 
the city with a sketch of people’s overall political-moral view of the situation:

Everything up for sale; freedmen of excessive power; the hands of 
slaves greedy for unexpected things and hastening to it as one might 
expect in the case of an old man; the same evils in the new court, 
equally serious, not equally excused. Galba’s very age was a matter for 
ridicule and disgust to those accustomed to Nero’s youth and to those 
who, as is the custom of the vulgar crowd, compared emperors with 
respect to form and attractiveness of body. (7.3)

With these concluding statements on the state of things in the city, Tacitus 
takes up from a somewhat different point of view the comparison of Galba’s 
and Nero’s rule with which he began discussion of this topic. There (4.2–3) 
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he had reported the varying reactions of different social groups to the death 
of Nero; here, he analyzes the generally popular view of the current emperor 
and how he compares with the previous one. Though famed for strict mili-
tary discipline and frugality, Galba heads an imperial administration that is 
venal and corrupt and in which the power of freemen and the abuses of slaves 
(presumably those in the emperor’s household and perhaps those belonging 
to powerful associates of the emperor) kindle the resentment of ordinary 
citizens. We are told about how the common run of citizens tend to judge 
things on the basis of superficial, physical appearances; in this regard they 
judge Galba’s old age and bodily defects unfavorably in comparison to Nero’s 
youth and good looks.

Announcing the completion of his analysis of the state of the city (and 
therewith of the mind of armies in the city), Tacitus turns to the final topic 
of this introductory survey of the reason for and the causes of events, the 
condition of the provinces (and, perhaps the most important fact about each 
province, the state of mind of the legions based there):

And this, then, was the disposition of minds in Rome—as one might 
expect in so great a multitude. As to the provinces, in Spain Cluvius 
Rufus was in charge—an eloquent man, endowed with arts of peace, 
but inexperienced in wars. The Gauls, above and beyond the memory 
of Vindex, were bound by the recent gift of Roman citizenship and the 
reduction of tribute for the future. The communities of the Gauls nearest 
the German armies, however, were not held in the same honor; indeed 
certain of them had been deprived of some territory; they appraised 
others’ advantages and their own injuries with equal pain. (8.1)

Tacitus begins with the southwest limit of the empire in Europe, Spain, and 
proceeds, by and large, clockwise around the Mediterranean. Spain, where 
Galba had been proclaimed emperor and from which he had led his Span-
ish legion to make good his claim in Rome, is now quiet, governed by a 
man unlikely to initiate any military enterprise. Gaul, however, had been 
the scene of recent turmoil: the rebellion led by Julius Vindex (mentioned 
already in chapter 6). Vindex appealed for support to other governors; he did 
not receive such support (and Galba in Spain hesitated to support him) and 
was put down, but his supporters were honored by Galba after the fact for 
having opposed Nero. Galliae (“The Gauls”) refers to the three parts of Gaul 
into which the Romans divided the whole territory. Tacitus indicates here a 
source of difficulty in governing Gaul: in so large a territory it makes sense 
(and may even be necessary) to deal differently with different subgroups. It 
would be difficult and costly to govern a large territory oppressively, with 
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harsh methods alone, so it makes sense to try to win support from some of 
the governed through providing benefits (at the limit, citizenship). Such an 
approach is in fact necessary if, like the Romans, you need to use manpower 
from subdued lands to provide adequate military forces for your imperial 
expansion or even maintenance. Such differences in treatment among sub-
groups, however, cannot fail to provoke resentments from those not favored 
or less favored. The dangers occasioned by such resentments are very likely 
the underlying cause for Tacitus’s having described the several parts of Gaul 
during the whole period of his narrative as “wavering” (2.1).

Tacitus moves on from the territories of Gaul to Germany, whose unset-
tled and contested western border with the Roman Empire at that time was 
roughly the Rhine and southern border the Danube, and especially to the 
Roman legions based there:

The German armies—something most dangerous amidst such great 
forces—were troubled and angered, with pride in their recent victory 
and with fear on the grounds that they had favored other parties. They 
had defected from Nero late, nor was Verginius at once for Galba. There 
was doubt whether he did not wish to rule as emperor; it was agreed 
that imperial rule was offered to him by the soldiery. Even those who 
could not complain about the killing of Fonteius Capito were indig-
nant. A leader was lacking, Verginius having been withdrawn under 
a pretense of friendship. They regarded his not being sent back, and 
even being called a guilty party, as though it was a criminal accusation 
against them. (8.2)

In his earlier writing Germania, Tacitus had emphasized the special impor-
tance of Rome’s interactions with Germany by asserting that Roman attempts 
to conquer Germany had been going on for 210 years (down to Trajan’s sec-
ond consulship), with vast losses on both sides (Germania 37). Here, he limns 
the situation and sentiments of the armies in Germany, all of which add up to 
a state of dissatisfaction and hence instability. In the turmoil up to this point, 
the Roman armies feel pride in their strength and accomplishment—under 
the command of Verginius Rufus they put down the revolt of Julius Vin-
dex—but unease about the future. Under the leadership of Verginius, they 
had stood by Nero at first and supported Galba only rather late; hence they 
could not be cheerful in looking to his emperorship. But their previous leader 
had been led away as a member of Galba’s entourage—with a pretense of 
friendship but, in reality, in order to separate a possibly dangerous challenger 
from troops inclined to provide him support. The armies are then anxious 
about what lies ahead, but without a respected leader to direct them.
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Tacitus then turns, naturally enough, to the actual army leaders at that 
moment in Germany:

The upper army despised their legate, Hordeonius Flaccus—feeble 
with old age and lameness of feet, without steadiness, without author-
ity. No control even over quiet soldiery; all the more, when they were 
enraged, were they further stirred up by the weakness of the one hold-
ing them back. The legions of lower Germany were without a consular 
level commander for a rather long time, until, sent by Galba, A. Vitel-
lius was in place—son of the censor (and thrice consul) Vitellius. That 
seemed enough. (9.1)

Tacitus depicts Hordeonius Flaccus as wholly deficient in qualities crucial 
for military leadership. Such weak leadership, when the leader attempts to 
promote restraint or discipline among his soldiers, has the opposite effect 
of spurring them on to rebellious action. Thus does this description point 
forward to the upper armies’ revolt from Galba with which the Histories’ 
narrative proper begins (12.1). As to the armies of lower Germany, their new 
commander is Aulus Vitellius. Tacitus had already mentioned all the names 
of the emperors throughout the whole period of his narrative—Galba, Otho, 
Vitellius, Vespasian, Titus, Domitian (1.3). When speaking of the situation in 
Rome, he did not choose to mention Otho by name. His mention of Vitellius 
here is necessitated by the plan of his introduction, which includes naming 
and characterizing the leaders of legions that will play important roles in the 
events to come, but regarding Vitellius he as yet gives no details. By mention-
ing only the offices held by Vitellius’s father, with the comment that “that 
seemed to be enough,” he leads the reader to surmise that Vitellius had no 
other serious claim to a position of military leadership.

Having written of Spain, Gaul, and Germany, Tacitus takes brief notice 
of Britain: 

Nothing in the way of angers in the British army—and indeed no 
other legions acted more innocently throughout all the movements of 
the civil wars, either because they were far away and separated by the 
Ocean, or because they were taught by frequent expeditions rather to 
hate the enemy. (9.2)

The legions in Britain are unsurpassed in innocence (which of course need 
not mean wholly innocent) during these civil wars of AD 69–70. The reason? 
Just as earlier Tacitus gave a first instance of two versions of a historical event 
(7.1–2), so here he gives two different causes of an event, the (at least com-
paratively) good conduct of the legions in Britain. On one hand, the cause 
may be simply geographical location. On the other hand, certain human 
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factors may have been at work: a combination of causes intellectual (learn-
ing) and moral (habituation to a certain character through repeated actions). 
The legions learned through repeated military experiences “rather to hate 
the enemy” or “to hate the enemy more.” They learned to hate the enemy 
more, that is, than their fellow citizens, or rather parties and armies of fel-
low citizens active in civil strife whose interests and goals conflict with their 
own. The civic and military norm, of course, is for soldiers to distinguish the 
enemy against whom they fight from their friends, the fellow citizens whom 
they defend and who in turn support them. In civil wars, however, this 
ordering is overturned; not so, or less so, for the troops in Britain. Tacitus’s 
explicit formulation is seu . . . seu, “either…or”; the reader is left to note for 
himself that “or both” is not excluded—indeed is most likely. External facts 
such as location are causes; intellectual and moral actions are causes; and the 
operation of one kind does not exclude the operation of others. Indeed, in the 
understanding of human actions, we must usually put together both external 
causes and human causes, together with their interactions.

From Britain to Illyria, eastward across the Adriatic from northern Italy: 

There was quiet in Illyria, although the legions summoned by Nero 
had, while they tarried in Italy, approached Verginius with deputa-
tions. But the armies, kept apart by long distances, were not mixing 
together either with their vices or with their forces—which is most 
salutary for maintaining soldierly loyalty. (9.3)

As in Britain, so in Illyria, the legions were not active in civil strife. These 
latter, however, had sent a delegation to Verginius. Tacitus does not elaborate 
what their intention might have been, but it would surely have been coor-
dination with Verginius, no doubt in relation to his own troops’ seeking to 
make him emperor. We have already been told that Verginius declined to 
make that attempt; Tacitus here adds a further explanatory element. The 
addition of the Illyrian legions to the German legions in support of Ver-
ginius might have caused a bid for power on his part to take place; but the 
geographical separation kept the armies from mixing together sufficiently 
to bring about their joint action. Whereas Tacitus noted about the German 
legions that the combination of prideful anger and anxiety is periculosissi-
mum, “most dangerous” (8.2), here he notes that the incapacity of armies, 
thanks to geographical separation, to mix their vices and forces together is 
saluberrimum, “most salutary.” His comments reflect wide-ranging observa-
tion and deep thought on the effective management of armies throughout 
the Roman Empire.
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The largest forces of legions not yet surveyed are based in the East, to 
which he turns next:

The East up to now had not moved. Syria and four legions were con-
trolled by Licinius Mucianus, a man famous alike in favorable and 
in adverse circumstances. As a young man he ambitiously cultivated 
distinguished friendships. Soon—his resources worn away, his posi-
tion slippery, even the anger of Claudius suspected—relegated to a 
secluded part of Asia, he was as close to an exile as he was later to an 
emperor. A mixture of extravagant indulgence and diligence, affabil-
ity and arrogance, evil and good arts. Excessive pleasures, when he 
was idle; as often as he had set about to act, great virtues. Publicly 
you would praise; but private things sounded bad. With subordinates, 
with intimates, with colleagues he was powerful through varied 
enticements; and for him it was more readily achieved to hand over 
imperial rule than to obtain it. (10.1–2)

In turning to the as yet quiet legions in Syria, Tacitus gives us the first of 
many character sketches in the Histories, this one devoted to the commander 
in Syria, Licinius Mucianus. The choice is worthy of note: not a future 
emperor—Vitellius or Vespasian—but the general who was to be involved 
as much as Vespasian himself in the decision and in the effort to make Ves-
pasian emperor. Tacitus gives many of his character sketches upon the death 
of the person in question, as epitaphs, as is the case with Galba, for example 
(49.2–4). That it is the sketch of Mucianus that is given here is perhaps to be 
understood above all as a consequence of the fact that this third part of the 
introduction is concerned with the causes of events: Mucianus is the indis-
pensable initiating cause of the eventual emperorship of Vespasian.

The sketch of Mucianus is dominated by opposites. The course of his 
life passed through successes and failures. He was close to power, but then 
slipped and withdrew to seclusion in the province of Asia (in what is now 
Turkey). Here as often Tacitus uses brief, epigrammatic antitheses: “as close 
to an exile as later to an emperor” (which we doubtless must understand to 
mean “as close to being an exile as later to being an emperor”). As Mucianus’s 
situation in life passed through opposites—favorable and adverse circum-
stances, friendships and isolation, nearly an exile and nearly an emperor—so 
too do the traits of his character combine opposites: excessive self-indulgence 
in idleness and impressive exertion in action, friendly courtesy and haughty 
arrogance, evil and good arts, private vices and public virtues.

“Evil and good arts” merits some further reflection. Tacitus sometimes 
uses “good arts” to refer to what we tend to call liberal arts, generally for 
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Tacitus with a suggestion of their employment for the public good; hence one 
thinks of the art of rhetoric, knowledge of politics and history, moral philoso-
phy. (Too much philosophy, however, according to the mother of Agricola, 
can be incompatible with the duties of a senatorial Roman—Agricola 4). Taci-
tus gives us two clues as to what he might mean by “evil arts.” On one hand, 
reference to Mucianus’s vice of immoderate indulgence in pleasures suggests 
that “evil arts” might relate to such enjoyments. On the other hand, Mucia-
nus’s capacity to impose his way on subordinates, friends, and colleagues 
through various allurements or enticements suggests a kind of art of influ-
ence that could be used at least as readily for blameworthy as for admirable 
ends. That Tacitus’s first overall sketch of a figure in his Histories gives such 
strong prominence to the copresence of opposites leads one to surmise that 
this aspect of human character is of special importance for his understanding 
of the human heart and soul: rarely, if ever, does one find a character of pure 
goodness—or, for that matter, of pure evil. Even Otho, contemptible in so 
many respects, displays a certain nobility and perhaps even concern for the 
common good in his death (II.47–50).

The sketch of Mucianus ends with an epigrammatic antithesis: cui expe-
ditius fuerit tradere imperium quam obtinere, “for whom it was more readily 
achievable to hand over than to obtain imperial rule.” Expeditius, “more 
readily achievable,” is a comparative adjective related to the verb expedire, 
translated just above as “set about to act,” as opposed to being idle. Action 
brought out his virtues, idleness his vices. His individual character and cir-
cumstances made him more able to act to hand off imperial power to another 
than to take it for himself. Tacitus also ends his sketch of Galba’s life and 
character with an antithetical epigram: omnium consensu capax imperii nisi 
imperasset, “by the consensus of all, capable of imperial rule—if he had not 
ruled” (49.4). Both epigrams provoke reflection on what is necessary if some-
one is to exercise imperial rule. We are prepared by this analysis of Mucianus’s 
character and by reflection on exercising imperial rule to appreciate Tacitus’s 
later judgment, expressed after sketching some characteristic modes of action 
of Mucianus and of Vespasian: egregium principatus temperamentum, si 
demptis utriusque vitiis solae virtutes miscerentur, “An outstanding tempera-
ment of emperorship, if, with the vices of each of them removed, the virtues 
alone were mixed [together in one princeps]” (II.5).

Tacitus next, of course, turns to Judaea and Vespasian:

The Judaean war was being conducted by Flavius Vespasianus—Nero 
had chosen him as general—with three legions. Neither Vespasian’s 
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wish nor his spirit was against Galba. Indeed, he had sent his son Titus 
to show respect and devotion to him, as we shall record in its place. 
The hidden things of fate, and that imperial rule was destined by signs 
and oracular responses for Vespasian and his children—we believed 
after fortune’s outcome. (10.3)

Tacitus lets us know that Vespasian accepted Galba as emperor (the first 
motion toward making Vespasian emperor would come later, at the urging 
of the more versatile Mucianus), a fact confirmed by his sending Titus to 
show respect. The importance of that fact is strongly underlined by Tacitus’s 
announcement that he will narrate it in its place—the first explicit reference 
forward to a particular future event. The final sentence makes the first spe-
cific mention of fate, omens, oracles, which had been referred to (along with 
reference to punishment by gods) in a very general way in 3.2. Here the tone 
of Tacitus’s account is skeptical or debunking: all these claims about fate, 
oracles, and signs were believed only after the fortuitous event had actually 
happened (post fortunam, a characteristically compact Tacitean expression, 
literally “after fortune”). There are many things believed to be omens, signs, 
prophecies, and so forth; after the event, one can always look back to find 
some that appear to have pointed to what was actually to happen. Thucydides 
(in chapter 54 of Book II; see also chapter 8) makes a similar point about 
oracles that predicted either a famine or a plague in Athens.

Having written about Gaul, Germany, Britain, Illyria, Syria, and Judaea, 
Tacitus quickly touches on the remaining areas of the empire, beginning with 
the special case of Egypt, to which he devotes more words than he does to any 
of the other remaining areas:

Starting already with divine Augustus, Romans of the equestrian 
order control Egypt and the troops by which it is held, in the place of 
the kings. It thus seemed expedient to keep the province in house—
a province difficult of access, abounding in grain, discordant and 
unstable with superstition and licentiousness, ignorant of laws, unac-
quainted with magistracies. At that time Tiberius Alexander, of that 
same nation, was ruling. (11.1)

The importance of Egypt, founded above all on its production of great quan-
tities of grain needed to supply Rome, led Augustus to keep control of it in 
the imperial household—governed not by senatorial proconsuls, legates, or 
regular imperial procurators but by a Roman of equestrian rank reporting 
back to the emperor alone. Elsewhere (Annals II.59.3) Tacitus explains that 
this special separate status of Egypt was strengthened by the prohibition 
of any senatorial or top-level equestrian Roman to enter Egypt without the 
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emperor’s express permission. Our historian puts this prohibition inter alia 
dominationis arcana, “among other secrets of mastery,” and explains the 
reason: someone could seize Egypt and its key positions on land and sea, 
oppress Italy with famine, and hold out against even a much larger army. 
Needless to say, the “secret of mastery” is not the prohibition itself but the 
publicly unstated reason for it.

In addition to sketching its geographical and agricultural features, 
Tacitus asserts some moral and political facts about Egypt that add to the 
reasons for Augustus and his successors to govern it in a particular manner. 
The population is divided into discordant segments and is unstable, from 
the effects of superstition and licentiousness. This remarkably compact for-
mulation suggests a number of moral and political reflections. A people can 
be harmonized or even unified by one civic religion; by contrast, proneness 
to superstition produces many different conceptions and practices regard-
ing gods, destiny, omens, and the like, through which different groups of 
people may come to view each other as deeply misguided, alien, even hos-
tile. A people can be well-ordered toward promoting their common good in 
cooperation with others through habits of moderation, justice, patriotism; by 
contrast, licentious practices vary indefinitely and center on each individual’s 
pleasure, which may often or even typically involve zero-sum competition 
with others rather than cooperation. Politically, Tacitus calls the Egyptians, 
accustomed time out of mind to being ruled by pharaohs, ignorant of laws 
and unacquainted with magistracies. This is the first mention of laws in the 
Histories; here insciam legum, “ignorant of laws,” echoes inscitia rei publicae, 
“ignorance of the republic” (1.1), which according to Tacitus marred histories 
of Rome under one-man rule. Under despotic rule there is not the stability 
and sense of security that can come from life under known laws executed 
by magistrates with defined powers and responsibilities. Thus Tacitus con-
trasts Egyptian life under despotism with Roman life under laws and legally 
defined magistrates. But of course, a deep question underlies Tacitus’s whole 
endeavor of writing imperial history: to what extent can laws and defined 
magistracies exist under one-man rule? What things tend to promote and 
what tend to undermine laws in such a regime as Rome’s under an emperor?

The remaining provinces of the empire are given short shrift:

Africa and the legions in it—Clodius Macer having been killed—were 
content with an emperor of whatever sort, after their trial of a lesser 
master. The two Mauretanias, Raetia, Noricum, Thrace, and such 
other provinces as are held down by procurators—to whatever army 
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they were neighbors, so, by contact with the more powerful, they were 
moved to favor or hatred. The unarmed provinces—and first among 
them Italy itself, available for whatever servitude it might be—would 
turn into a prize of war. (11.2–11.3.3)

Tacitus had already told his readers of the abortive revolt of Clodius Macer in 
Africa (7.1); here we learn that that failed attempt had an effect akin to that of 
a purge: no desire to try something like that again. Provinces with less pow-
erful armies—the two Mauretanias (coastal land in what is now Morocco 
and Algeria), Raetia and Noricum (territories south of the Danube), Thrace 
(north of Greece), and other provinces governed by procurators—followed 
the partisan lead of stronger neighboring forces. Unarmed provinces, most 
notably Italy itself, would be subject like a prize of war to whoever marshaled 
the strongest force. Here Tacitus elaborates a consequence of the crucial fact, 
formerly secret, that an emperor can be made elsewhere than in Rome, or in 
other words, by the most powerful legions. The harshest consequence: Italy, 
unarmed as it is, will be subject to whatever servitude may be its lot. Citizens 
of the empire have no significant influence on who governs.

Tacitus deploys an interestingly varied set of terms for ruling and being 
ruled in this introduction to his Histories. At one extreme (and the last such 
term used in this introductory text) is servitium, “servitude,” applied to Italy 
as an unarmed province. The correlative of being ruled as a slave is to be 
dominus, “master.” Tacitus referred to the African legions as having had the 
experience of a dominus minor, “a lesser master”; and he had attributed one 
source of historical distortion by writers under the Roman empire to odio 
adversus dominantes, “hatred against masters” (1.1). Opposed to such despotic 
rule is republican liberty under law, mentioned as something unknown in 
Egypt (11.1) and unknown by some historical writers after Actium (inscitia rei 
publicae, “ignorance of the republic,” 1.1). Roman historians of the affairs of 
the Roman people (that is, of Rome’s deeds as a republic) wrote pari eloquentia 
ac libertate, “with equal eloquence and liberty” (1.1); senators experienced a 
brief renewal of liberty but verging on license, with the death of Nero and 
prior to Galba’s arrival, that is, in the absence of effective imperial rule (4.3).

Between republican liberty under law and pure despotism, but doubtless 
closer to despotism, lie the modes of rule by which Romans control vari-
ous territories. Cluvius Rufus praeerat, “was in charge,” over Spain (8.1); the 
verb praesum, praeesse is a rather general term for being in charge or being 
preeminent, or even just being present. Licinius Mucians obtinebat, “was in 
control of,” Syria and four legions (10.1); he was also more adept at passing 
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on imperial rule than at “obtaining,” obtinere, it for himself (10.2). Obtineo, 
obtinere has a broad range of meanings involving getting and holding office, 
power, command. Flavius Vespasianus administrabat, “was conducting,” a 
war (10.3); administro, administrare usually has a milder managerial tone than 
one might expect to be used to describe military leadership. Roman eques-
trians obtinent, “control,” Egypt, but since this control is in the place of the 
kings, the particular individual in the position of controlling Egypt, Tiberius 
Alexander, regebat, “was ruling,” from rego, regere, a general term for ruling 
but related to the word rex, regis for “king” (11.1). Egypt is described further 
as coerceretur, “being held,” by Roman forces; here the verb coerceo, coercere 
emphasizes the element of compelling force (11.1). Other areas cohibentur, 
“are held down,” by procurators; cohibeo, cohibere highlights the action of 
restraining involved in governance (11.2).

An oft-discussed stylistic trait of Tacitus’s writing is variatio: variation 
of terms, constructions, and syntax. In addition to its literary effect, such 
variatio may also be deployed to make an important point about the ver-
satility and flexibility of language in relation to the realities that it seeks to 
depict, narrate, and analyze. In this case of numerous terms for modes of 
rule, Tacitus seems to seek also to provoke readers to reflect on all the variet-
ies of leadership, governance, control, and compulsion that human beings 
may exercise over each other. He certainly gives great weight to the difference 
between republican and imperial rule, and one could hardly doubt his pref-
erence, absolutely, for republican liberty under law to imperial governance 
centered in one man. But once Rome is governing far-flung provinces, these 
matters become complicated. Tacitus accepts that republican governance 
is no longer possible for Rome (1.1: “it was in the interest of peace for all 
power to be conferred on one man”), and he clearly states (Annals I.2) that 
the provinces found that being governed by one man, an emperor, was more 
conducive to their well-being than being governed by late republican Rome 
with its civil discords, greedy magistrates, and the manifold corruptions of 
judicial proceedings. As Machiavelli noted in his Discourses (Book II, chapter 
2), a conquered province is usually more harshly governed and exploited by 
an imperial republic than by a monarch. The brief introductory discussion 
of Roman rule in many provinces points to questions about what the various 
modes of such rule are, how they differ in their effects, and how the character 
of the most suitable rule would vary with the character of the population 
of the ruled province; quite different modes of Roman governance might be 
suitable for Gaul and for Egypt.
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Tacitus marks the conclusion of his introduction to the Histories with 
an evidently summary statement, which includes the exact repetition of six 
words from his first sentence, Servius Galba iterum Titus Vinius consules, 
“Servius Galba again Titus Vinius consuls”:

This was the state of Roman affairs when Servius Galba (for the second 
time) and Titus Vinius, consuls, began the last year for them, nearly 
the final year for the commonwealth [rei publicae]. (11.3.4–6)

The key term here is res publica—public thing, republic, public affair, com-
monwealth—and the key assertion is that Galba’s and Vinius’s consulship, 
during which they were soon to be killed, came close to being the last 
year of the res publica. To recapitulate: res publica can mean the republic, 
as distinguished from the empire; thus in 1.1 Tacitus attributed to writers’ 
ignorance of res public their less than truthful historical accounts of Roman 
affairs under the empire. A similar use of the term occurs in Galba’s speech 
(16.1) where he says that “if the immense body of the empire could stand 
and be balanced without a director, I would be a worthy one from whom the 
res publica might begin.” But as we noted in discussing 1.1, res publica can 
also mean public business, the state, the common good, or in an apt phrase 
used by Hobbes, the commonwealth. It is in this sense that Tacitus uses the 
term here in 11.3: the Roman commonwealth (now ordered in the form of 
an empire) nearly perished in this dreadful year of civil war. In an absolute 
sense, the common good may be better promoted by a res publica in the sense 
of a republican form of government; but when that form proved to be inad-
equate to meet the needs of an expanded Rome, rule by one emperor became 
necessary and hence what most promotes res publica, public well-being, in 
those circumstances. The goal of Tacitus’s historical inquiry is to promote res 
publica, the Roman commonwealth, to the extent that that is possible in the 
circumstances. This inquiry involves seeking whether, and how, some kind 
of liberty can be combined with empire and what could be the character 
of such liberty; what understandings and institutional arrangements might 
conduce more than others to the emergence into imperial power of better 
rather than worse men. His inquiry also necessarily includes the endeavor to 
understand how a man can lead a decent life, and perhaps achieve a level of 
greatness, even under a bad emperor (Agricola 42). Tacitus’s clear, not to say 
harsh, realism assures us that while he fully appreciates the value of know-
ing the true historical account of political events, he does not exaggerate 
the good effects that even the best truthful historical narrative and analysis 
might bring about.
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Aristotle believes that wisdom and not merely philosophy is  
available. This seems to me to be the difference between  
Plato and Aristotle…that Aristotle believes that biology, as a  
mediation between knowledge of the inanimate and  
knowledge of man is available.

—Leo Strauss to Alexandre Kojève, May 28, 1957

Aristotle’s political philosophy is situated in the context of a science of ter-
restrial life (biology) and of an inquiry into being as such (ontology) as well 
as logic. Students and scholars of Aristotle’s virtue-centered ethics and clas-
sical republican political theory are repeatedly reminded of this as they study 
the relevant texts: when, for example, near the start of his ethics Aristotle 
deploys his “categories of being” in criticizing the Platonic idea of the good 
(NE 1096a);1 when he lays as a cornerstone of his ethics the contention that

1  Works of Aristotle will be cited by standard Bekker page and line, and by the following abbrevia-
tions (translations are mine): AP = Posterior Analytics; C = Categories; CIB = Coming into Being and 
Passing Away; EE = Eudemian Ethics; GA = Generation of Animals; HA = History of Animals; IA = 
Incessu Animalium (Gait of Animals); M = Metaphysics; MA = Movement of Animals; MET = Meteo-
rology; MR = On Memory and Recollection; NE = Nicomachean Ethics; OH = On the Heavens; PA = 
Parts of Animals; PH = Physics; POL = Politics; PP = On Perception and Perceptibles; R = On Respira-
tion; S = On Soul; SA = On Sleep and Awakeness; YOA = On Youth and Old Age, On Life and Death.

 * I thank Interpretation’s three anonymous reviewers for helpful suggestions, corrections,  
and challenges.
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 the functional character of all life forms implies that the human being must 
have a distinctive function or work (ergon—NE 1097b–98a); when he begins 
his political science with the proposition that the human is a political animal 
in the same genus as bees, but more so (POL 1253a9); when he draws an 
elaborate analogy between how “we” explain and classify the diversity of ani-
mal species and the explanation and classification of the variety of regimes 
encountered in actual political life (POL 1290b25–37)—and above all, when 
he contends that the most flourishing human life, which is the standard 
for the human good, both civic and individual, is that of the theoretician 
engaged in the study of nature and being (NE 1177aff., POL 1325b). As politi-
cal theorists we thus come to be in need of some serious acquaintance with 
Aristotle not only as political philosopher but also as biologist and ontologist 
as well as logician. We are led to ask: What is the content of the transpolitical 
thinking that is a chief preoccupation of the life that is held up by Aristotle 
as the normative standard for civic and personal human existence (the life 
that Aristotle himself lived in exemplary fashion)? I offer here the beginning 
of, and an invitation to join, an exploration of the answer, while giving indi-
cations of where and how to look in Aristotle’s texts for oneself, and while 
suggesting some other helpful secondary literature.

The “Real” World

Aristotle strives to articulate the character and causal necessities of life in the 
world as directly experienced by us humans. That lifeworld is, in a nutshell: 
one’s rational consciousness, embedded in one’s body and through its organs 
receptively perceiving, while mentally articulating and actively engaging 
with (a) other such human embodied consciousnesses—with whom one pas-
sionately interacts, above all through speech (logos), in response to a range 
of needs and concerns uneasily regulated by civic and religious and moral 
opinions, as (b) we all needfully deal with innumerable kinds of subhuman, 
perceived, living beings and nonliving, perceived, material entities.

But Aristotle’s ontology acknowledges that terrestrial reality so conceived 
is not all that exists. Most obviously, we live under a strikingly stable heavenly 
environment, plainly visible but otherwise unreachable for perceptual study. 
This realm Aristotle treats in an elaborate natural theology, explicitly fol-
lowing “what has been handed down by the ancients and the altogether old 
in myth” (M 1074b1–14) and implicitly following Plato’s Athenian Stranger 
in the Laws and in the Platonic Epinomis. Aristotle thereby made a decisive 
contribution to rescuing natural science for coming millennia from the 
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severe opprobrium and persecution into which it had fallen by the time of 
the trial and execution of Socrates. As Plato’s Athenian Stranger explains, 
people “think that those who busy themselves with such matters, through 
astronomy and the other arts that go with it, become atheists, having seen 
that, to the greatest extent, actions come into being by necessities and not by 
the thoughts of an intention concerned with fulfillments of good things.”2 
No one could ever accuse Aristotle of teaching that sidereal nature is gov-
erned only by necessities indifferent to the fulfillments of good things. But 
Maimonides (Guide of the Perplexed 1.5 and 2.19) highlights Aristotle’s 
expression of deep uncertainty and modesty/awe (aidōs) in presenting his 
thoughts on the heavens—which, Aristotle declares in the passage spot-
lighted by Maimonides, contain the “greatest perplexities, which are many.”3 

And Maimonides most helpfully shows that Aristotle in this and in many 
other ways indicates his profound awareness of the severe challenge posed 
to philosophy (a challenge that cannot ever be disposed of by philosophic 
study of nature, or by ontology) from such claims as Hesiod’s (Theogony 116) 
that the divine Muses gave him the revelation that “in the very beginning 
[the god] Chaos (Gaping Emptiness) came into being” (prōtista Chaos genet’). 
To put the point in more scientific terms, Maimonides helps us to see that 
Aristotle from time to time indicates his profound awareness of the question 
whether reality or the ordered lifeworld may not be ultimately temporary or 
finite, emergent, derivative—from a fathomless source.

Certain it is that Aristotle explicitly acknowledges that there must be 
“underlying, prior” roots or sources of perceptually experienced terrestrial 
reality (e.g., M 1010b30–11a2). He repeatedly discusses at length how his 
“pre-Socratic” predecessors hypothetically inferred insuperably impercep-
tible, prehistoric, and “microscopic” as well as “extraterrestrial” roots, causes, 
and sources (e.g., the atoms of Democritus, the cyclical cosmic forces and 
the theory of evolution of Empedocles). From all these perceptually inacces-
sible conjectures, Aristotle takes a more or less respectful, severely critical 
distance: “for the intellect there is no intellection of outside beings that are 
without perceptibility” (PP 445b17, and see the context); “the objects of intel-
lect are in the perceptible forms” (S 432a5), and “when one theorizes, it is 

2  Laws 967a; see P. Ahrensdorf, “The Question of Historical Context and the Study of Plato,” Polity 27 
(1994): 113–32, and E. Derenne, Les procès d’impiété intentés aux philosophes à Athènes au Vme et au 
IVme siècles avant J.-C. (Liège, 1930).
3  tas megistas aporias, pollōn ontōn—OH 291b24–29; see also PA 644b27ff., MA 699b13ff., M 
1041a1–4.
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necessary at the same time to theorize about some imagined picture.”4 Aris-
totle’s own gingerly inferences and hypotheses about the imperceptible5 cling 
close to evidence that is directly perceptible. By the same token, Aristotle’s 
strict perceptual empiricism stands far removed from modern science’s study 
of nature by way of mathematical symbolization and the creation of imagined 
“models”—a study whose foundational levels are verifiable only to the extent 
that they allow predictive, practical manipulation of perceived reality, and 
that have proved subject to infinite, radically revisionary progress, thereby 
disclosing and confronting infinite mystery.6

The Centrality of Human Being

From On Soul, we learn that the human soul, actualizing sense perception 
(aisthēsis) and intellect (nous) in dealing with its needful concerns and in 
contemplating itself so dealing, is “in a way all the things that are” (hē psuchē 
ta onta pōs esti panta—S 431b20). This is especially true inasmuch as “the 
intellect [nous] is on one hand such as to become all, and on the other hand 
such as to make all, as a certain habit, like light—for in a certain way light too 

4  S 432a9; see also 27b17, 31a17; MR 450a1; GA 747b10.
5  E.g., S 426a21–27; GA 721a15ff., 54a19, 69b3–10, 71b19–23; SW 455b32–34; CIB 317b23–36.
6  A foundational statement is that with which H. Hertz opens his path-breaking Prinzipien der 
Mechanik in neuem Zusammenhange dargestellt (Leipzig, 1894): “the symbols of which we speak are 
our ideas of things; with the objects, they have one essential conformity, which lies in fulfilling the 
practical demand of enabling us to predict future experiences so that we may direct our present activi-
ties accordingly; but it is not necessary to their purpose that they have any further sort of resemblance 
to things. In fact we do not even know and have no way of discovering whether our ideas correspond 
with objects in any other way than just this one fundamental relationship”; for the historical develop-
ment see E. Cassirer, Problem of Knowledge: Philosophy, Science, and History since Hegel (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1950), chap. 5; see also W. Heisenberg, Wandlungen in den Grundlagen der 
Naturwissenschaft (Leipzig: Hirzel, 1945), 36: “the atom of modern physics can be symbolized only 
through a partial differential equation in an abstract space of many dimensions. . .; no material prop-
erties can be directly attributed to it. That is to say, any picture of the atom that our imagination is 
able to invent is for that very reason defective.” Also Heisenberg, The Physicist’s Conception of Nature 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1958), 15: “Nor is it any longer possible to ask whether or not these par-
ticles exist in space and time objectively.” (See T. Pangle, “On Heisenberg’s Key Statement concerning 
Ontology,” Review of Metaphysics 67 [2014]: 835–59.) For recent provocative protest, see L. Smolin, 
Einstein’s Unfinished Revolution (New York: Penguin, 2019). For a recent provocative survey and 
marshaling of some attempts to reconcile Aristotelian and contemporary natural science, see E. Feser, 
Aristotle’s Revenge: The Metaphysical Foundations of Physical and Biological Science (Neunkirchen-
Seelscheid: editiones scholasticae, 2019).
 In the early twenty-first century, argument has emerged over the extent to which foundational 
physics should consider itself in need any longer of being verified by observational-predictive results, 
or over the extent to which foundational physics can become “postempirical”: for an introduction to 
the literature, see G. Ellis and J. Silk, “Scientific Method: Defend the Integrity of Physics,” Nature 516 
(2014): 321–23; and S. Hossenfelder, Lost in Math (New York: Basic Books, 2018), esp. 33–34, 148–49, 
176–77, 213.
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makes the beings that are potentially colored actually colored” (S 430a14–
15); “the soul is as the hand; for indeed the hand is the tool [organon] of tools 
[see also PA 687a20–21], and the intellect is form of forms, and the sense 
perception is form of perceptibles” (ho nous eidos eidōn, kai hē aisthēsis eidos 
aisthētōn—S 432a1–2; see also 17b23–24 and M 1053a35–b3); being or non-
being “in the most authoritative sense” (kuriōtata) is “truth or falsehood” (M 
1051b2–6). As thus contributing fundamentally to the constituting of, and 
thereby ontologically prior to, (the rest of) experienced reality, the intellect, 
although existing “in the soul,” is “separate/separable” (chōristos); and while 
“receptive,” is “not acted upon” (apathēs), and is “unmixed, as substantial 
being [ousia] in action” (S 430a13, 17–18; also 408b29, and PA 641a33ff.). 
We may be tempted to invoke the terminology of Kant and Husserl, in their 
speaking of the intellect as “transcendental” (not “transcendent”). None of 
this is to reject the general opinion (doxa) which holds that while “if animate 
life were removed, there would be no knowledge, it is still possible for many 
of the knowables to exist; and so it holds also for matters of perception”; “it 
would seem / be opined [doxeien] that prior to the perceiving the perceptible 
has existence.”7 But it is at least doubtful to what extent the potentially know-
able and potentially perceptible could still exist as realities or substantial 
beings (ousiai) in Aristotle’s most decisive sense if animate life and especially 
its noetic awareness were removed.8

Aristotle’s zoological writings teach that the human soul with mind not 
only thus contributes fundamentally to the constituting of reality, but that the 
human being, on account of the distinctive activity of intellect and prudence, 
is the peak among the beings (ousiai) of reality thus constituted.9 So, reality 
is profoundly anthropocentric. The entities of or in reality are pragmata of 
human needful praxis (including theoretical praxis or pragmateuomai—e.g., 
M 1025b9, 18, 27b27–28, 31), entailing human orientation, evaluation, and 
ranking (e.g., M 1022a9–10). Aristotle endorses a sober interpretation of the 
famous Protagorean pronouncement, “the human is the measure of all” (M 
1053a36). If we may venture to apply somewhat helpful Nietzschean expres-
sions, the “real” world is “the world of concern to us”; reality is inevitably 
what is experienced from the human “perspective.”10

7  C 7b34–8a12; see also M 1028a1–4, 51b2–6, 65a24–25.
8  Cf. M 1027b18–28a6, 36a7–8, 40a3–8, 51b1–2, 70b36–71a3 with 41a1–4 and S 426a21–27.
9  PA 656a5ff., 86a26ff.; IA 706a19–20, b9–10; R 477a15–25; see also PA 648a29ff., 53a27, 60a11, 17; 
GA 781b17–22; HA 491a20–23; contrast C 2b26–27.
10  See W. Charlton, Aristotle’s Physics Books I and II (Oxford: Clarendon, 1970), 106–7 (and 124): “it 
is doubtful whether we should think a thing remarkable, doubtful whether we would even notice it or 
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Artificial entities obviously have their reality derivatively from their 
human makers and users (S 412a13; M 1041b29–30).

As for all nonartificial, subhuman entities: they have reality in ranked 
degrees defined by their comparative distances in kinship from the human 
at its most rational. This means that living beings count, more than all the 
lifeless, as the substantial beings (ousiai).11 The lifeless entities can be “much, 
but not many” (M 1056b16); “none of them is a one, but they are like a heap 
[sōros], until they are metabolized [pephthē]12 and there comes into being 
some one out of them” (M 1040b8–10). And to find our way through the 
abstruse thickets of the Metaphysics—to put flesh on its skeletal bones—I 
think it is essential that we consult constantly the biological-zoological writ-
ings: for in them Aristotle makes much more concrete what he has in mind 
by “matter,” “form,” “soul,” “cause,” “coming into being and passing away,” 
“defining account,” “necessity,” and, above all, “substantial being” (ousia). I 
fear that failure to attend constantly to the zoological writings has led to read-
ings of the Metaphysics that attribute to Aristotle either an overly confident 
view of what humans can know about the ultimate, “metaphysical” causes or 
sources of what exists, or an overly skeptical view of what science can accom-
plish in terms of causal explanations of life forms. The great program of field 
research and meditative study in biology initiated by Aristotle died out after 
Theophrastus in the next generation, and remained pretty much moribund 
for 2400 years, not least among “Aristotelians” (with rare exceptions such 
as Harvey).13

be able to pick it out from the rest of our environment, if it did not seem to us, at least in a weak sense, 
such as to be for something.”
11  M 1032a19–20, 34a4, 40b5–16, 43a4–5 (in the context of 42b16–43a28), 43b21–23, 69a32, 70a20, 
71a1–3, 77a1–4, a21–23; compare M 1017b10–25, 20a20, 28b10ff., 42a8ff. See also EE 1222b16: “all the 
substantial beings are by nature certain first causes [archai], owing to which each is able to generate 
many such as itself, for example, a human humans, and, being animal, animals, and plant, plants.”
12  This term—whose pre-Aristotelian meaning covers changes that occur through heat, in processes 
such as ripening and cooking and digestion—is used by Aristotle as roughly equivalent to our term 
“metabolize,” and at M 1049a15 the verb metaballein is used instead. The noun is pepsis, which at PA 
650a5 is paired with metabolē. 
13  See J. Lennox, “The Disappearance of Aristotle’s Biology: A Hellenistic Mystery,” in Aristotle’s 
Philosophy of Biology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). A great twentieth-century 
exception is D. W. Thompson, esp. On Growth and Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1917 and 1942). I am much indebted to illuminating work done in the latter part of the twentieth 
century by Lennox and other scholars of Aristotle’s biology and its ontological implications, esp. 
D. Balme, A. Gotthelf, P. Pellegrin, and above all M. Furth (“our dangerous purpose not merely to 
disinter, but to resurrect”—Substance, Form and Psyche: An Aristotelean Metaphysics [Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007], 2). Their shared deficiency is a failure to consider the histori-
cal, civic-cultural (and above all religious) context within which Aristotle lived and worked, which 
impelled him to teach and to write deploying an elaborate rhetorical strategy animated by a most 
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The Categories as Entryway

Aristotle’s more introductory work Categories (major aspects of which are 
restated in such passages as M 1017a8–b14, 26a36ff., 28a10ff., 51a34ff.) teaches 
that reality (“the beings,” or “the things that are,” tōn ontōn, C 1a20)—is 
twofold.

(a) Preeminently, there exist individual “substantial beings” (ousiai)—
e.g., “the certain human, or the certain horse” (C 2a13). Such a “certain this 
here” (tode ti—3b10ff.) comes into being and passes away; and, while existing, 
remains one and the same even while moving and undergoing alteration.

These “primary substantial beings” (prōtai ousiai) are “underlying” 
(hupokeimenon), and are defined or given a logos by (legetai kata) “second-
ary substantial beings” (deuterai ousiai): fixed classes, species, or “forms” 
(eidē, e.g., “human,” “horse”) that in turn are defined and revealed by wider 
“genera” (genē, e.g., “animal”). “Of the secondary substantial beings, the 
species-form is more substantial being than the genus; for it is nearer to the 
primary substantial being” (C 2b7–8). But in a pointer to something much 
more, Aristotle says at one point that the form “alone of the predications/
categories [katēgoroumenōn] shows/reveals [dēloi]” “what is” the “primary 
substantial being,” and “so, reasonably, these alone among the others [sc. 
predications/categories] are said to be substantial beings” (C 2b31–33, 36–37).

(b) Of these primary and secondary substantial beings there exist attri-
butes (e.g., “pale,” “knowing how to read and write”) which are said to be “in” 
the “underlying” substantial being(s)—“not as parts,” but as what “cannot 
possibly exist apart from them” (C 1a25–26, 3a31). These attributes are also 
defined or given a logos by fixed forms or species and genera (e.g., knowledge 
of “this letter A”—S 417a30—is an item of the form that is knowledge of read-
ing and writing, which is a species of the genus that is artful knowledge). 
These attributes are in themselves each unalterable (C 4b10–21; see also M 
1034b14–16), but exist in a range of degrees between contraries; and particu-
lar degrees are acquired and lost by the individual substantial being(s), thus 
undergoing alterations (e.g., a human first lacks and then gradually acquires, 
part by part, knowledge of reading and writing).

Aristotle organizes the genera of attributes into nine “predications” or 
“categories” (katēgoriai) for which he gives examples as follows: “quantity” 

cautious and imaginative sense of civic as well as scientific responsibility: see T. Pangle, “The Rhetori-
cal Strategy Governing Aristotle’s Political Teaching,” Journal of Politics 73 (2011): 1–13.
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(“two cubits,” “three cubits”); “quality” (“pale,” “expert in reading and writ-
ing”); “relation” (“half, double, greater”); “place” (“the Lyceum,” “the agora”); 
“time” (“yesterday,” “last year”); “posture” (“lying,” “sitting”); “condition” 
(“shod,” “armed”); “action” (“cutting,” “burning”); and “being acted upon” 
(“being cut,” “being burned”). When added to the predication or “category” 
of secondary substantial being (C 1b10–15, 1b25–2a3; “there is no predica-
tion/category from the primary substantial being; for it is said of nothing 
underlying”—3a37) we have ten “categories” in all.

It is clear from most of Aristotle’s examples that what he has chiefly in 
mind as a “primary substantial being” (ousia) is not a “thing” in general, but 
a living, ensouled being—“the certain human, the certain horse.”

Substantial Being as Form in Relation to Matter

The Categories abstracts from a great deal: most massively, matter or the 
material (hulē; this is gestured toward at one point: C 8a9–10), and hence 
form as related to matter. As a result, Categories abstracts from cause, and 
from coming into being and passing away, and from soul. Individuals are 
conceived as (C 2a11–13, 34–36, b3–6, 3a1–2) not only “especially” (malista), 
and “in the most authoritative way” (kuriōtata), the “primary substantial 
being(s),” but also as “indivisible” or “unanalyzable” (atoma‚ C 1b6). Individ-
uals are “underlying” the forms or species predicated of them as defining and 
thus revealing classifications (as merely “secondary” substantial beings). The 
forms are not presented as causes (indeed, the form is at one point reduced to 
the status of a quasi quality (to poion: C 3b10–22). 

In contrast, the more advanced works conceive the individual substantial 
being as more complex and problematic:14 as the “ultimate underlying” that 

14  “And indeed also from of old, and now, and always, what is sought, and is always perplexing—‘what 
is the being?’ [ti to on]—this means, ‘what is the substantial being?’ [tis hē ousia],…therefore also by 
us, about the being in this sense especially and primarily and solely, so to speak, ought there to be 
theorizing as to what it is” (M 1028b3–7; see also 1003a33ff. and 45b28–33).
 Modern rationalism since Descartes has tended to denude substantial being or “substance” of 
significance, reducing it more and more to a mere focal point of (ultimately energy) relations—in part 
by largely ignoring animate being: e.g., Locke, Essay concerning Human Understanding 2.23–24; Kant, 
Critique of Pure Reason B333ff.; H. Poincaré, Science and Hypothesis (London, 2017), 2 and 115: “that 
which science captures are not the things themselves, but simply relationships between them. Beyond 
these relations, there is no knowable reality.” See also H. Reichenbach (one of Einstein’s first and 
closest students), The Theory of Relativity and A Priori Knowledge (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1965), 103: in Einstein’s general relativity, “space is filled with the field that determines its 
metric; what we used to call matter is merely condensations of this field.…Thus the individual thing is 
dissolved into the concept of the field.” For a synoptic and more philosophic treatment, see E. Cassirer, 
Substance and Function and Einstein’s Theory of Relativity (Chicago: Open Court, 1923), esp. 309–10 
and 356–57.
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is also analyzable composite of form and matter. Aristotle does not mean by 
“matter” some sort of form-less, blob-like “prime matter”: “those who make 
one matter beyond those spoken of (perceptible bodies), and this bodily 
and separable, are in error” (CIB 329a9–10).15 Speaking generally, “matter” 
designates whatever is so formed as to have the potential (usually but not 
always actualized) to be further determined/shaped/formed,16 under certain 
conditions (including especially some moving cause[s]—1070a1–2): “in every 
nature” there is “something that is the matter for each kind [genei], and this 
is what is all those potentially” (S 430a10–11). And so, “matter is among the 
relatives, for of a different form, a different matter” (PH 194b9). Matter also 
contains possibilities for what is fortuitous (M 1027a14ff.).

Aristotle speaks a few times of “intelligible” (noētē) matter, in contrast 
to “perceptible” (aisthetē) matter. He means by this: the intellected (and not 
merely perceived) particularity of individuals, and especially their (abstracted) 
particular mathematical dimensions;17 also the genera as the noetic matter-
potential for the defining accounts of species-forms.18 Above all, “intellect is 
on one hand such [i.e., intelligible matter], inasmuch as it becomes all things, 
and on the other hand such as to make all things” (S 430a14).

Yet Aristotle’s main focus is on “perceptible matter.” The term he intro-
duces for “matter”—hulē—he draws from a common word (seen from Homer 
on) meaning primarily forest, trees, timber, wood, and derivatively wooden 
material, and still more derivatively, materials generally out of which things 
are made artificially. Aristotle builds on this last common meaning, and he 
often illustrates matter’s relation to form by instancing the material whose 
form is such that the artist or artisan can mold it into the artifact whose 
form he envisages as his end—with the material, in its pre-formed character 
as potential, preexisting and then persisting as the “underlying”: the bronze 

15  At one point Aristotle seems to experiment with trying to articulate the idea of such an ultimate, 
underlying substratum—“which as itself is not something, nor so much, nor spoken of by any of the 
other [categories] by which that which is [to on] is defined [hōristai]”—“nor indeed the negations, for 
these too pertain accidentally”—and he concludes that it is “impossible” (adunaton): M 1029a18–30; 
see also CIB 317b23–36, as well as 320b18, 23; 332a17–20, 27ff.; cf. M 1044a15–17.
16  See, e.g., M 1032a18–22, 42a27, 49a19ff.; in the PH, esp. bk. 1, Aristotle substitutes “privation” 
(sterēsis) for potentiality, in what would seem to be a somewhat less perspicuous and more exoteric 
doctrine (appearing in M briefly from time to time—1033a8–16, 26, 42b3, 55b14, 62b30–32, 65b11, 
69b34, 70b19, 71a35): see esp. PH 191b28–29 and 93b20–22; D. Bolotin, An Approach to Aristotle’s 
Physics (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998), chap. 1; and consider M 1022b23ff. as well 
as Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 1.17.
17   M 1036a3ff., b33ff., 45a34–36; see also 25b34 and 59b15.
18  M 1016a26–28, 24b8–10, 38a6, 58a23—see also 23b3, 45a35, and PA 643a24. 
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in the statue, the wood in furniture (M 984a23–27 etc.). But this frequent 
illustrative analogy of the arts, while illuminating in some ways, is in crucial 
respects misleading as regards the matter of the fullest and truest, because 
living, substantial beings. In the latter, matter does not preexist and persist, 
in the manner of the artisan’s material (wood, bronze)—organic matter exists 
in and as a ceaseless metabolic flow; and organic matter acquires or is given 
form without any need for an external designer or craftsmanship (see Aris-
totle’s critique at GA 740a15 of a philosopher who supposes that animals are 
formed on an analogy with those carved in wood or stone). As for why Aristo-
tle exaggerates the analogy with the arts, a major reason is that this serves as 
part of his rhetorical strategy of presenting his natural science as discovering 
in nature a divinely intelligent, artful designing—hē dēmiourgēsasa phusis 
(“the nature that works as public artisan”).19 

Crucial dimensions of the teaching on form in relation to matter can be 
summarized as follows.

(a) Both matter and form are called “substantial being,” but more so the 
form which is now called “the primary substantial being” (e.g., M 1028a14, 
a31ff., 32b1–2, 37a5, a27–b5). “We, indeed, speak of one certain genus of the 
things that are [tōn ontōn] as substantial being [ousia]”; and “of this, on one 
hand as matter, which by itself is not the certain this here [tode ti]; and on 
the other hand as shape/structure [morphē] and form [eidos], according to 
which it is now spoken of as the certain this here”; and “third, what is from 
these”; and “on one hand the matter is potentiality [dunamis], while on the 
other hand the form is completion [entelecheia]” (S 412a6–9; see similarly 
M 1042a26–30, 43a35–b5, and also 29a28–29). “It follows that there are 
two ways in which the substantial being is spoken of”: as “both the ultimate 
underlying, which is not further predicated of another,” and as “that which, 
being the certain this here, would also be separate—but such is the structure 
and the form of each” (M 1017b23–26).

(b) In the case of the living, fullest, substantial beings, Aristotle iden-
tifies the form with the “soul” (psuchē): “the soul is necessarily substantial 
being as form [eidos], of a natural body [sōmatos] that has the potential for 

19  See esp. S 415b15–17, also 20b17, as well as PA 641b11ff., 45a9, 54b33. In about a quarter of the 250 
or so references to nature in PA (L. Bodson, Aristote: De partibus animalium; index verborem, listes de 
fréquence [Liège: CIPL, 1990]), Aristotle speaks of “the nature” in a way that makes it sound like an 
agent artisan—and he does not usually employ the language of “as if”—as he does at GA 743b23–24 
(in GA, treatment of “the nature” as artisan is somewhat rarer: 730b25–31, 31a24ff., 43b24, 44b16–28, 
55a20, 67a17ff., 81b23; see also 40b25–28, 62a16–18, 89b11; for the nature “likely to be wishing,” see 
53a8, 57a26—like PA 670b34, 82a6). 



2 7 1A Synoptic Introduction to the Ontological Background of Aristotle’s Political Theory

life [zōēn].”20 The form as the soul is the individual being’s living structure, 
ready to engage in integrated nutritive, maintaining, and reproductive activ-
ity—and, in animals, desiring and then locomotive and cognitive praxis of 
many sorts (praxis polumorphos: PA 645b15–20, 646b15)—all in the distinct 
manner of the species to which the individual belongs. While Aristotle closely 
associates form with shape/structure, he thereby does not identify the two.

(c) Form or soul is analyzable, by being formulated as a defining “logos” 
or “definition” (horismos: 1039b29ff.), in terms of diverse genera and subgen-
era and finally species21 (each genus having its own, prior defining account 
by differentia of the preceding wider genus). The differentiae of each spe-
cies are essential attributes and especially “parts” (POL 1290b25–30) whose 
characters vary, between species, over a range of “more and less” between 
contraries.22 In a defining logos, the final set of differentiae express “the (spe-
cies) form and the substantial being” as “the what it was to be” (to ti ēn einai: a 
terminology never used in the Categories—traditionally translated “essence”; 
see esp. M 1037b–38b4). The genera are not themselves substantial beings; 
they are rather “intellectual matter” for the zoological analysis into forms—
of parts and of species (M 1038a6–9). But this does not mean that the genera 
are mere mental classifications; their defining characteristics—e.g., win-
gedness—play a causal role in limiting what is possible for all the included 
species (e.g., PA 680b15ff., 84a32–34, 85b15). A completed defining account 
of a living species-form need not be further divided into subspecies.23 As we 
learn from the biological works more fully than from the Metaphysics,24 a 

20  S 412a20–21; see also M 1035b15–18, 37a5 (“it is clear that on one hand the soul is the primary 
substantial being, and that on the other hand the body is matter”) and 37a27 (“with the matter there 
is no [defining] logos…in accord with the primary substantial being there is—such as of human the 
[defining] logos of the soul; for substantial being is the form within”), 43a35–b5; PA 641a18ff.; GA 
738b27.
21  Aristotle eschews any sort of Linnaean or Platonic-dichotomous classification of life forms overall; 
his genera (for which he sometimes uses the term “form” or eidē, e.g., GA 719a7; HA 490b15–18 
“one form embracing many forms”—even as he sometimes uses genos for species, e.g., PA 680a15; 
HA 535b10, 506a9 along with PA 666b19; M 1057b36ff.) are flexible and adaptable, depending on the 
causal-explanatory focus of the zoologist: “there happens to be much overlapping of the genera”—GA 
732b15 and context; see also 733a27, 49b20, 74b17; and PA 642b5ff.; HA 501a22; many animal species, 
preeminently the human, overlap major generic divisions; for some vivid examples see PA 669a9, 81b1, 
89b32, 90b22, 97b1,14 and GA 772b1, as well as 19a7, 31b9, 74b18.
22  Among similar species “the parts differ” by “greatness-smallness, softness-hardness, smoothness-
roughness, and such; and on the whole by the more and less”: PA 643a32ff., 44a14–16, b11–16; see also 
92b3–7; HA 486a23–b16; and M 1042b32–35. This dimension of Aristotle’s biology was mathematized 
by D. W. Thompson in his On Growth and Form.
23  M 1034a7, 38a16, a26, 52a32–36; also 16b2, b33–35, and PA 643a1–12, 44a24–26, 45b27.
24  See M 1035b14–27, 36b26–32; in M, examples of defining accounts are given only in truncated and 
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completed defining account would express the functioning parts, and (in 
animals) activities and way of life, and dispositions of character (gentle or 
savage, timid or bold, etc.), that constitute or are “for the sake of” (heneka 
tou) the manifest “flourishing” (euēmereō—which for animals is “awake-
ness,” egrēgorsis25) of individuals of one particular species in contrast to the 
flourishing of individuals of other, similar, species. Thus in the living, most 
truly substantial beings, “the [defining] logos and the for the sake of which as 
end [telos] are the same [tauton].”26 

As is made clear especially at the start of book 5 of GA (778a16ff.; see also 
M 1058b1–2), differentiations that are not manifestly “for the sake of” flour-
ishing (e.g., color of eyes, hair or fur, and skin, in most cases) are attributed to 
the “necessity” of material and motive cause, and may sometimes mark out 

schematic, not to say sketchy versions; in PA, more complete, though never fully completed, defining 
accounts are given of some species (e.g., 684a32–b1, 85b12–16, 86a25–31)—and also of some genera 
(e.g., 653b19–27, 78a26–34, 82a35–b32, 93b3–13, 95b17–25).
25  Sleep “belongs to animals for the sake of preservation; but awakeness is the end; for to perceive 
and to think is the end for all to whom either of these belong” (SA 455b22–24; also 58a30–32; GA 
778b25ff.; S 434b25, 35b20ff.; EE 1219a24–26; cf. PA 656a6–8, 72b20–24, and M 1035b18). In GA Aris-
totle first says (717a22–23): “for most animals the work is pretty much nothing more than in plants: 
seed and fruit.” A bit later (31a30ff., prepared by 18b9–10) he elaborates: “of the animal the work is not 
only generation (for this is common to all living things) but they all also partake of some knowing—
some more, some less, some very little; for they have perception, and perception is a certain knowing. 
The high or low rank of this differs depending on whether it is regarded in light of prudence or in light 
of the soulless kind: regarded in light of prudence, partaking only in touch and taste seems almost 
nothing; regarded in light of absence of perception, very good—for it would be held attractive to have 
this knowing rather than to lie dead and not being.…Still, when the animal has to complete the work 
of the living, then it copulates and unites and becomes even as a plant, as we’ve said.” And see 42a28ff.: 
the generative parts are for the sake of the part “having the governing principle and the end of the 
whole nature” (sc. the heart).
26  GA 715a8–9; see also b15–16, speaking of the persistence of the species-nature in generation: “but 
the nature flees the not limited [to apeiron], for the not limited is goalless [ateles], and the nature 
always seeks goal [telos]”; also 17a13ff., 31b23ff., 42a29ff., 78a30–b19; and PA 641b25ff.; S 415b1–2, 
20–23; SA 455b18; PH 199a21–33, b10–11 and 16–27. At one point Aristotle indicates that it is the 
failure to seek the for the sake of which that has crippled his predecessors’ biology as a discovery of 
causes: “for if they had sought the for the sake of what respiration belongs to animals, such as by way 
of gills and lung, they would have more readily discovered the cause” (R 471b27–29; also 72b24–26). 
“In almost every passage in which Aristotle introduces, discusses, or argues for the existence of final 
causality, his attention is focused on the generation and development of a living organism” (“the 
nature,” not nature as a whole); while “the natural motions and changes of the simple bodies…when 
outside a living organism…are to [eis] a place or quality—very infrequently called a telos—they are 
not, and are never said to be, for the sake of anything [heneka tou]”: A. Gotthelf, “Aristotle’s Concep-
tion of Final Causality,” in Philosophical Issues in Aristotle’s Biology, ed. A. Gotthelf and J. G. Lennox 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 207 and 214n19; for full discussion and textual 
references, see the entire article; also Charlton, Aristotle’s Physics I and II, 120–23. MET does not use 
the “for the sake of which” in its causal explanations: see esp. MET 369b21ff. and 82a28—as regards 
meteorological phenomena, “the causes beyond the material are two, the making and the undergo-
ing—the making [to poioun] as the source of motion, and the undergoing [to pathos] as form.”
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subspecies but not true species or genera. Whether a certain characteristic is 
thus part of the species-form is determined only by field studies of the actual 
flourishing of the various species.27 While the defining logos articulates 
the functioning material structure of the parts of each animal species (M 
1036b22–32, 37a21ff.; PA 643a24–25—“it is the differentia in the matter that 
is the form”), the defining logos does not articulate what is divergently unique 
about the matter and thus the substantial being of any particular individual; 
that articulation or “defining” of the uniquely divergent is only by more or 
less rough- or fine-grained comparative descriptions (M 1039a15–23, b26ff.).

As defining logos, form is in a sense “separable,” that is, in speech or 
thought (M 1032b15, 37a1–2), and “to know scientifically each thing is this, to 
know the what it was to be” (M 1031b22). “Substantial being is the underly-
ing: in one way as the matter—and by matter I am [here] speaking28 of that 
which, while not being the certain this here in actuality, is potentially the 
certain this here”; and “in another way as the [defining] logos and the shape/
structure [morphē] which, being the certain this here, is separable in logos”; 
and “third, as what is from these, of which alone there is coming into being 
and passing away, and which is simply separable” (M 1042a26–30).

(d) Form (and soul as form) is “responsible cause” (aitia), “on account 
of which” (dia ti), and “governing source” (archē): “one responsible cause 
we declare to be the substantial being and the what it was to be; for the on 
account of which leads up to the final logos, and cause and governing princi-
ple are the first on account of which” (M 983a27–30; see also 88b28, 17b15–17, 
41a9ff., 43b6–15). “The cause is being sought, of the matter; and this [cause] 
is the form, by which it is something; and this is the substantial being” (M 
1041b8–9 and ff., esp. b27–28). As governing source and cause, the form is not 
only the reason why the individual living being shares species-characteristics 
with other such specimens; the form is above all the reason why the living 
being exists, as the particular embodied kind of being that it is—this living 
oak, this living horse, this living human (see, e.g., M 1028a24–31, 52a33–36). 
Form is the principal answer to the questions, “Why and how is this plant or 
animal here behaving in this way here?” In other words, substantial terres-
trial being in the fullest sense remains the embodied, living individuals, now 

27  See also M 1038a27–29. For some examples of subspecies, see HA 556a15ff. (called genē), 605b22ff., 
17b29; for some examples of species that change their secondary characteristics over time and as they 
move from one environment to another, HA 632b15ff.
28  Aristotle seems to use the expression “I am speaking” (legō) usually to indicate that he is speaking 
not generally but with a view to the immediate context: see, for example, M 1032a14, b1, b14, b18, 
33a25, a32, b13, 35b32, 36a3, 37b3, 57b38. 
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seen as caused to be individualized in the specific way that they are individu-
alized, by their (species) form—shaping and animating, in-forming, some 
determinate bodily matter-potentials (M 1029a2ff.). Form or soul as cause 
is obviously not the same as the individual(s) which are its effects; but form 
does not exist apart from its caused individual(s). Form conceived univer-
sally is somewhat of an abstraction from what exists: “the human and the 
horse and the terminology thus ascribed to individuals but taken universally 
is not substantial being but a certain composite whole from this [defining] 
logos here and from matter as universal: Socrates, however, exists individu-
ally and from the final matter, and the same holds for the rest.”29 As cause, 
“the logos exists simultaneously with its effect”; for “when the human being 
is healthy, that is when health exists” (M 1070a22). Accordingly, while Aris-
totle designates the form as “the certain this here” (tode ti),30 he insists, in 
his opposition to Platonism, that the form is not some sort of transcendent, 
numerically one individual existing apart from individual living beings: “if 
that were so, there would not ever have come to be the certain this here; but 
[form] signifies the of-such-a-sort [to toionde] and is not this here [tode] and 
defined, but it makes and generates, from the certain this here, the of-such-
a-sort; and when that has been generated, it is this-of-such-a-sort…Callias 
or Socrates” (M 1033b19–26).31

“Callias or Socrates”: the form does not manifest itself through individu-
als that are identical copies—at least in the higher animals. Aristotle ascribes 
the divergent uniqueness of individuals of the same species to matter rather 
than form: “even as a number does not have the more and the less, neither 
does the substantial being according to the form, but if it does, it is so with 
the matter” (M 1044a10–11); “now the whole—the such-and-such a form in 
these flesh and bones—[is] Callias, and Socrates; and other through the mat-
ter, for that is other; but same [tauto] by the form; for indivisible [atomon] 
is the form” (M 1034a6–8; see also 16b33ff., 37a26–30). But: if or since form 
is soul, can Socrates and Callias be understood to have identical copies of 
the same soul? Aristotle regularly speaks of individuals that belong to the 
same species as “same in form” (homoeidē). But: granted that the uniquely 

29  M 1035b27–31; also 38b8ff., 42a21–22, 53b17ff.; “even as neither is there Being/to-be-ness [einai] 
apart from something or some sort or so much” (54a18; but cf. 61a8ff.).
30  M 1017b25 and S 412a7–8 (form with shape/structure), M 1028a12, 29a28–29, 37b28 (form), 
42a26–30 (defining account with shape/structure) as well as 49a35–36, 70a11–12 (“the nature”); and 
CIB 318b32. See also M 1035a7–9 and 52a.
31  The repeated use here of the verb “generates” anticipates the teaching of GA, discussed below, on 
form and logos as moving or “efficient” cause of offspring; see also PA 646a31ff.
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distinguishing differences among individuals of the same species would 
seem to be due to more or less subtle variations in their matter-potentials 
and its structure; have we not seen that the form is closely linked with the 
(material) structure (morphē)? Have we not seen that “it is the differentia in 
the matter that is the form?” So are the individually divergent variations in 
the matter not also variations in the form? How exactly is matter, rather than, 
or as distinguished from, form, the explanation for individually divergent 
uniqueness? What exactly does Aristotle mean by the matter of a substantial 
living being—especially of a human being?

Organic Matter in relation to Form

At the foundational level of organic matter, we find that living beings  
are composed out of, and eventually decompose into, four perceptibles that 
are “called by some elements” (tōn kaloumenōn hupo tinōn stoicheiōn)—but 
are better designated “powers/potentialities” (dunameis: PA 646a12; CIB 
329a16, 26; cf. M 1014a32–36). Following Empedocles and other pre-Socratics 
Aristotle labels these air, earth, water, and fire. Today we might call them the 
gaseous, the solid, and the liquid, together with strong heat. These four entirely 
fill terrestrial reality, and exist mainly outside organic bodies, in large part 
as unmixed (MET 354b3ff.), but also as (mere) mixtures, and as integrated 
(inorganic) “compound bodies” (suntheta sōmata—PA 646a17, M 1043a14; 
e.g., metals—MET 388a13ff.). The four are only “apparently simple” (ta hapla 
phainomena sōmata, CIB 330b2, 23; contrast PH 192b10). For they come into 
being out of and pass away into one another (contrary to Empedocles—CIB 
329b1–3; M 989a23–25; OH 304b23ff.). They do this above all on account 
of their being analyzable into “mixtures” (mikta, CIB 330b22) of two pairs 
of “tangible” (hapton, CIB 329b8ff.) “first contraries” (CIB 329b17). These 
Aristotle calls the unchanging (CIB 329b3) “governing principles [archai]  
of the natural elements” (PA 648b9). They are the hugron (moist[ening]/ liq-
uid-liquifying) vs. the xēron (dry[ing]/solid[ifying]);32 and the warm[ing] vs. 
the chill[ing].33 So, “earth” is analyzable as dry[ing]/solid[ifying] mixed with 
chill[ing]; “water” as chill[ing] mixed with moist[ening]/liquid-liquifying; 

32  CIB 329b30: “hugron is that which is not bounded by any bound of its own but can be readily 
bounded; xēron is that which is readily bounded by a bound of its own and can with difficulty be 
bounded [from without].”
33  For the ambiguities and manifold complexities Aristotle recognizes in the application to life 
forms of the concepts of the moist(ening) vs. the dry(ing) and the warm(ing) vs. the chill(ing), see PA 
648b1ff.
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“air” as moist[ening]/liquid-liquifying mixed with warm[ing]; and “fire” as 
warm[ing] mixed with dry[ing]/ solid[ifying] (CIB 333b4–7).

When not formed into living beings, these four exist—whether apart, 
mixed, or compounded—in various accumulations, some of which are semi-
substantial “ones” (e.g., air as winds; water as lakes; ore as veins, earth as hills, 
etc.). None of these, however, is a fully substantial, structured, individual 
unity—to repeat, they can be “much, but not many” (M 1056b16); “none of 
them is a one, but they are like a heap, until they are metabolized and there 
comes into being some one out of them.”34 

But the formed characters of these four “elements,” and of whatever 
lifeless materials are mixed and compounded out of them, are completely 
inadequate by themselves to provide an articulation and explanation of 
living substantial being(s), given the latter’s (a) complex and highly diverse 
structures, composed of similar or analogous parts, (b) engaging in inter-
nally initiated, future-directed change and motion, extremely well adapted 
to satisfying specific needs, (c) in their diversity fitting well almost every 
environmental niche, and (d) sorting into distinct, innumerable, and yet (in 
varying degrees) intelligibly kindred fixed species, (e) all of whose individual 
members disintegrate into death after a quite limited lifespan (a terrible thing 
for us humans—GA 731b4), while (f) endlessly generating and leaving behind 
reproductions of themselves. 

These realities of the lifeworld require for their articulation and explana-
tion higher levels of matter-potentialities, all of which are compounds, but of 
a peculiar kind, of the fourfold “prime matter.”35 

To begin with there are the generally softer and more fluid (PA 647b10–
19) “parts” (moria) that are highly uniform, in the sense that any subdivision 
is homogenous with the whole (homoiomeros is Aristotle’s technical term: 
HA beg.; PA 640b20–21; 646a21ff.), and that are found in most or many 
plants or animals: for example, in animals (Aristotle leaves plants to further 
study: PA 656a3) blood, lard, suet, marrow, semen, bile, flesh—and their ana-
logues in insects. 

34  M 1040b8–10 and 56b16; see also 17b10–24, 41b11–32, 49a19ff.
35  The preorganic natures of the fourfold prime material(s), existing unmixed as well as compounded, 
continue to play an important, basic, and universal causal role in the explanation of living beings: 
“that these [above all air—see R] are just about the causes of death, as of life, is likely to be manifest; 
and also of sleep and of waking, and of being at the prime of life and of old age, and of sickness and of 
health” (PA 648b4–6).
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Then there are generally drier and solider “homoiomerous” parts that 
constitute systems—such as bones forming the skeleton, blood vessels, the 
circulation system, the teeth, the nails (PA 647b10–19, 654a32ff., 655b2ff.).

At a higher level are parts that are “homoiomerous” and yet with an 
articulation of their uniform matter that is so complex and distinct that they 
are in a sense also “anhomoiomeros”: “organs” or instruments, structured for 
the sake of more specific functions (PA 646b31–34, 47a25ff.)—e.g., the sen-
sory organs, the viscera, and preeminently the heart (or its analogue), which 
is “the ruling source of life and all movement and of perception,” or of “the 
sovereign perception,” as well as of growth.36 

Then again, “put together from the homoiomerous parts” (GA 722a29), 
there are instrumental parts with structured, “anhomoiomerous” subdivi-
sions—e.g., head, limbs, the digestive system (HA beg.); “face, hand, foot” 
(PA 640b21).

The highest level of life-matter is the individual body as structured 
whole, with the individualized species-soul as its form, using the whole body 
as material organ or tool (S 415b15–21, PA 642a1)—apprehending through 
the “homoiomeros” sensory organs so as to lead and to maintain its way of 
life, carrying on outer activities accomplished chiefly by the “anhomoiomer-
ous” organs as long as possible, and reproducing itself.37

The higher levels of organic matter have forms that structure and thus 
realize the matter-potential formed in and provided by the lower levels, and 
thereby offer themselves as the formed matter-potentials to be structurally 
formed or coordinated and realized by, and “for the sake of” (PA 646b7ff., 
653b30–37; charin—GA 738b18), the higher levels—“flesh and bone and each 
of such parts is double, even as the other things having form in matter, for 
both the matter and the form are said of flesh or bone.”38 

Unlike inorganic compounds of the prime materials, the organic com-
pounds cannot exist as what they are except when performing, or resting so 
as to perform, their distinctive functions within, in structural relation to, and 
“for the sake of” more complex organs, which in turn make up, and exist “for 
the sake of,” a single, independent, living substantial being (see especially the 

36  PA 665a12 and SA 456a6–7; also PA 646b30–34, 47a3ff., 56a28ff., 66a12ff., 72b15–24, 73b12, 81a36, 
b16; GA 735a15ff., 38b18, 40a18ff., 41b15ff.; PP 438b25ff.; MA 703a10ff.; YOA 469a–b.
37  PA 646b7ff., 47a3ff., 56a1–3; GA 722b30–34; HA 489a24–29.
38  CIB 321b20–23 and context; PA 646b11ff., 72b19–23.
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opening of GA as well as PA 645a32–33, 46b11–27, 47b21–28). If and when 
these life-materials cease their functioning (and do not merely rest from it), 
they collapse into lifeless compound-heaps of the fourfold prime matter.39 
At the same time, the functioning organic parts, and thus their substantial 
beings, are maintained while their fourfold prime matter changes constantly, 
through the ebb and flow of metabolism.

From the embryology of GA (see also PA 646a25–26, S 468b28–33), we 
learn in detail how the stages in the generation of the animal proceed in a 
succession roughly opposite to the hierarchical order of the materials: what 
first appears is a plant-like entity with nutritive soul, followed by the emer-
gence of the heart, and then of other parts—the blood vessels, then flesh, 
then skeleton and organs, from inner to outer and from upper to lower, in 
a sequence that moves from the more universal and generic to the specific: 
“for there doesn’t come into being at the same time animal and human, nor 
animal and horse, and similarly with the other animals; for last is the end 
[telos], but what is unique [idion] is the end of the generation of each” (GA 
736b2–5; 39b34ff., 45b; PA 666a20ff.).

It is apparent that the “potentiality” of organic matter is of two types: 
some has a potential to develop into or to bring about something newly 
formed, changing or ceasing to maintain its original form—exemplified 
most vividly in the plant seed, the paternal semen, and the maternal menses; 
and some has a potential to have actualized its latent fulfillment, in action, 
while maintaining its form—exemplified vividly in the bodily organs and the 
living body as a whole. 

In his biological works other than his lengthy HA, Aristotle is concerned 
to explain the causes (the why) of the existence of the material parts in gen-
eral and then of the differences in the parts (and their analogues) among 
species within genera, and among narrower genera within broader genera, as 
catalogued in HA bks. 1–4, beginning with the human species (see esp. HA 
491a7–14). The order of topics in PA as a whole—first the internal homoiom-
erous parts, overall and one by one; then the nonhomoiomerous, among the 
blooded and then among the bloodless animals, from upper down to lower, 

39  PA 640b34ff., 46a21ff.; M 1035b20–25, 36b30–32, 40b5–7, 51b12–16, 77a21–23; also GA 741a10–14; 
see esp. S 412b20—“if the eye were an animal, sight would be its soul; for this is the substantial being 
of the eye according to the [defining] logos; and the eye is the matter of vision, and when the latter 
[vision] is taken away, there is no eye, except in word, like an eye in stone or painted. One should 
indeed take what is applied to the part and apply it to the whole of the animal body; for analogously, as 
the part is to the part so the whole of perceiving is to the whole body capable of perception, as such.”
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and external parts treated after completion of the internal—is guided in 
part by a focus on the human species but also by a movement from the more 
general to the more specific. Generally speaking, the explanations proceed 
by showing how the differences are chiefly “for the sake of”40 the maximal 
flourishing of the members of each species in its environmental niche (and 
therefore much is said also about the activities and ways of life and environ-
ments in relation to the parts).41 Secondarily and subordinately, “necessity” 
is a cause—either simple necessity, on account of the nature of the materi-
als, including “residue” (perittōma) organically produced,42 or as a required 
condition for the combinations of the matter-potentials “for the sake of” 
the animal’s flourishing: “necessity sometimes means that if that will be for 
the sake of something, then these things are necessary, if it is to be so; and 
sometimes, that that’s just the way things are and have become by nature” 
(PA 642a33–35 and context). Three brief examples will indicate the varied 
character of Aristotle’s causal analysis.

(1) Why is the esophagus fleshy and sinewy, while the windpipe is carti-
laginous? The esophagus “must necessarily” exist as a long channel to convey 
food from mouth to stomach—because the latter are separated by the lungs, 

40  “One of our principles is that the nature does nothing pointless [mataion], but always, given the 
possibilities, does what is best for the substantial being of each kind of animal” (IA 704b12–16; see 
also 8a9–10, 11a18–20; PA 658a24 and OH 271a33, 90a31, 91b13); “we make it an underlying hypoth-
esis, doing so on the basis of what we observe, that the nature neither omits [elleipousan], nor makes 
anything pointless, among the possibilities in each case” (GA 788b20–23; see also 39b20, 41b4, 44a37; 
also PA 658a9, 61b24, 91b4, 94a15, 95b19; R 476a13; S 432b22–23, 34a32–34). These blanket overstate-
ments have exceptions, however: e.g., IA 710a1ff.; PA 659a19, 63a8–11, 64a5–8, 84a32–b2, 94a20; GA 
773a33ff., 76a10–14; see also PH 198a18; M 1044b12. A more cautious statement is: “for what is not 
by chance but for the sake of something is in the works of the nature, and especially so; and that end 
[telos] for the sake of which [a living being and its parts] is put together or has come into being has 
taken the place of the beautiful”—PA 645a24–26; see similarly 39b19–21 (“the for the sake of which 
and the beautiful is more in the works of nature than in those of art”), and 83a20–26, 84a28, 88a24, 
94b14, as well as GA 778b2ff. and 87b3ff.; for some vivid examples, see PA 659b30ff., 61b1ff., 95b17–27, 
and GA 717a13ff., 31b23ff., 38b1–5, 43b2–6, 55a23ff., 89a10ff. PA’s analysis of causes constantly 
employs the “for the sake of” but only a few times the beautiful (kalon), as sort of a superlative of the 
“for the sake of”: 640a37, 48a11, 54b23, 56b28, 57a12, 59b30, 61b7, 64b32, 70b24; see also 65b20; GA 
almost never employs the kalon in explanations: 760b1, 77a22; the same is true of S. But see YOA 
469a28–30: “we see that the nature in all makes from the possibilities what is most beautiful.”
41  Aristotle seems to have largely completed the writing of his intended works on the causes of the 
animal species’ differing parts and their functions (PA and GA and IA) but to have left incomplete his 
publication on the causes of the animal species’ differing activities and ways of life (HA bks. 5–8; see 
also PP 436a5), and dispositions of character (HA bk. 9): see HA 487a10–11, 91a7–14. For, of the well 
over five hundred species he treats, about eighty percent are mentioned only in HA, which provides 
the preparatory data for the subsequent teachings on causes.
42  “Sometimes the nature makes use for betterment even of residues, but one ought not on this 
account to seek for all things to be for the sake of something; but in many cases, some things being 
such, other things necessarily follow” (PA 677a16–18).
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and that is because the latter’s proximity to the mouth and nose is “most 
beautiful for respiration”; and the esophagus is “sinewy so that it can stretch 
as the food enters, but fleshy so that it would be soft and yielding and not 
damaged by being scraped as the food goes down.” The windpipe is cartilagi-
nous because it is “not only for the sake of respiration but for voice, and that 
which is going to make sound should be smooth and hard” (PA 664a21–b3).

(2) Some, but not all, species possessing bladders also have (a pair of) 
kidneys: why? And why are kidneys the fattiest of all innards? Animals have 
kidneys “not out of necessity, but for the sake of what proceeds well and beau-
tifully,” for “the kidneys in their distinct nature are present for the sake of the 
collection of residue in the bladder, in animals that have more such deposit, 
so that the bladder can function better.” And the reason kidneys are the fatti-
est of all the innards is “on one hand, out of necessity,” since fat is a necessary 
byproduct of the kidneys’ filtering of the blood, “and on the other hand, the 
fat comes to be for the sake of preserving the kidneys’ hot nature,” which is 
needed for their optimal (but not strictly necessary) functioning.43

(3) Deer alone, of the horned species, shed their horns each season, and 
grow new ones again (HA 500a10–11): why? Because “the horns are solid 
throughout in deer alone,” and so they are shed “on one hand for the sake of 
the benefit, so as to be lighter, and on the other hand from necessity, owing to 
the heaviness” (PA 663b12). But this is under the shadow of remarkable obser-
vations about the ways of life of some of the horned species and especially 
deer: in some, the horns are “useless,” and in the case of deer, the horns are not 
only “useless” but “their size, and many branches, harm rather than benefit.”44

Each individual animal (or each colony, in the case of highly “political 
animals” like the bee) is moved by “caring for/through itself” (tēn di’ hautou 
trophēn). There is little if any caring for the species. Nonetheless, we do not 
encounter much if any discussion of uniquely divergent, distinguishing 
qualities of the self-caring individuals of the same species.

But the picture changes when we consider Aristotle’s account of the 
reproductive parts and their functioning, especially in the human species.

43  PA 670b23–28, 72a13–16; more generally, 63b23–24: “the nature in accord with the rational 
account uses, for the sake of something, things that are present out of necessity” (for some other vivid 
examples, see GA 738b1–5, 39b29, 43b1–6, 55a23ff., 76a15ff.).
44  PA 663a8–11 (and also 64a5–8); remarkably—especially for a student of Plato—Aristotle has little 
if anything to say about how parts may be for the sake of attracting and winning erotic mates, even 
when he notes that “the nature has adorned [epikekosmēken] with hair” some animals such as lions 
and horses (PA 658a33; cf. 44b34).



2 8 1A Synoptic Introduction to the Ontological Background of Aristotle’s Political Theory

Form and Matter in the Generation of Animals

Aristotle does not assign reproduction to a distinct capacity of soul, but 
includes it within the soul’s capacity of nutritive individual self-caring.45 
Accordingly, he conceives the individual plant’s and animal’s reproductive 
striving as not for the sake of the preservation or continuation of the species, 
or for the sake of bringing into being or fostering other kindred specimens, 
or for any self-transcending end; instead, generation is understood as 
expressing the individual living being’s drive to preserve its own individual 
existence, forever: “for the substantial being of the things that are is in the 
individual; and if it could be such, it would be everlasting; but by species-form 
[eidei] that is possible”; and “that is why there is always a continuous genera-
tion [genos: see M 1024a30] of humans and of animals and of plants” (GA 
731b31–36; see the context and also 35a13–26). “Since it is impossible to share 
in the everlasting and the divine by continuing, because none of the things 
subject to perishing persists as the same and one in number, each [hekaston], 
insofar as it is able to partake, shares in this way, one more, one less; and 
there persists not itself, but a such-as-itself, in number not one, but by form 
[eidei] one” (S 415b3–8). An important dimension of this teaching, referred 
to humans, is made explicit when in POL 1252a30 Aristotle speaks of the 
“pairing together” of human “male and female for the sake of generation, and 
this not from choice [ouk ek proaireseōs] but even as in the other animals, and 
plants, natural is the directedness [to ephiesthai]46 to leave behind another, 
such as oneself, such a one [hoion auto, toiouton].” Every living individual, 
plant or animal, has an elemental urge to persist infinitely as the individual 
that it is. Aristotle goes so far as to say that it is “just” to speak of “the genera-
tion of another like itself” as the “end” (telos) of self-nourishment (S 416b24).

Aristotle elaborates through GA’s inferential (and in part tentative—
771b19–24) theory of (mainly higher animal) reproduction.47

The male semen, which is a superheated (GA 735a30ff.) and super-
“metabolized” (pephthē), foamy (watery and airy) distillate of each male’s 
individually unique48 blood, does not convey his shape/structure and his 

45  S 415a23ff., 16a19–20, b16–17; GA 735a16ff.; see also 77a4ff.
46  Newman, The Politics of Aristotle, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1887), ad loc.: “This impulse of repro-
duction can hardly be an orexis, for it is shared by plants…it may, however, possibly be an hormē (Pol. 
1. 2. 1253a29).”
47  The precision and complexity of the account in GA corrects the cruder, brief versions in passages 
such as PH 190b5ff. and M 1049a1–3, 15 (contrast 44a34ff.).
48  GA 726b10—“and so it is very reasonable that the offspring resemble the parents”; see also  
22a20ff., 37a18–22.
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form49 in any sort of miniature (or as a “pangenesis,” from all parts of the 
animal, as Darwin proposed).50 Instead, semen transmits (without having 
any consciousness) an intricate matrix of precisely sequenced, wound-up, 
spring-like, potentially generative, motive causes (“the logos of the motion/
change,”51 including the change that is “metabolism”). When the male sperm 
has undergone its final metabolism during copulation (GA 718a7) and 
encounters the maternal menses, the sperm’s motive causes are sprung in a 
protracted sequence, governing a vast, slow cascade of constructive motions 
and “metabolisms” in the awaiting, receptively mobile matter of the men-
ses—that thereby develops into a fetus (kuēma). As the cascade of motions 
proceeds (see again the embryology), the completed infant is finally gener-
ated (well before birth), and then makes itself grow, using the nourishment 
provided by its mother. The material of the sperm completely evaporates (GA 
737a12) and contributes nothing to the material of the offspring.52 Each indi-
vidual father thus becomes not only a final and formal, but primary efficient 
cause, or “first moving source of the form”53 (GA 765b12–14) of his offspring, 
in the matter that is entirely provided by the mother. 

But this natural urge in each male has been largely doomed to failure, 
by nature. For in each female there is the drive to replicate her own unique 
being. Her “spermatic/seminal” (spermatikos) menses, which is “sperm/seed 

49  Morphē at GA 767b18, eidos at 66a20; whereas each of these passages suggests a uniquely indi-
vidual paternal shape and shaping, this is not the case with the use of eidos earlier, at 729a11, b18–22, 
30b14–16, 32a5, 35a5 (and at M 1034a4–5).
50  See Darwin’s Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication (1868), chap. 27.
51  “For to say ‘semen,’ or ‘motion that grows each of the parts,’ makes no difference, nor ‘the growing 
[motion],’ or ‘the putting together [motion] from the origin’; for it is the same logos of the motion” 
—GA 767b21; also 34b33, 40b32ff. and esp. 35a. Max Delbrück, Nobel laureate in genetics, lightheart-
edly proposed that Aristotle be awarded a posthumous Nobel prize for “the discovery of the principle 
implied in DNA”—that what is transmitted is “not a mini-man,” “as Hippocrates had taught,” but a 
“form-principle,” or in modern parlance, “information,” “the plan of the development,” which is “not 
altered” in the development and “is not, properly speaking, part of the finished product” (Delbrück, 
“Aristotle-totle-totle,” in Of Microbes and Life, ed. J. Monod and E. Borek [New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1971], 50–55).
52  In describing the matter of the semen, Aristotle for once (barely) introduces particles that we would 
term “microscopic”: the “foam” that is semen is “out of the tiniest particles lying together, and so small 
that each bubble exists invisibly” (GA 736a15–16)—of course, the general foam-character is readily 
visible, and tangible, so the inferential jump to the microscopic bubbles, if not to the particles, is small.
53  Note that the modern term “efficient” causality is not quite proper terminology for Aristotle’s 
“moving” cause or “source of moving”: modern “efficient cause” is reducible to “necessary and suf-
ficient condition,” or even statistical correlation and dependence, whereas Aristotle has in mind 
uninterrupted, even if sequential, pushing and pulling: one thing moves another by contact (see PH 
244a–b; GA 734a4; HA 586a17).
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that is not pure but needs working on”54 has its own unique logos of (recep-
tive-reactive) generative motions (GA 768a13ff.; consider also 23a30, 37a18ff., 
38b4)—which is (without any consciousness) in resistant, if also complemen-
tary, contention with the unique “logos of the motions” that her mate’s semen 
drives to impose on her maternal matter. We have here a case, Aristotle says, 
of the general phenomenon that “what acts is also acted upon by what is being 
acted upon,” and “sometimes it is even totally acted upon rather than act-
ing” (768b15 and ff.; 67b23). If the semen injected into the menses “is well 
metabolized, the motion of the male will make a shape/structure in accord 
with itself” (767b15–18); but “when the principle does not prevail nor is able 
to metabolize on account of deficiency of warmth, and does not lead to the 
form unique to itself [to idion eidos to autou], but is defeated, of necessity 
it goes over to the contrary—and the contrary to the male is the female”; 
and “since it has a difference in capacity, it has difference in the organ”; “but 
when one crucial part changes, the entire composition of the animal becomes 
very different in form” (polu tōi eidei diapherei—766a19–25; note that in 
this crucial sentence, the repeated use of “form” or eidos does not mean 
simply “species” form).

Uniquely divergent generative individuation becomes still more pro-
nounced when Aristotle stresses that this complementary antagonism of 
parents is not simply resolved by whether a son or a daughter is born; for 
many daughters manifestly resemble their particular fathers in more ways 
than their mothers, and sons their particular mothers (GA 768a28–30): “if the 
motion from the maleness prevails, but that from Socrates does not prevail, 
or the other way around, then it happens that there is generated a male like 
the mother and a female like the father” (see also 769a3, 16, b6; n.b. a girl “like 
Socrates”). And this can happen either as regards the whole offspring or any 
of its parts: “it is the same way also as regards the parts” (768b2 and ff.; see 
also 21b29–35). What one is tempted to call the (friendly) battle of the sexes in 
forming the offspring is evidently fought on many fronts: “on one hand, mas-
tery is gained here; but on the other hand, not there” (768b29; see also 72b33).

But there is still greater complexity and still more intense manifestation 
of the uniquely divergent individuation of the form that is transmitted and 
generated. For both the paternal and maternal logoi of the motions may in 
different ways fail to prevail, and this opens the way for inherited “logoi of 

54  GA 728a26, 37a28, and 74a2; see also 16a10ff., 24b14, 25b3, 28a30–31 (the maternal menses actively 
“generates” when “mixed with semen”), 28b22 (seed is in the menses), 41a28 (the menses even without 
the semen can convey nutritive soul); and note 51b2–3.



 2 8 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

motions” from uniquely divergent individuals of earlier generations, long 
latent, but never ceasing their drive for individual perpetuation, to emerge and 
to acquire predominant causal force, leading to the well-known (GA 722a7ff.) 
generation of offspring who resemble in varying ways and degrees not their 
parents, but rather the uniquely divergent characters of various individuals 
in earlier generations (768a32–34: “if the motions relapse [luthōsin], and the 
maleness holds but that of Socrates relapses to his father, there will be a male 
like its grandfather, or one of the other earlier progenitors”; also 769a5, 24, b7). 
The combinatory possibilities are innumerable, given the array of competing, 
individually different, parental and ancestral “logoi of the motions” at play 
within both paternal and maternal “sperm/seed.” 

Ontologically speaking, this account brings unmistakably to the fore the 
uniquely divergent individuality of the substantial form in its most dramatic 
constructive working—above all in human beings; and note that what is 
transmitted includes all sorts of secondary, inessential characteristics, such as 
eye and hair and skin color, that are not part of the species form and logos, or 
the for-the-sake-of, or the “what it was to be” for a specimen (GA 778a16–b19; 
and Aristotle, like Darwin, countenances the inheritance of characteristics, 
even scars, acquired in the unique lifetimes of the various individual progeni-
tors—GA 721b28ff.). “The generator is not only male but such and such a male, 
such as Coriscus or Socrates, and is not only Coriscus but also human.” And 
“always stronger as regards generation is rather the unique [to idion] and the 
individual [to kath’ hekaston]; for Coriscus is also human and animal, but 
the human is nearer to the unique than the animal.” So “there is generation 
in accord with both the individual and the genus, but more in accord with 
the individual; for this is the substantial being.” And “that which is generated 
comes into being on one hand also as a certain sort [poion ti], but on the other 
hand as the certain this here [tode ti], and this is the substantial being” (GA 
767b25–34; consider also 36b4 and see M 1071a17–24).

Yet Aristotle insists on something more, of crucial ontological impor-
tance, which he emphatically applies to human generation. Sometimes all 
the inherited, uniquely divergent, individual generative motions “finally pour 
together such that” the offspring “are like none of the household and kin, but 
there is left only what is common and to be human; and the cause of this 
is that this follows/is-consequential-upon [akolouthei] the individual [kath’ 
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hekaston]; for the human is of the universal [katholou], but Socrates as father, 
and the mother, whoever that was55—are of the individuals” (GA 768b11–15).

So: Aristotle goes so far as to suggest that there are generated a few generic 
humans (and members of other species), but they are not normal. They thus 
spotlight by contrast what is normal (GA 767b7–8): “indeed, one who is not 
like the parents is in a certain way a monstrosity [teras]; for the nature has in 
these strayed, in a way, from the continuous generation” (genos—see again 
M 1024a30). What is generated most naturally is not a generic copy but a 
unique version, in a process that is from beginning to end aimed at reproduc-
tive continuation of uniquely distinct individual progenitors competing with 
one another—a process whose uniquely distinct outcome of course continues 
to unfold after birth, in the growth to maturity of the individually unique 
offspring.

Still, the species-form never ceases to be also at work—even if only “fol-
lowing,” or “consequential” to, even if almost always subordinate to, the more 
powerful working of the uniquely individual; as regards generation, the spe-
cies is surely not a mere classification—it is a constructive power (though 
far from dominant normally) with undeniable, empirically manifest results. 
What is more, the fact that reproduction aims chiefly at the duplication of the 
unique form of individual parents and ancestors does not in itself entail great 
difference among the members of a species—though that impression may 
be left by the fact that Aristotle foregrounds, and focuses our attention on, 
human parents and offspring, above all Socrates, whose individuality is very 
prominently stated in this immediate context: “for Socrates is a male human 
who is the certain such and such” (GA 768a24).

The Puzzle of Uniquely Divergent Individuation

It is this account of generation that has furnished some of the most plausible 
textual evidence for some scholars’ contention that there is in Aristotle a 
conception of form (soul) as uniquely individual: that each member of at 
least the higher species must be understood to have, either in addition to, or 
even instead of, their individual form/soul as species members, a uniquely 

55  We cannot avoid noting that Aristotle’s expression here bespeaks his indifference to, or neglect of, 
the role of selective (and competitive) attraction, and then cooperative affection, between parental 
mates in his causal account of the generation of higher animals, above all humans. Perhaps this 
neglect would have been remedied if he had lived to elaborate his full teaching on the causes of the 
activities and ways of life and dispositions of animals—to repeat, what we have is only his account 
focusing on the causes of animal parts and their functions.
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differentiating individual form/soul.56 But this encounters enormous tex-
tual difficulties in the Metaphysics. To begin with, the form is said not to 
come into being.57 For another thing, form is formulated in a defining logos, 
and “of the perceived substantial beings individually there is neither defini-
tion [horismos] nor demonstration” (M 1039b27ff.; also 36a2–8 and 26b10 
with context). For yet another, when Aristotle speaks of natural generation, 
especially of humans, in Metaphysics (1033b31–33), he says that “the one 
generating is such as the one generated—not, indeed, the same, nor one 
by number, but [one] by form.” In addition, to conceive of uniquely diver-
gent forms of individuals would seem to entail conceiving the species-form 
as a sort of genus for the unique individual forms; and when explaining, 
somewhat defensively, why he will treat the parts of animals by proceeding 
through genera and not through each species separately, Aristotle concedes 
that “substantial beings [ousiai] are the ultimate forms [ta eschata eidē], and 
these are not differentiated in form—such as Socrates, Coriscus” (PA 644a24–
26; granted, this sentence by itself is ambiguous, but see what follows in the 
context). Above all, Aristotle declares: “humans are not forms of human”; 
“different are the flesh and the bones out of which is this fellow and this fel-
low: but the composite whole is on one hand other, but on the other hand not 
other in form, because there is no contrariety in the [defining] logos, and this 
is the ultimate indivisible—and Callias is the defining logos with the matter” 
(M 1058b8–12; consider also 999b24).

Still, Aristotle also recognizes that the “substantial being of each is that 
which is unique to each, which does not belong to another, while the universal 
is common/shared” (M 1038b10). And he declares that since “the separable, 
and the being the certain this here, are opined/seem [dokei] to belong especially 
to substantial being, therefore the form, and the from-both [matter and form], 
would seem to be substantial being rather than the matter” (M 1029a28–29; 

56  See D. Balme, “Aristotle’s Biology Was Not Essentialist,” “Teleology and Necessity,” and “The Place 
of Biology in Aristotle’s Philosophy,” in Gotthelf and Lennox, Philosophical Issues (esp. 304–5); earlier 
and rather abstract is W. Sellars, “Substances and Form in Aristotle,” Journal of Philosophy 54 (1957): 
69–99—with a more helpful response by R. Albritton, ibid., 699–708; versions of this thesis are found 
also in Charlton, Physics I and II, 70–73 (who refers us to, among other passages, 1070a1); A. C. Lloyd, 
Form and Universal in Aristotle (Liverpool: Cairns, 1981); and E. Hartman, Substance, Body and Soul 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977 and 2015), chap. 2. Consider also Lennox, Aristotle’s 
Philosophy of Biology, 168 and 177. Furth—who argues strenuously against the idea that there is an 
Aristotelian form uniquely peculiar to the individual—is impelled to contend that bk. 4 of GA is 
“inconsistent with the preceding” books and “incoherent internally” (Substance, Form and Psyche, 
193; see context and 111, 127–41, 193); he appeals for support to some brief similar remarks of Galen in 
On Semen 2.38–40 (602–3).
57  M 1033b5–19, 34b7–19, 39b20–40a8, 43b14–21, 44b21–29.
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see also 29b14–16). But he says this as he launches an investigation into form as 
the “most perplexing” (aporōtatē) aspect of substantial being. That investiga-
tion leads eventually to the statement that “the final matter,58 and the shape/
structure [Aristotle does not go so far as to say “and the form”] are the same, 
by potential and also by the actuality” (M 1045b17–18). I am inclined to take 
this to mean that the form exists most truly in individual specimens, the pre-
cise structure of whose matter uniquely differentiates them without thereby 
making them differ (but only vary) in species-form (and species-structure). 
Thus Aristotle writes (M 1071a26–29): the causes of “things in the same form/
species [eidei] are different, not by form [eidei], but because they are other of 
things individually—your matter [hē te sē hulē] and the form [kai to eidos] and 
the moving, and mine; but the same in the [defining] logos of universal.”

Aristotle does seem to allow, at least once in Metaphysics, for speaking of 
the uniquely individual soul of Socrates (1037a5–10); but the context suggests 
that we would be speaking with more ontological precision if we spoke rather 
of Socrates as the uniquely individual composite of species human soul/form 
with a uniquely distinguishing human bodily structure;59 and when Aristotle 
raises what he calls “the sophistical refutations” of his position, such as the 
challenge, “is Socrates the same as to-be Socrates?” the “solution” to which 
he refers is: “how/in a way [pōs] the same, but how/in a way not the same, has 
been said” (M 1032a5–12)—which I take to mean, to-be-Socrates as form/soul, 
which can be expressed in a defining logos, does not capture the “to-be” of 
Socrates as an individual composite of form/soul and matter, which cannot be 
so formulated (so there will be a paradoxical sense in which, “substantial being 
inheres in Socrates, who is [also] a substantial being, so that substantial being 
will be dual”—1038b29–30; for individual “to-be-ness,” see 29b14 and 39b25).

We get some help in understanding how organic matter may differenti-
ate individuals within the same species if we consider what the biological 
works say about the way bodily organs allow for a “more and less” of degrees 
of structure and capacity, which differentiates closely related species—a con-
ception which seems employable not only for differentiations of subspecies 
but also even for (rough, descriptive though not definitional) differentiation 
of individuals within the same species or subspecies. May not the describable 

58  See M 1035b30: “Individually, Socrates is from final matter, and similarly with others.”
59  Aristotle in his civic-religious sense of responsibility does explicitly leave open the consoling 
possibility that “some parts of soul are separable from body,” and “the soul may be the completion of 
the body even as a sailor is of a ship” (S 413a6–9; see also 6b3–5, 7b2–6, 13b25–29, 30a23–25; and M 
1043b18, 70a24–26).
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differentiation of individuals by the “more and less” of capacity of organs make 
for a substantial “more or less” of excellence in attaining the kind and degree 
of flourishing (awakeness) that is the aim of each animal species—at least in 
the case of the higher species, above all the human, and especially as regards 
intellect (see PA 645a10; contrast C 3b34ff., noting the hesitant verb dokei)? 
Specifically: one reason why the human is “the most prudent of the animals” 
is that “as regards touch” the human “in precision is much distinguished from 
the rest”; and (Aristotle adds) individual humans are “naturally well endowed 
[euphueis] or unendowed [aphueis] with intelligence [dianoia] in proportion 
to this sense capacity” (S 421a23–26). In PA Aristotle declares that “best are 
those [animals] having blood that is warm and light and clear/pure; for nobly 
do such characteristics dispose to courage and prudence” (PA 648a9–11; see 
also 51a13–19): Aristotle is speaking of variation among species, but may these 
corporeal factors not apply also in differentiating individuals within a species, 
especially the human?

One might ask whether uniquely divergent individual human form/soul 
is not implied, as regards intellect, inasmuch as its thinking always entails 
self-consciousness. But while Aristotle does highlight the individuality of 
the human mind’s beginning deficiencies in both practical and theoretical 
knowledge (M 1029b3–12), his pithy thematic account of self-consciousness, 
that is, of the soul’s intellect “intellecting” itself, makes no reference to intel-
lection of uniquely divergent individual subjectivity. The intellect, in knowing 
itself, or its individual subjectivity, is like all intellects in their actively know-
ing the common truth about intellect, with a subjectivity that is individual, 
along with other individuals, but is not said to be uniquely divergent in its 
individuality.60 One might even submit that Aristotle holds that those human 
individuals most perfected in self-conscious intellect, since they are (self-
consciously) most absorbed in and dedicated to study of the whole, and of 
human nature, are least given to becoming preoccupied with what is uniquely 
divergent about their personal subjectivity (without ever forgetting it, and not 
least the impending uniqueness of mortality—“my death sentence”: see Xeno-
phon’s Apology 27).

If we maintain that there is no uniquely divergent individual form/soul 
in Aristotle’s ontology, then we are led to this paradox: Socrates was momen-
tously unique, in that he launched a philosophizing grounded in refutational 
investigation of the “human things,” the “just and noble/beautiful [kalon],” 

60  S 429b27ff.; cf. Aristophanes, Acharnians 396–99 and L. Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes (New 
York: Basic Books, 1966), 64.
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a philosophizing that was ultimately aimed at and culminated in an under-
standing of nature as a whole, including human nature, in terms of forms 
(eidē, answers to the “What is…?” questions); but this understanding of nature 
is not mainly directed to uniquely divergent individuality, including first and 
foremost that of Socrates (consider the last sentence of Xenophon’s Apology of 
Socrates to the Jurors, as well as Plato Phaedo 78a).61

61  At the other extreme, ontologically speaking, would be Protagorean relativism as presented 
in Plato’s Theaetetus (“human is the measure of all”—M 1062b12–15; also 1009a6ff.; but contrast 
53a35–b3). Less extreme but more profound contrasts are seen in Rousseau and Nietzsche, in their 
diverse stresses on their own unique “personalities” as keys to human existence or to nature or being. 
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra proclaims: “the individual himself is the most recent creation” (Thus Spake 
Zarathustra, “The Thousand Goals and a Goal”). Consider the close of L. Strauss, Natural Right and 
History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953): “The quarrel between the ancients and the mod-
erns concerns eventually, and perhaps even from the beginning, the status of ‘individuality.’” Furth 
(Substance, Form and Psyche, 277) sheds some revealing light on Plato’s Republic when he observes 
that the guardians therein are given an education and a way of life that in its extraordinary deprecia-
tion of the importance of, and the attachment to, divergent individual uniqueness would render them 
perhaps able to accept with equanimity the diminished status of and attention to their own and others’ 
uniquely divergent individuality in Aristotle’s ontology (and, we would add, in Aristotle’s theology).
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The point of departure of this article is a phenomenon specific to the recent 
intellectual history of China: the existence in the 2000s of what was called 
the “passion for Leo Strauss” (Shitelaosi re 施特劳斯热). This phenomenon 
is surprising to some extent, given the distance that seems to separate the 
historical context of a thinker such as Strauss and the current situation  
in China. Nevertheless, we may discern in it issues that go well beyond a 
transitory fashion.1

This work presented many difficulties; two stumbling blocks in particu-
lar were to be avoided. The first was not to launch an inquiry into Strauss’s 
philosophical thought itself. It was not possible to investigate in this article to 
what extent Chinese readers interpreted the “true” thinking of Strauss “well” 
or “badly.” The second stumbling block was the danger of presenting only 
the most superficial aspect of this phenomenon by reducing it to a series of 
polemics, more or less relevant, among Chinese intellectuals and journal-
ists. To these two stumbling blocks one may add another problem, owing 
to an essential characteristic of Strauss’s thought itself: the occasional lack 

1  I wish to express the greatest gratitude to Prof. Michel Espagne, who offered me the opportunity 
to write this article in French,to Prof. Timothy Burns for the patient review and publication of the 
present English version, and to Prof. Thomas Fröhlich of the University of Hamburg for his rereading 
and invaluable, precise suggestions, as well as to my master’s thesis director, Prof. Pierre Manent, and 
to the two members of the jury, the late Prof. Joël Thoraval and Prof. Jean-Claude Monod, for their 
suggestions on my master’s thesis, which is the basis of this article. 
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of clarity of Chinese writers commenting on Strauss, in line with Strauss’s 
own tendency to hint at certain topics rather than explicitly explore them. In 
a word, it was difficult to know whether the Chinese commentaries on this 
cryptic thought were themselves…encrypted! It was possible to get lost in a 
hall of mirrors.

A limited number of studies of the Chinese reception of Strauss have 
been published in Western languages in recent years.2 In the face of this 
research problem, the most fitting methodological procedure seems to be 
that of withholding any general judgment on the philosophical value of this 
phenomenon.3 We will take a more specifically anthropological approach to 
this study4—taking  into account the experiences of Maoism and the Cultural 
Revolution, experiences that are very significant for the two most important 
Straussians. Given that this phenomenon of reception is characterized by 
the domination of two key characters, we will first examine the particular 
itinerary of each of the two Chinese “smugglers” of Straussian thought: Liu 
Xiaofeng 刘小枫 and Gan Yang 甘阳.5 Only their life experience and their 
historical context give meaning to this singular encounter. In the second sec-
tion of this article we will discuss several problematic translations in this 

2  Kai Marchal and Carl K. Y. Shaw, eds., Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss in the Chinese-Speaking World: 
Reorienting the Political (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2017) gives an excellent multidisciplinary 
view of the reception of Leo Strauss in mainland China and Taiwan, along with that of Carl Schmitt, 
which occurred at the same time. We have only a few studies on this phenomenon available in French, 
as well as an article by Zhou Lian which has been translated into English, entitled “The Ephemeral 
and the Essential in Contemporary Chinese Political Philosophy,” Diogène, no. 221 (2008): 170–83. 
The latter contains a section devoted to Liu Xiaofeng and the reception of Leo Strauss. We also have 
a translation by Joël Thoravel of an article by Liu Xiaofeng, “Leo Strauss et la Chine: Une rencontre 
autour de l’ethos classique” [“Shitelaosi yu zhongguo: gudian xinxing de xiangfeng” 施特劳斯与中国：

古典心性的相逢], Extrême-Orient Extrême-Occident, no. 31 (2009): 141–54, https://www.cairn.info/
revue-extreme-orient-extreme-occident-2009-1-page-141.htm.
3  We thus share the position adopted by most contributors to Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss in the 
Chinese-Speaking World: “The Chinese and Taiwanese reception of Schmitt and Strauss needs to be 
understood both in the context of contemporary globalization and against the backdrop of China’s 
(and Taiwan’s) internal developments” (5). But we refrain from placing at the center of our inquiry, 
in contrast with Kai Marchal in the collection, the question of knowing “whether a true dialogue 
between Chinese civilization and Strauss has even begun” (12).
4  It seems to us that the studies in the above-mentioned collection on Leo Strauss’s reception in 
China adopt approaches to political studies or political philosophy. While we can give a very good 
account of the complexities of this phenomenon, we suggest that an anthropological approach is 
necessary, because it is difficult to know whether Chinese academics appropriate Leo Strauss to justify 
their own discourse without having a detailed understanding of their own background, dependent on 
the long historical and sociopolitical trauma of contemporary China.
5  For a detailed list of Chinese Straussians, see Kai Marchal, “Modernity, Tyranny, and Crisis: Leo 
Strauss in China,” in Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss in the Chinese-Speaking World, 177–78.
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reception of Strauss in Chinese; in the third section we will explore three 
lines of debate surrounding this reception.

1. Two Straussians of Importance: 
Liu Xiaofeng and Gan Yang

A. Compressed Time Frame of the Reception 

It can be observed that the first translation of Leo Strauss in China was made 
in 1985, as a result of a general interest in China about contemporary Western 
thinking, after three decades of relative isolation of the Chinese intellectual 
world. It was of Strauss’s lecture “What Is Political Philosophy?” (the University 
of Jerusalem, 1954–1955), included in the book Contemporary Political Thought: 
Issues in Scope, Value, and Direction (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1969).

The second translation in Chinese was of the book coedited by Leo 
Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, History of Political Philosophy (University of 
Chicago Press, 1963), translated in 1993. Although this book was included 
a little later on the list of secondary reference books intended for political 
science students, at the same time as the translation of A History of Political 
Theory by George Sabine, no particular interest can be discerned yet in the 
thinking of Leo Strauss himself. 

It was not until the 2000s that a true interest in Strauss himself emerged 
in continental China and Hong Kong, thanks to the effort of the renowned 
Chinese intellectual Professor Liu Xiaofeng. In the following section his pro-
file and his work on Strauss will be presented in depth; we note here only that 
by virtue of the quantity and quality of his work on Strauss, he is in fact the 
most important Chinese Straussian and occupies the center of this reception. 

In 2001, Liu published a first article, entitled “Ciwei de wenshun” 刺猬的

温顺 (The docility of the hedgehog), based on his readings of Strauss in the 
late 1990s. It is noteworthy that his discovery of Strauss was mainly through 
Heinrich Meier’s book Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss: The Hidden Dialogue 
(University of Chicago Press, 1995). 

This article quickly aroused great interest in the thought of Strauss. At the 
very least, it gave shape, by accentuating it, to an interest already present in a 
number of Chinese intellectuals at the end of the 1990s, an interest that was 
waiting for the opportunity to express itself in a more visible and collective 
manner. Thus a rather large number of translations of articles by Strauss then 
saw the light of day. There first appeared, on the mainland and in Hong Kong, 
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a translation of his texts in two important journals, with different emphases. 
On the mainland side of China, the sixtieth number of Commentaries on 
Academic Thought, entitled “The Complexities of Western Modernity and Its 
Development,” devoted the second part of the issue to a translation without 
commentary of six extracts from works by Hannah Arendt. But the first part, 
dedicated to the thought of Strauss, was more substantial, since it consisted of 
a long introductory article by Liu Xiaofeng entitled “Shitelaosi de lubiao” 施
特劳斯的路标 (The marks of Strauss), translations of five articles by Strauss, 
a translation of Strauss’s introduction to the English edition of Spinoza’s Cri-
tique of Religion, an extract from Persecution and the Art of Writing, and a 
review article by Stanley Rosen.6

On the Hong Kong side, the journal that played a crucial role at the 
beginning of the reception was the one edited by Liu Xiaofeng: a journal of 
Christian theology titled Daofeng: jidujiao wenhua pinglun 道风：基督教文

化评论, or Logos and Pneuma: Chinese Journal of Theology, associated with 
the Institute of Chinese Studies in the Culture of Christianity. A dozen of 
Strauss’s articles were translated, including “Jerusalem and Athens: Some 
Preliminary Reflections,” “Exoteric Teaching,” “How to Begin to Study Medi-
eval Philosophy,” “The Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” and 
“On the Interpretation of Genesis.”

In 2002, Liu Xiaofeng was also responsible for the publication of a 775-
page work titled Shitelaosi yu gudian zhengzhi zhexue 施特劳斯与古典政

治哲学 (Leo Strauss and classical political philosophy). However, only two 
articles by Strauss were included: “A Giving of Accounts: Jacob Klein and 
Leo Strauss” (1970) and “German Nihilism” (1999); the remainder consisted 
of articles by American Straussians. After these translations, there appeared, 
between 2001 and 2011, translations of several important works of Strauss: 
The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis (trans. 2001); 
Thoughts on Machiavelli (trans. 2004); a good part of the collection edited by 
Heinrich Meier, Gesammelte Schriften (trans. 2009); Liberalism Ancient and 
Modern (trans. 2010); and above all Natural Right and History in 2002, with 
a preface by Gan Yang, the other important Chinese Straussian, whose path 
will be presented later.

Next, we may note a collection by Liu Xiaofeng published in 2011 titled 
Shitelaosi de lubiao 施特劳斯的路标 (The marks of Strauss). This collection 

6  Stanley Rosen, “The Golden Apple,” review of Listening to the Cicadas: A Study of Plato’s “Pha-
edrus,” by G. R. F. Ferrari, Arion, 3rd ser., 1, no. 1 (Winter 1990): 187–207.
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included five of Liu’s articles written between 1999 and 2009, including a slightly 
modified version of the first article, “The Docility of the Hedgehog,” and the 
long introduction to the aforementioned journal issue devoted to Strauss. 

A large-scale translation of Strauss’s works was carried out between 2011 
and 2013. In the collection Hermès: Classiques et Commentaires, begun in 
2000, directed by Liu Xiaofeng, we see a subcollection devoted to Strauss. 

Thus, it must be noted that the reception of Strauss did not really begin 
until the 2000s, almost twenty years ago. Nevertheless, most of Strauss’s 
works, as well as many works by American Straussians, have been translated. 
In order to analyze this recent phenomenon, we suggest that we now concen-
trate on the two most important Chinese Straussians, Liu Xiaofeng and Gan 
Yang, to see how they discovered Strauss and how this discovery relates to 
their own intellectual interests as well as to the Chinese sociopolitical context.

B. Intellectual Portrait of Liu Xiaofeng: “Cultural 
Christian”; “The China Problem”; “Tension between 
Faith and Reason”—The German Reader of Strauss

Understanding the thought of Liu Xiaofeng is not easy: first, because of the 
complexity of his path from the Cultural Revolution to his studies in Switzer-
land via the drama of Tiananmen Square; and then because of a sometimes 
disconcerting style of writing, which forces one to read very closely.

Liu Xiaofeng was born in 1956, in a village near the city of Chongqing, 
close to the province of Sichuan, in the Southwest of China. He studied for 
a BA in literature at the University of Sichuan between 1978 and 1982, fol-
lowed by a master’s degree in philosophy at the University of Peking between 
1982 and 1985. After teaching in the Department of Chinese Literature at the 
University of Shenzhen between 1985 and 1989, Liu pursued doctoral studies 
in theology at the University of Basel between 1989 and 1993.

The Cultural Revolution began when Liu was in the third year of pri-
mary school. In a later work, with abundant jokes and bitterness he relates 
his life and studies from then until his departure for Peking and the master’s 
program.7 We see the first years of Liu’s life with a rural background close to 
the land, in a place which was isolated but rich in culture, at the crossroads 
of poverty and wealth in material and intellectual terms. And against this 

7  Liu Xiaofeng, preface to Geti xinyang yu wenhua lilun 个体信仰与文化理论 [Individual faith 
and cultural theory] (Chengdu: Sichuan Renmin, 1997), http://www.aisixiang.com/data/47313.html 
(accessed March 17, 2014).
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backdrop, there were collective scenes of violence and absurdity, intertwined 
with a desire on Liu’s part for knowledge and happiness, as well as the trans-
mission of culture that was lost, broken, and found elsewhere. We may also 
note Liu’s early interest in the Western novels of the classical period and his 
distaste for the so-called Chinese tradition, even if this was formed by the 
most renowned men of his native country. 

Leaving Sichuan and arriving on the campus of the prestigious Uni-
versity of Peking in 1982, Lui pursued studies in aesthetics. But he quickly 
turned to philosophy—more precisely, to existential philosophy from Pas-
cal to Kierkegaard and to Husserlian phenomenology—and then reoriented 
himself toward a dissertation on theology at the University of Basel, primar-
ily focusing on Karl Barth.8 In this period between the 1980s and the early 
1990s, Liu distinguished himself in the Chinese academic world with promi-
nent publications and by his participation in intellectual debates.9

Liu became known in the Chinese academic world through his first pub-
lication, in 1982, titled Shihua zhexue 诗化哲学 (Poetic philosophy). Three 
years later, in 1985, Liu published his second work, Zhengjiu yu xiaoyao 拯救

与逍遥 (Delivering and dallying, as Liu himself translated the title). This work 
of a young man of thirty-two years of age, having had his master’s degree for 
only two years, was immediately greatly saluted by the academic world.

It is indeed difficult for us to imagine today such a significant success in 
the 1980s in China: in that decade, named “the fever of culture,” coming out 
of the ruins and confinement of knowledge which had lasted for ten years, 
intellectuals and young students alike embarked with the same enthusiasm 
on the search for happiness, meaning in life, knowledge, and the country’s 
future. What we are used to classifying under disciplinary rubrics such as 
philosophy, literature, and theology, and on the other hand the radical life 

8  He worked on his doctorate in theology between 1989 and 1993 at the University of Basel, his thesis 
being published in German a little later as Personwerdung: Eine theologische Untersuchung zu Max 
Schelers Phänomenologie der “Person-Gefühle” mit besonderer Berücksichtigung seiner Kritik an der 
Moderne, Basler und Berner Studien zur historischen und systematischen Theologie, no. 64 (Bern: 
Peter Lang, 1996).
9  In particular, he participated in the debate between those who support a “theology in Chinese lan-
guage” (where language is above all an instrument, respecting the difference of the Gospel message) 
and those who instead support an “indigenous theology” (i.e., incorporating elements borrowed from 
the traditional Chinese language into theology). In the latter case, for example, the “Word” of the 
Gospel is translated by Tao (which means both voice and word).
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choices and value judgments that we tend to maintain outside academic life, 
were confused during this period.10 

The encounter with the thought of Strauss took place only after Liu’s own 
complex of problems had been put into place. One finds, at the beginning of 
Liu’s quest, two major questions, one that can be called “the Chinese problem” 
and the other relating to the claim of an identity as a “cultural Christian.” In a 
certain way the second was the solution found in response to the first.

The Chinese problem refers to the crisis of legitimacy of Chinese thought 
and culture for more than a century in relation to the West.11 Liu refused two 
easy paths: that of intellectual Westernization and that of cultural nation-
alism. He sought a point of view that would enable him to transcend the 
relativism of his contemporaries. This point of view is that of the absolute, 
which was revealed to him by the study of theology and Christian thought.

The study of Leo Strauss, conducted on his own, seemed to Liu in con-
sonance with his own questions. His real encounter with Strauss came quite 
late, following his discovery of Meier’s book on Schmitt, Carl Schmitt and Leo 
Strauss: The Hidden Dialogue.12 Later, Liu tells us that the primary purpose of 
his first article on Strauss was to bid farewell to the thinking of the Chinese 
and Western Enlightenments.13 This explanation still sounds too succinct, 
but we can consider only the importance of this statement: we have therefore 
to deal with a resolute adversary of the Chinese Enlightenment14 or of the 
Enlightenment itself. We note in passing that this is not the case with the 
other Chinese Straussian, Gan Yang.

10  Here we concur with the remark by Kai Marchal: “Liu’s interests extend beyond theology or phi-
losophy in the narrow academic sense” (“Modernity, Tyranny, and Crisis,” 179). 
11  For a more general view, Carl K. Y. Shaw, “Toward a Radical Critique of Liberalism: Carl Schmitt 
and Leo Strauss in Contemporary Chinese Discourses,” in Marchal and Shaw, Carl Schmitt and Leo 
Strauss in the Chinese-Speaking World, 37–57, places the Chinese reception of Strauss “in the context 
of a political culture searching for new sources of legitimacy beyond liberal democracy, which is 
deemed a malaise of modernity” (introduction to Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss, 9).
12  Preface to Shitelaosi de lubiao施特劳斯的路标 [The marks of Strauss] (Beijing: Huaxia chubanshe, 
2011), i–ii.
13  Liu Xiaofeng’s critical attitude towards political and intellectual liberalism seems to have been rein-
forced by his reading of Carl Schmitt, in addition to that of Leo Strauss. Schmitt’s thinking provided 
Liu with another combination of theological questions about (Christian) truth in human history and 
the criticism of liberalism.
14  The expression “Chinese Enlightenment” (qimeng 启蒙) designates the new culture launched by the 
Movement of May 4, 1919, against traditional thought and for the critical ideas (“science and democ-
racy”) inspired by the modern West.
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In fact, Liu’s interest in Strauss cannot be reduced, as the received view 
in Chinese academia would have it, to an interest in the esoteric art of writ-
ing. Here we see Liu’s interest in the Straussian political philosophy aimed 
at improving the Chinese academic world. Recalling the diverse currents of 
philosophical thought successively in vogue in China, Liu indicates the radi-
cal difference of Strauss’s political philosophy: its capaciousness, covering 
almost the entire history of Western thought; its different fulcrum, which is 
the Socratic philosophical experience; and what that allows us to discover, 
which is the classical political philosophy of the West.

Liu immediately warns his Chinese readers against the temptation to con-
sider Strauss’s political philosophy the “latest fashion” in the West (zuixin zui 
shimao 最新最时髦), because it arrived in China later than deconstructivist 
philosophy. He does this by recalling successively the actual period of Strauss’s 
activity (prior to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, not to mention Derrida’s decon-
structivism), his marginal place in the academic world in the United States, 
and the posthumous rumors about his political and institutional influence.

The figure of Leo Strauss enabled Liu first to highlight the existential 
tension he experienced as a “cultural Christian.”15 Reason and revelation are 
two concepts that cannot be reconciled and synthesized dialectically: on the 
contrary, one must experience the enriching “tension” between them.  This 
reading then allows him to situate the “Chinese problem” in a deeper way 
than had his liberal contemporaries. In his words, “Chinese culture is in pro-
found crisis because of the crisis of Western culture.”16 In desiring to import 
Western thought, Chinese thinkers have reduced it to its optimistic, ratio-
nalistic, and liberal dimension; they have forgotten the trial of modernity 
enacted by thinkers such as Strauss. It must therefore be considered that the 
debate does not simply oppose Chinese and Western thought; it opposes two 
forms of thought which are themselves in crisis, traversed by internal tensions 
which they have not resolved. 

Nevertheless, Liu’s own convictions sometimes come into play to such an 
extent, and his concern with respect to the Chinese problem may so be great, 
that at certain points he abandons his role as interpreter of Strauss without 

15  Christopher Nadon suggests that since the encounter of Liu Xiaofeng with the writings of Strauss, 
Liu “has certainly left behind ‘cultural Christianity.’” See Nadon, “Leo Strauss’s Critique of the 
Political in a Sinophone Context,” in Marchal and Shaw, Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss in the Chinese-
Speaking World, 152. We suggest that this remark may simplify matters a little. 
16  For an instance of Liu explicitly using the Chinese word weiji 危机 (crisis), see Shitelaosi de lubiao
施特劳斯的路标, 10.
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saying so, and proposes his own thesis.17 For example, Liu departs greatly 
from Strauss with respect to the relation to authority. The following passage 
from Liu’s article sounds so un-Straussian that it deserves to be listened to 
closely; it contains two quotations from Natural Right and History:18

It is absolutely necessary to have an absolute authority to overcome the 
gravity of evil in life.19 The problem is not then whether authority must 
be absolute or not. Without the character of being absolute, how can it 
be called true authority? [For example,] for the people who live relying 
on the Bible, God evidently possesses supreme absolute authority. The 
problem is then to know if this ruling, absolute authority is “good” in 
itself. What is meant by “good” authority is not only that it represents 
natural right; in addition, it must have the power to lead life towards 
the “good.”20

Liu’s possible departure from the meaning of the original text here cannot be 
easily grasped if one stops at a mere textual comparison between Liu’s trans-
lation and Strauss’s text. For we must not forget that Strauss, whatever he 
really says in his texts, in any case never considers a political discourse that 
goes hand-in-hand with his philosophical theses. In the case of Liu Xiaofeng, 
on the other hand, it seems to us rather that his political conceptions or those 
he borrows from Strauss pervade the political proposals which he delivers to 
the public. It would therefore be useful to keep this extract in mind and to 
return to it in our next section on the breadth of this reception of Strauss, 
when we deal with a polemic recently delivered by Liu relating to Mao. 

C. Intellectual Portrait of Gan Yang: “Public Intellectual”; 
Tension between Philosophy and Politics; the Complexities 
of Liberalism—Reader of Strauss in the United States

The other great figure of Chinese “Straussianism,” Gan Yang, shared the same 
political and intellectual experience as did Liu in the 1980s. However, his 
mentality is very different. Whereas Liu is above all a thinker and a teacher, 

17  Kai Marchal has analyzed Liu’s disquieting use of the Straussian analysis of tyranny. See Marchal, 
“Modernity, Tyranny, and Crisis,” 189.
18  In Chinese: “专制君主的统治本身并非是反自然的,” “有人因统治的权力而腐败，有的人因这样

的权力而上进” (“Ciwei de wenshun” 刺猬的温顺, 53). The original texts of Strauss: “This fact alone 
shows that even despotic rule is not per se against nature”; “While some men are corrupted by wield-
ing power, others are improved by it: ‘power will show a man’” (Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History 
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953], 133).
19  The Schmittian echo is palpable here.
20  “Ciwei de wenshun” 刺猬的温顺, 53.
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Gan is at first sight a “public intellectual.” Theological considerations interest 
him less than political culture. Finally, whereas Liu completed his training 
in German-language universities, Gan, after the drama of 1989, experienced 
a decade in American universities (notably the University of Chicago on the 
Committee of Social Thought, where he remained for six years and had as 
his PhD directors Allan Bloom, Edward Shils, and François Furet). The con-
sequence is that their Leo Strauss is not really the same: the German Strauss 
of Liu, who is very metaphysical, is opposed to the American Strauss of Gan, 
who opens the way to an ethical and political critique.

In addition to his very active participation in public debate and his pub-
lication of numerous publications of articles, collected in edited volumes, 
one finds in Gan few contributions of a theoretical and academic nature. 
Concerning Strauss, Gan Yang has written only a preface and an afterword 
to the Chinese translation of Natural Right and History (Sanlian Shudian 
Press, 2003). But this preface is substantial—eighty-two pages long—and was 
simultaneously published separately by Oxford University Press (2002), with 
174 footnotes. This sizable text therefore requires the utmost attention. At 
the time of its publication, Gan’s old friend Liu had already published his 
first article on Strauss (“The Docility of the Hedgehog”), which immediately 
made his name resound in the Chinese academic world. What, then, was said 
about Strauss by Gan Yang, who attended the University of Chicago for a long 
time and experienced the teaching of Straussians such as Allan Bloom? How 
does he place Strauss in relation to this Chinese universe? And how does his 
interpretation differ from that of Liu Xiaofeng?

In this long text, entitled “Leo Strauss the Political Philosopher: The 
Rebirth of Conservative Classical Political Philosophy” (政治哲人施特劳

斯——古典保守主义政治哲学的复兴), Gan Yang concentrates on the works 
of Strauss published in the United States, leaving aside the writings of the 
young Strauss “for another time.”21 The text is divided into six parts.22

21  “The first writings of Leo Strauss merit an article in itself; one can only forgo them here. It was 
not possible to make reference to the recent publication, Leo Strauss, The Early Writings (1921–1932), 
edited by Michael Zank (State University of New York Press, 2002). In the last few years, Heinrich 
Meier in Germany and K. H. Green in the United States have contributed a great deal to the editing 
of Strauss’s early writings, but their interpretation of these does not convince me so much. It seems 
to me that if one wants to lead a discussion of Strauss’s youthful thinking, one must place Strauss in 
the shared perspective of a whole generation of German Jews marked by common problems—like 
Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, and Gershom Scholem” (Gan Yang, preface to Natural Right and 
History, trans. Peng Gang [Beijing: Shenghuo Dushu Xinzhi Sanlian Shudian, 2003], 20n44).
22  These parts are as follows: 1. Introduction; 2. The question of the “concept of history” and 
modernity; 3. Leo Strauss in the United States; 4. Leo Strauss, liberalism, postmodernity; 5. Politics, 
philosophy, political philosophy; 6. Conclusion: Political philosophy as education.
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What is striking at first glance is that Gan devotes many lines to pre-
senting the situation of Strauss’s thought in the United States, the debate of 
American Straussians with the critics of Strauss’s thought, and the moral and 
cultural conservatism which, in Gan’s presentation, is becoming the main-
stream in American society; these subjects constitute almost a quarter of the 
article. One might be tempted to suppose that if Gan talks about it at such 
length it is because he lived for a long time in the United States. But this is 
not a very good explanation, for Gan is well aware that “Strauss’s thought was 
not concerned with the politics and the ambience of American thought.”23 
Moreover, for an author who is not so academically prolific to draft such a 
long text, there must be a stronger reason. In fact, after the title “Leo Strauss 
the Political Philosopher,” a strange subtitle appears to us, with two slightly 
different possible translations: we can translate it as either “the rebirth of 
conservative classical political philosophy” or “the rebirth of classical conser-
vatism’s political philosophy.” In either case, one could not be more surprised 
by the term baoshou (conservative/conservatism) inserted in the Chinese 
order between gudian (classical) and zhengzhi zhexue (political philosophy). 
In any case, the term baoshou should be of interest to us. It is quite common to 
use this term to describe Strauss’s thinking; in Gan’s text, however, the term 
occurs twenty-four times with reference to American conservatism, but only 
twice with reference to Strauss’s political or classical philosophy per se—a few 
lines before the conclusion, along with the first line of the conclusion.24 The 
proportion of twenty-four to two seems significant to us. 

But what interest does Gan Yang have in discussing American politics as 
much as he does, and especially American conservatism? One cannot over-
look this backdrop of thought: that since the 1980s American politics has 
been used as a model for liberals in China. (Note that the reception of Rawls 
in China began in the 1980s.)

Another aspect that must attract our attention is that Gan in large 
part mobilizes the themes of Strauss with a view to criticizing liberalism, 

23  Gan, preface to Natural Right and History, 20.
24  The two passages in which the term “conservative” is associated with Strauss are these: “Certainly, 
this Socrates who defends justice and piety is what Plato and Xenophon teach exoterically, but Strauss 
insists that exoteric teaching is precisely political philosophy. For if there is no exoteric teaching, there 
will only be foolish philosophy. In this case, Strauss would no longer revive conservative classical 
political philosophy, but he would be entirely merged with the radically critical contemporary philos-
ophers of the mind” (ibid., 79). “Strauss does not particularly believe that classical political philosophy 
is conservative. On Classical Political Philosophy, which he published in 1945, probably expresses in 
the most concise and clear way what he himself means by the term ‘political philosophy’” (ibid.).
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proclaiming this term directly in the title of part 4 of the work, whereas, we 
will recall, for Liu, Strauss is enlisted in the fight against nihilism.25 In part 
4, which begins with a recapitulation of American conservative politics from 
the 1960s to the 1980s, Gan pays the greatest attention to the Rawlsian theory 
of justice and to the question whether the idea of the “just” must precede any 
substantial idea of the “good.” Meanwhile, in “The Docility of the Hedgehog,” 
Liu puts more effort into explaining the disagreement between Strauss and 
Isaiah Berlin.

Without neglecting the intersection between the battles fought by all the 
parties,26 one is forced to note that, by making several journeys between the 
thought of Strauss and American political debates, Gan Yang gives pride of 
place to the Straussian proposal to “return to the political world that is pre-
philosophical, pre-scientific, and pre-theoretical.”27 One sees this when Gan 
explains, in part 5, what Strauss’s political philosophy is:

Although Strauss greatly insisted in his “political philosophy” on the 
conflict between philosophy and politics, this did not encourage him 
to flee “politics” for “philosophy.” On the contrary, the first question 
in Strauss’s political philosophy is to “return to the original political 
world before philosophy, science, and theories.” If modern, i.e., liberal 
or left-wing, politics presuppose liberal or left-wing philosophy, then 
what is most particular in Strauss’s “political philosophy” is that it pre-
supposes “politics” in the Straussian sense! In other words, in order to 
“depoliticize philosophy,” it is necessary to “remove the philosophi-
cal dimension from politics.”28 Thus, Strauss’s “political philosophy” 
consists of two parts or stages, i.e., politics must first be brought back 
to its state “before philosophy, science, and theories,” in order to bring 
philosophy back into its domain from “purely philosophical, scien-
tific, and theoretical.”29

25  See Liu, preface to Shitelaosi de lubiao: “For me, this is adieu…to the turn of spirit [or mind]  
since 1789.”
26  “Liberalism says it wants to regard with an equal dignity all religions, all nations, all genders, and 
all cultural traditions. But the result is that it makes all religions, nations, genders, and cultural tradi-
tions lose their meaning. Since liberalism recognizes their meaning only in the private sphere and not 
in the public sphere, they all become of little importance and count for nothing. This is nothing more 
than nihilism and relativism in the eyes of Strauss” (Gan, preface to Natural Right and History, 51).
27  See Leo Strauss, “What Is Political Philosophy?,” in What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959), 27–29; Strauss, Natural Right and History, 81.
28  Let us note here that Gan Yang, by distinguishing philosophy and politics in this way, rejects what 
Maoism claims to be the realization of the absolute in political life. 
29  Gan, preface to Natural Right and History, 69–70. 
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It is interesting to note that if Gan strongly emphasizes the conflict between 
philosophy and politics, he almost silently bypasses the conflict between phi-
losophy and theology; in contrast, Liu, we recall, seems always ready to return 
to this troubling and fertile tension. For Gan Yang, what Strauss teaches us 
is to return to the political world as such. To explain the crucial point of 
Strauss’s merit and what distinguishes him from other thinkers, Gan writes:

It really would be too shallow if Strauss by his “political philosophy” 
meant to say only that philosophy must be superior to politics or that 
the first must surpass the second, or if he wanted only to emphasize his 
contempt for politics in the name of philosophy—because it is the most 
popular modern “opinion” since recent times, and shared by all those 
who have a minimum amount of “knowledge.” It would also be no less 
trivial if Strauss wanted to show the illusory nature of the Enlighten-
ment philosophers’ intention to liberate the people—for postmodern 
philosophers are no less insightful on this point than Strauss. What 
makes Strauss really distinguished is that he highlights “Socrates who 
defends justice and piety.” Strauss’s fundamental conception of the 
relationship between “philosophy and politics” is that “an immature 
philosophy” often likes to show how much it loves “philosophy,” and 
how much it despises “politics” or “human affairs.”…But “philosophy 
at a mature age,” that is, political philosophy, on the contrary “turns 
around and pays mature attention to politics and to moral affairs; it is 
interested in human affairs and in man.”30

The importance of these few lines must be stressed. We learn from an earlier 
work of Gan’s that the intellectual environment at the Institute of Studies of 
Western Philosophy in the 1980s was such that “one was interested essen-
tially in theories, and relatively despised practice.”31 Though surrounded by 
this environment, Gan was at the same time set apart from it by his own 
temperament; he was always someone who was very interested in politics. 
After the drama of 1989, the question whether one could again be interested 
in political affairs became a difficult one for impassioned young intellectuals 
like Gan, especially as it appeared more and more problematic for liberalism 
to install itself easily in China. This is undoubtedly what the phrase “pays 
mature attention to politics and to moral affairs” suggests.

It seems that Gan interprets Strauss from a clearly political perspective. 
While Liu Xiaofeng is greatly concerned with dramatic events of a histori-
cal and theological nature, Gan attaches great importance to the American 

30  Ibid., 78.
31  Gan Yang, Jiangcuo jiucuo 将错就错 [Know how to learn from your mistakes] (Hong Kong: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 4.
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democratic experience and implicitly rejects the movements inspired by lib-
eralism in contemporary China. We may now attempt to recapitulate how 
Gan positions himself with respect to Strauss, both in his distance from Liu’s 
positions and with respect to the political situation in China.

Gan’s preface to Natural Right and History is at bottom an exposition of 
his general view of Strauss. Gan chooses to discuss Strauss’s books by focus-
ing with a particular interest on the conflict between philosophy and politics, 
whereas Liu Xiaofeng is more interested in the tension between philosophy 
and theology. The fact that Gan Yang goes back and forth between American 
political experiences and Strauss’s theses does not point to a confusion in 
his understanding of Strauss’s works and the possible relationship between 
American conservatives and Strauss’s thought; it points rather to the attention 
Gan has always paid to the question of the political choices offered to Chinese 
intellectuals. Gan’s liberal engagement in the 1980s was an experience that 
led him to observe closely the debate between liberalism and conservatism 
in the United States, and after his return to China, this observation of the 
United States, along with familiarity with Strauss’s texts, modified his rela-
tionship with political thought and political practice.

Under these conditions, what political position could Gan adopt, having 
been enriched by his years in the United States, during which he made so many 
observations and did so much reading? And what would his engagements in 
academic politics be? If his publications on Strauss, strictly speaking, seem a 
little meager, his intellectual undertakings and his political positions, which 
were strongly linked to his reflections on Strauss, were to be of considerable 
influence. If Gan chooses to finish his article by granting the place of honor 
to education, this was not mere lip service. 

The advantage of this Chinese reception of Strauss was that it did not 
remain a theoretical enterprise but was translated into practical projects: in 
the framework of a rediscovery of the role of the humanities, the two authors 
collaborated at the same time on a work of reforming university institutions 
and on editorial work consisting of translations and commentaries on classi-
cal Greek and Latin texts (in the collection Hermes: Classics & Interpretation, 
for example).

Gan Yang was involved in university reforms from 2003 onwards, when 
the University of Peking was considering large-scale reforms. There were on 
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one hand scholars such as Zhang Weiying,32 who supported the idea that 
teaching should be done in English. Gan Yang published an article in which 
he opposed this conception of reform and maintained that the most precious 
nucleus of American university education was the general teachings on the 
humanities (Tongshi jiaoyu 通识教育), or liberal education in the classical 
sense. In 2009, Gan opened a training center under the name of Liberal Arts 
College (Boya Xueyuan) at Sun Yat-Sen University of Guangzhou, and was 
himself the director. This training center began by selecting thirty students 
who had just graduated from Sun Yat-Sen University to follow an original 
and controversial path in contemporary China: from its inauguration to 
today, according to their 2013 recruitment announcement, the center explic-
itly called itself elitist,33 requiring the student to understand classical Chinese 
and ancient Greek and Latin. Without going so far as to state that these Chi-
nese university reforms find their entire philosophical source in the teachings 
of Strauss, one is tempted to suggest that they gain in intellectual depth by 
their implicit reference to those teachings, both in their liberal and their elit-
ist dimensions (while being connected with the American model whose core 
is being debated). For in the background of Gan’s reflection, there are cer-
tainly texts of Strauss such as “What Is Liberal Education?”34 This education 
is “liberal” not in the sense of being opposed to a conservative education, but 
in the sense that it is a literate education of a certain species, a form of educa-
tion in letters or through letters, which does not tend to form “specialists 
without spirit or sensualists without heart,” in the words of Max Weber. It 
is also “elitist” to the extent that, as Strauss says, it is, in a democratic soci-
ety, “the counter-poison to mass culture.” Although open to all, according to 
Gan Yang’s vision, it can by definition educate only a minority: according to 
Strauss, “liberal education is the effort needed to found an aristocracy within 
the democratic mass society.”35

32  Zhang Weiying 张维迎, an economist renowned in China for his interventions in the debate on 
economic reforms, teaches at the University of Peking and, between 2003 and 2012, held the post of 
assistant to the president.
33  We can see this program is in line with the elitist tradition of the Committee on Social Thought of 
the University of Chicago.
34  Gan Yang makes explicit reference to this text in the conclusion of “Leo Strauss the Political Phi-
losopher”: “We can now say this: in large part, the political philosophy of Strauss takes concrete form 
in education. That is, in implementing a liberal education in the universities in order to exercise an 
influence on future citizens and legislators” (preface to Natural Right and History, 81). 
35  See Leo Strauss, “What Is Liberal Education?,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1968), 3–8. I am especially grateful to M. Joël Thoraval for having made explicit 
this link between the thought of Strauss and the reform practices of Gan Yang.
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2. Ambiguities in Translation
Before addressing ambiguities in translation, we must first emphasize once 
more the condensed timing of this reception, which created an asymmetry 
between the time of conception and the time of reception. Strauss’s work was 
conceived over a period of fifty years (if one counts the time between his early 
writings of the 1920s and his last writings on the philosophy of Plato in the 
early 1970s), whereas the Chinese translations were published for the most 
part over one decade. While saluting the courage and energy shown in this 
intellectual effort, we must acknowledge that the difficulty of the task was 
considerable.

Since it is hardly possible to explore all of the translated works and 
anthologies of Strauss, nor in this context to address all the terms which may 
be problematic to translate, we will concentrate on a few examples of transla-
tion, especially two, the expressions “natural right” and “tension.” For these 
two notions figure prominently in the Straussian corpus, and they embody 
to a large extent the interest and the difficulty of the process of reception in 
general.

For the translation of “natural right,” the problem resides mostly in the 
treatment of the term “right.” Before the reception of Strauss’s Natural Right 
and History, this term was systematically translated as quanli 权利 (“rights” 
in the modern sense), which bears the seal of modern political philosophy. 
However, the classical doctrine of natural right is precisely what Strauss 
wanted us to rediscover. How, then, should this double meaning be translated 
with precision and coherence, bearing in mind that the only corresponding 
term in modern Chinese is the modern idea of natural right? The solution 
adopted by the translator of Natural Right and History, Peng Gang, is always 
to translate “natural right” as ziran quanli 自然权利, both in the title and 
even in the passages where Strauss specifically dealt with doctrines of classi-
cal natural rights. (In these cases, Peng Gang inserted the term gudian 古典 
[classical] before ziran quanli 自然权利 [natural right].)

This treatment is contested by Peng’s Chinese colleagues,36 along with 
other, more minor points concerning inexactitudes or omissions.

36  See Zhang Xu 张旭, “Shitelaosi zai zhongguo: Shitelaosi yanjiu he lunzheng zongshu”  施特劳斯在

中国：施特劳斯研究和论争综述 [Strauss in China: Summary overview on the research and polemics 
around Strauss], in Gujin zhizheng yu wenming zijue 古今之争与文明自觉——中国语境中的施特劳斯 
[The quarrel between the ancients and the moderns and the consciousness of civilization: Strauss in 
the Chinese context], ed. Xu Jian (Shanghai: Huadongshifan daxuechubanshe, 2010), 122.



3 0 7The Reception of Leo Strauss in China

If this indifferent translation of “natural right” appears at first sight to be 
imprudent, it seems to us that it is not unconscious. If an apparent impru-
dence is a considered one, it is no longer an imprudence, strictly speaking.

Gan Yang, who wrote a rather long introduction to the translation of this 
work, and who by so doing implicitly took responsibility for the quality of the 
translation, wrote:

For this celebrated work of Strauss, the term “natural right,” which 
we find in the title, in itself poses a great difficulty for translation into 
Chinese. For Strauss intentionally uses the same term, “natural right,” 
in his work to designate two entirely opposing conceptions: one is the 
conception which he calls classical “natural right,” the other is the 
concept (which is modern according to him) of “natural right.” Thus, 
the cases evoking “natural right” in the classical meaning must be 
understood as ziran zhengque or ziran zhengdang (natural justice) or 
more precisely as gudian de ziran zhengyi shu (the classical doctrine of 
natural justice). As for the cases concerning modern theories on this 
subject, it is surely theories of ziran quanli (natural right) or Tianfu 
quanli (innate right of each person) to which one is so accustomed.37

He continues in a footnote: 

Before [our reception of Strauss], in the world of the Chinese language, 
we were entirely used to translating “natural right” as tianfu quanli. 
Among these countless cases, it is sufficient to mention as an example 
the one in Spinoza’s Theological Political Treatise. Comparing the Eng-
lish and translated Chinese versions of the former, all of the instances 
of “the natural right of the individual” become geren de tianfu quanli 
(everyone’s innate right).38

Here we see a clear consciousness on the part of Gan Yang of the double 
meaning of this expression (“natural right”) and the difficulty that this pres-
ents for its translation. Therefore, it may be wrong to blame the translator 
with regard to this point, especially since ziran zhengque or ziran zhengdang, 
which better express the classical meaning of the doctrine in question, sound 
too unusual in Chinese. This choice of translation seems rather plausible to 
us, even if we regret that it cannot have had as much effect as if one had 
chosen to impose a neologism in the translation of the title.

37  Gan, preface to Natural Right and History, 11.
38  Ibid., 11n25.
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Another term seldom seen in the Chinese language is “tension.”39 The 
general convention was, if necessary, to translate this term by zhangli 张力, 
which is inspired by the model of physics, evoking a conflict of forces within 
a system (of something taut). However, this term was little used before the 
reception of Strauss.

However, one could have only a poor understanding of Strauss’s analysis 
of the relationship between reason and revelation, between philosophy and 
politics, without taking seriously the term “tension.” Thus, Strauss’s recep-
tion coincides with a more widespread use in Chinese academic discourse 
of the term zhangli (literally “force of tension”). And indeed a second option 
comes into play, translating it using the term jinzhang, which had a mostly 
psychological meaning: “stress.”40 It seems that the expression jinzhang had 
only limited use in philosophical discourse before the reception of Strauss. 
As an indication, if we launch a Google Scholar search of the term jinzhang 
(specifying that it is not in the psychological sense) on articles published 
between 2002 and 2012, we notice that the term is massively used in the 
human and social sciences, whereas if we search in articles between 1989 and 
1999 (leaving aside the three years, between 1999 and 2002, when Strauss’s 
reception begins to take place), the term jinzhang hardly appears in the sense 
of a “tension” between two or several poles. It is interesting to compare the 
two different treatments these two terms have received.

In the case of the notion of “natural right” and that of “tension,” it must 
be stated that each presents great difficulties of translation. One is obliged to 
create or modify Chinese words to load them with a new meaning. What is 
different, and if we may say so, what separates the destiny of the two notions, 
is that the modest treatment reserved for the expression “natural right” has 
rendered this term much less widespread than the term “tension.” The latter 
was initially used to understand the Straussian analysis of the relationship 
between Athens and Jerusalem, between philosophy and the city. Today its 
Chinese equivalents, jinzhang and zhangli, have taken a spectacular flight. In 

39  As suggested by Anne Cheng in Histoire de la pensée chinoise: “The absence of theorization in the 
Greek or Scholastic way probably explains the Chinese tendency toward syncretisms. There is no eter-
nal and absolute truth, but mixtures. The result is that contradictions are not perceived as irreducible, 
but rather as alternatives. Instead of terms that exclude one another, one sees predominantly comple-
mentary oppositions that admit more or less: one passes from Yin to Yang, from undifferentiation to 
differentiation, by insensible transition” (Cheng, Histoire de la pensée chinoise [Paris: Seuil, 2002], 34; 
my translation).
40  One observes the greatest number of recourses to the term zhangli, or to this particular use of 
zinzhang, in the Chinese translations of Strauss’s commentaries on these two themes.
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almost all the disciplines in the social sciences and the humanities, its wide-
spread use—not without confusion or nonsense from time to time, it must 
be said—seems to suggest that it may well play in the humanities the role of 
a watchword, a role previously taken by such terms as “contradiction” and 
“dialectic” (maodun矛盾, bianzheng 辩证). In fact, the vogue for the word 
“tension” makes sense in a post-Maoist culture. Unlike dialectics, which, in 
its Maoist version, practically aimed to remove one of the two terms of the 
“contradiction” (as in the “contradiction between the enemy and us”), the 
idea of tension consists in maintaining the two terms of the relationship. Ten-
sion is no longer there to be “overcome” but is to persist, playing a positive 
role (as in the case of a mutual limitation or an internal critique between 
two notions, neither of which must disappear). This meaning is found in the 
title of a book by Thomas Kuhn: The Essential Tension (University of Chicago 
Press, 1977)—in Chinese, biyao de zhangli.

3. Insight on Three Lines of Debate: The Classics, 
Political Philosophy and Religion, Politics
Without being able to go beyond a preliminary approach, we will, finally, 
attempt to present three major themes raised by Chinese “Straussianism.”

The first is the question of the classical. The classical is at the center of 
the education that the two authors desire to give, in their critiques of an 
educational system derived either from liberal modernism or from official 
Marxism. The question that arises is nevertheless that of knowing the extent 
to which the European notion of “classical” can be applied to the Chinese 
context. Reflection is necessary because of the interruption of the tradition of 
letters that once articulated canonical texts and commentaries.

The second theme is that of the religious. This perspective makes it 
possible to question what is seen as the superficiality of the thought of the 
Enlightenment, as it had redeveloped in China in the 1980s. Note that this 
perspective has a more existential dimension in the “Cultural Christian” that 
Liu claimed to be, remaining more discreet and more academic in Gan. They 
have an interest in a more religious dimension of Confucianism, that of the 
ancient School of Gongyang (which offers the Confucian classics in a more 
mystical and even millenarianist interpretation). If Strauss is easily put to 
use, it is sometimes in a manner that is perhaps instrumentalized. On the 
other hand, one must emphasize an important deficiency: one finds no reflec-
tions on authors of importance in Jewish thought. 
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The third theme is the political. What the two authors agree on is largely 
negative. It is the rejection of the liberal and democratic optimism of the 1980s, 
of which they themselves had partaken. But a careful reading of their texts 
shows that their perspectives diverge. Liu’s attraction to the absolute ends up 
in distancing himself from any form of political liberalism. A recent polemic 
on the role of Mao, presented as a “founding father of the fatherland” (guofu 
国父), expresses a certain development, which Liu does not make explicit. If it 
is at first sight astonishing that someone like Liu could recognize such a place 
for Mao Zedong, it is possible that Maoism has marked Liu Xiaofeng intellec-
tually, and not just in terms of his personal experience. In fact, if we dig deep, 
the Straussian themes that have caught the attention of Liu are similar to some 
themes of Maoism: demanding an absolute truth (the Maoist conviction that 
contradictions must be absolute principles in the human and natural world); 
the relationship between philosophy (Maoist, Marxist-Leninist philosophy) 
and politics; and the theological question (Maoism as religion).

With Gan, on the contrary, there is greater fidelity to the liberal project. 
His American experience allows him to criticize Chinese intellectuals in the 
name of the inner complexity of liberalism. American liberalism includes two 
aspects: on the right, a cultural conservativism (of which Strauss is a repre-
sentative); and on the left, a reform project accentuating the role of the state 
(following the model of the New Deal). This double character allows Gan to 
denounce the “vulgar liberalism” of his opponents on the right and on the left. 
He is open both to cultural conservatism (thanks to the necessarily elitist role 
of the humanities) and to an almost social-democratic American perspective 
that brings him closer to the Chinese New Left.

In short, the two authors join in emphasizing an internal tension: for Liu, 
a philosophical internal tension (between reason and revelation); for Gan, 
a political internal tension (between liberalism’s conservative wing and its 
reform wing—the latter picking up, in a more modern form, part of the social-
ist heritage).

◆  ◆  ◆

In any case, we must acknowledge the considerable effort of Liu Xiaofeng 
and Gan Yang in introducing the thought of Leo Strauss in China in a way 
that, beyond all polemics and excesses, opens up new fields of thought and 
action.

Their enterprise perhaps can be understood only by being put back into 
their respective intellectual journeys, and in the larger perspective that is the 
contemporary history of China. If we had to outline these two figures in a 
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few words, at the risk of schematization, we would say this: in Liu’s case, the 
lived experiences of the “Cultural Revolution” and the drama of 1989, articu-
lated with an early and profound interest in theology, philosophy, and politics, 
prepare the ground for his encounter with Strauss, with his qualities and limi-
tations. For Gan, against the backdrop of continuous political commitments 
through historical vicissitudes, Strauss’s interpretation of his thinking is not 
dissociated from a perspective on American politics, and, in essence, remains 
guided by a questioning of China’s modern politics.

If our own journey is still too short to capture this phenomenon of recep-
tion in all its dimensions, we can nonetheless suggest an outline of its principal 
characteristics.

First of all, it is important to note the extensive character of this recep-
tion: it was not limited to a certain circle of readers (specialists of a particular 
author, for example), nor to a single discipline (such as philosophy or social 
science). The Straussian themes seem to penetrate various fields of study, also 
in relation to Chinese “national studies” (guoxue国学).

Second, the extensive character of this reception must be noted. As 
much as the polemics on certain other authors may still be limited in the 
academic universe, it seems to us that here the critical texts go beyond the 
academic field. As the academic contributions and public debate of our two 
Chinese Straussians are inseparable, criticism of their positions has often been 
expressed in a confusing way, unless we recognize that the controversies are 
less about Strauss’s own thinking than about the influences of Strauss’s think-
ing in China.

Third, we must emphasize the practical character of this reception; 
whether or not it was faithful to its inspirer, the Straussian spirit in China was 
to be expressed in acts: in educational reforms; in great collections of trans-
lations of the Western classics; and in the support of intellectual enterprise 
aiming at reviving the value of the Chinese classics.

Finally, we must emphasize the extremely compressed time frame of this 
reception. If this circumstance contributes to the strangeness of the encoun-
ter, it highlights the quality of the results already obtained in such a short 
time. These debates and discussions will continue, but it is still difficult to say 
whether the “passion for Strauss” will have been at the origin of a real Strauss-
ian school in China or whether it will have been the occasion for a particularly 
revealing episode in the self-analysis of modern Chinese intellectuals.
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Ralph Lerner’s book came out in 2016. It was timely then, it is timely now. It 
is timely precisely because it is not trendy, rather the times have shown how 
important old souls and perspectives such as his are. In the face of widespread 
democratic myopia, his wide-ranging studies from Franklin to Maimonides 
provide enlarged horizons within which to consider ourselves as Americans 
and as religious believers. In times such as ours, when emancipatory egalitar-
ianism is beside itself (and has it out for traditional religion), he also can help 
us see what is lost by such attitudes: thought’s capacity to make important 
distinctions and awareness of the intellectual adventures attendant to tradi-
tional faiths. Moreover, because he pays attention to earlier, more sober and 
prudent, strands of liberal thought (Lincoln, Burke, Tocqueville), he can help 
take the measure of today’s.1 As for today’s populism and demagoguery of 
the Right, his authors express much deeper views of what cura populi entails.

That the times are always in need of critical analysis and address is sug-
gested by his antique-sounding subtitle: “reveilles political and philosophic.” 
These essays collectively sound a wake-up call (perhaps also an alarm); 
moreover, they do so in two keys, the political and the philosophic. The book 
jacket accordingly displays two bugles. 

Remarkably, though, the instrument he employs to this dual end is a 
series of “readings,” which he characterizes by the unprepossessing adjective, 

1  Lincoln confronted the perversion of the concept of democracy; Burke, the first ideological project 
of modern times; and Tocqueville, democracy’s own tendencies to intellectual and spiritual reduc-
tionism. All have relevance to today’s pathologies.



 3 1 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

“naïve.” That the latter term is meant rather differently than its ordinary 
meaning, however, is indicated by a passage from Leo Strauss that serves as 
the epigram to the work: “There is no surer protection against the under-
standing of anything than taking for granted or otherwise despising the 
obvious and the surface. The problem inherent in the surface of things, and 
only in the surface of things, is the heart of things.”2 Accordingly, the major-
ity of the authors he considers worked at multiple levels, the political and the 
philosophic, the surface and depths, aiming through artful prose to shore-up 
or reorient their respective communities, while engaging in philosophical 
explorations and pedagogy. Perhaps a better term, therefore, would be the 
French phrase, haute naiveté. 

This naiveté is equivalent to genuine open-mindedness, intellectual alert-
ness, painstaking care, and the hope to learn something humanly important 
from another. Its ambitious aim is to account for every word in a carefully 
constructed text. It reads with pen in hand, produces lists as one pursues 
a theme or a thread, notes subtle and not-so-subtle shifts, detects relevant 
omissions, is alive to irony and jest; in short, it reads with great care and 
imagination, then reads again. One can already discern its importance in 
the life of the mind and, consequently, for democratic life.3 Moreover, while 
Lerner rarely does so here, it allows for critical judgment, for endorsement 
and dissent. But it does so after having earned the right by painstaking efforts 
at comprehension. 

A writer so self-conscious about reading as Lerner cannot fail to take care 
in his own writing. It is advisable, therefore, to apply something of the same 
hermeneutic to him. Let us continue, therefore, to attend to the surface of his 
text. Depths, we have been told, will beckon.

I

The work is a collection of nine essays, chosen and arranged by the author 
himself. They are divided into three parts, and prefaced with a brief first 
chapter, “Looking for the Figure in the Carpet,” a metaphor for the type of 
reading in which he engages, which he styles “dialectical,” and an afterword 
in which the expert reader draws an explicit lesson for his readers. (To be 

2  The passage comes from Thoughts on Machiavelli.
3  “We grow up on a diet of easy and rapid communication, bite- or byte-sized thoughts, and with the 
anticipation of nearly instant comprehension and response.…Here, then, is the first hurdle confront-
ing modern democratic readers: they must adjust their habits of engaging with a text so as to conform 
better to a different kind of writing” (179–80). 
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sure, there may be others not explicitly drawn but intended, or to be gath-
ered by the reader.) His revolves around a distinction between divine and 
human “providence” (220), thus retrospectively indicating a theme he had 
in mind throughout.4 It is of no small theoretical and practical importance, 
of course: the nature of the divine’s relationship to humanity, and of man’s 
own care and provision for himself. The Declaration of Independence, with 
its “firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence” in the same breath 
as the United States take to arms, articulated a signal version in our history. 
Lincoln’s Second Inaugural limned another for a fratricidal people. 

The three parts are entitled by the author and provide another set of 
thematic indicators. Part 1, “American Originals,” contains two essays on 
Benjamin Franklin and one on Jefferson’s “A Summary View of the Rights 
of British America” and concludes with a treatment of “Lincoln: The States-
man as Outsider,” in which Lincoln’s acute attention to “public sentiment” 
prior to his election as president is analyzed and admired. By the title we are 
alerted to the fact that America has produced its own originals. That the New 
World would be the site of novelty is perhaps not surprising. Our Great Seal 
(and later, the dollar bill) self-consciously proclaimed a novus ordo seclorum. 
However, in what ways these three thinkers and public men are American, 
in what ways original (vis-à-vis what previous forms or molds?), are ques-
tions that naturally come to mind. Lerner deals extensively with Franklin’s 
originality, leaves it to be teased out in considering the provocative author 
of “A Summary View,” and focuses on the period after 1854 when Lincoln 
“transform[ed]” himself in view of a new sense of mission.5 Remarkably, 
all three originals worked diligently to change their fellow Americans and 
America itself. Originals can also originate. 

4  Cf. pp. 8, 9–10, 12, 18, 28–30, 32–33, 38–39, 81, 88, 98, 140, 143, 198, 205–9, 220.
5  “Lincoln found a way to lead a reluctant, not to say hostile, public opinion toward a necessary 
confrontation with slavery as a matter of principle. In effecting this as a private citizen, Lincoln had 
somehow first to transform himself. Starting out as an ambitious office seeker eager for recognition, 
this one-term congressman and failed frontier politician-turned-wealthy railroad lawyer grew into 
something greater. When this outsider found himself aroused in 1854 ‘as he had never been before’ by 
the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, his moral outrage propelled him into a new arena and new 
heights. He was to discover to himself and others that he had the makings of a statesman of the first 
rank” (60). 
 Don E. Fehrenbacher helps articulate the raw elements and refined alloy of Lincoln’s soul: “In 
his relations with other Illinoisans one finds the same patience and respect for human dignity that 
characterized the wartime president. Ambition drove him hard in these years of preparation, and yet 
it was an ambition notably free of pettiness, malice, and overindulgence. It was, moreover, an ambi-
tion leavened by moral conviction and a deep faith in the principles upon which the republic had been 
built. The Lincoln of the 1860’s was much the same man under greater challenge” (69). 
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Thus the sobriquet “statesman” found in the Lincoln title can apply to the 
colonial figures as well. As for the character of their statesmanly eminence, in 
keeping with Aristotle’s dictum that man is a political animal because he pos-
sesses logos, at once reason and speech, in each case it had a core intellectual 
component. In fact, the hybrid phrase “philosopher-statesman” used later in 
connection with Francis Bacon (78) is applicable, mutatis mutandis, to these 
eminently thoughtful Americans. Franklin’s and Jefferson’s reputations as 
philosophical men precede them, while Lerner quotes Lincoln limning his 
task as follows: “No policy that does not rest upon some philosophical public 
opinion can be permanently maintained” (69). He found his, and America’s, 
in the self-evident truths of the Declaration.

Therefore, we should not forget the theme of providence, divine and/or 
human. In fact, it is prominent in the essays on Franklin, who quite delib-
erately was an American original. Lerner speaks of “radical self-assertion” 
on Franklin’s part, of his having traveled far, intellectually and spiritually, 
from the “world of Bostonian orthodoxy into which he was born” (7). Nor 
was it just himself whom Franklin would wean from that “little world.” With 
Franklin, we enter into the fateful attempt by many to reform Protestant 
orthodoxy in the light and name of Reason (30–31). Lerner presents Franklin 
as emphatically secular in this regard: “both his starting point and his end 
point were firmly lodged in this world, in this life.” And he ventures the judg-
ment that “perhaps it is a measure of his long-term success that today his 
bold project hardly seems revolutionary at all” (20). America, we learn, was 
to be the site of more than one revolution. One is reminded of Burke’s famous 
phrase, “The most important of all revolutions, a revolution in sentiments, 
manners, and moral opinions.” 

Jefferson continued this revolutionary preparation on another level with 
his artful 1774 presentation of the American people as sovereign, superior to 
George or any earthly king.6 The “people” of the preamble of the Declara-
tion was being sketched avant la lettre by its future spokesman. In his turn, 
Lincoln attempted to instruct a divided people on the true grounds of their 
democratic sovereignty in their “ancient faith” in the natural rights bestowed 
by the Creator on all humans (62–63). 

6  “Jefferson’s text…is propounding a truly revolutionary view” (43). “The story that Jefferson tells…
invokes the existence of the very audience it means to address. Before there can be a nation there must 
be a people. In this case that people must be roused.…That arousal is already in itself a revolutionary 
act” (55).



3 1 7Book Review: Naïve Readings

Judging from these paradigmatic cases, America itself is constituted in 
part, but deeply, by an ongoing effort to sort out and properly combine the 
sovereignties of the divine, the people, and the individual. These outstanding 
American minds felt compelled to instruct and shape their fellow citizens’ on 
these august matters. Thanks to Lerner, we can consider both their substance 
and their style, with the two closely intertwined. For him, the privileged 
route to their thought is a careful reading of their textual products. 

II

Part 2 is the most ostensibly eclectic of the three. Its “Stories to Live By” con-
siders, in turn, Bacon’s treatment of “human ends” in his Essays and Gibbon’s 
“Jewish Problem,” that is, his treatment of the Jews in his great work, The His-
tory of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire; it ends with “Tocqueville’s 
Burke, or Story as History,” with its oddly inverted second half promising to 
shed light on the key term in the title of part 2. In treating Burke’s and Toc-
queville’s artful uses of history for their present political purposes, Lerner 
maintains that “any aggregation of human beings conscious of itself as linked 
in some significant way—all the more in cases where it conceives of itself as a 
people—needs and wants to hear its story told, and retold” (131). 

This claim sheds retrospective light on the essays in part 1, all of which 
are about story telling and people forming, starting with Franklin’s influ-
ential Autobiography. Titles are again telling. The charmingly Franklinian 
“The World through Franklin’s Bifocals” presents Franklin as a modern day 
combination of Xenophon and Socrates, a philosopher who writes his own 
memorable story of coming to understand “the world,” that is, God, the uni-
verse, and human beings’ place therein (15).7 The titular “bifocals” may refer 
to his complex consideration of reason and faith, his discriminating address 
to the few and the many, or, less likely, the duality of motives that actuated his 
endeavors, from a daily pursuit of his interest and amusement (often at oth-
ers’ expense) to his supreme personal ambition and consequent philanthropy, 
as he presented his wisdom in story form to his “posterity.” 

 “The Gospel according to the Apostle Ben” might perhaps shock as much 
as amuse, but in any event it further articulates a man with a self-appointed 
mission of religious and moral reform, variously aimed at different human 
types. Its apostle models the type of searching (and playful) reflection on 

7  “Rather than sermonize, rather than state explicitly his largest lesson on how to look at the world 
and how to view our place in it, Franklin enacts a series of scenes in which we observe the drama and 
draw his conclusions on our own” (8; italics in the original).
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theologoumena that the best can engage in, provides what some have called 
“theistic rationalism” to select others,8 while in other ways encourages the 
common run to avoid ruinous folly and sloth in themselves and to detect 
those vices in others. All will eschew sectarianism and commit themselves 
to being “useful” to themselves and others. A new socio-religious horizon 
dawns. 

Providence, perforce, is central to these reflections. Here, because of 
Franklin’s subtlety one has to cock an ear and listen attentively; Lerner does, 
and does so in a wider context than that provided by Franklin himself: “His 
tone of voice when alluding to divine providence suggests that he is on easy 
terms with the deity. His god is not that of his Presbyterian parents or of 
John Calvin, to say nothing of the Lord of Hosts who spoke to Moses out of a 
burning bush.…His is not a faith tortured by misgivings. He is ever-ready to 
enlist all of his human providence in support of whatever divine providence 
shines in his direction” (10; italics in the original). It comes as no surprise 
that Franklin’s reformed religion would be characterized not only as “free,” 
but “easy,” that is, quite sparse with doctrine and practices. It derives from “a 
god whose message to men is that they ought to focus their thoughts on their 
own business here on earth and leave the deity (however understood) to take 
care of his” (18–19).

After twice reading a Franklin who combines radicality with ingratiating 
insinuation, Lerner turns to Jefferson’s artful recounting (and recasting) of 
British Americans’ colonial history and character, as he preps them to stand 
as a proud people cognizant of their rights and sovereign dignity.9 Here is 
popular storytelling of a constitutive sort. “Jefferson spins a tale that…would 
literally constitute a new people and a new nation” (43). Ever conscientious, 
Lerner indicates the limits of Jefferson’s achievement (54), while acknowledg-
ing its ambition and merits. The reader thinking along with Lerner might 
think ahead to the crucible of the Civil War, when the fissures of the original 
founding of that independent people came to a head. 

8  See Gregg L. Frazer, The Religious Beliefs of America’s Founders: Reason, Revelation, and Revolution 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2014).
9  “The [people] would discover—under the guise of being reminded—that they already constitute 
a separate people, with ancestors, history, interests, and characteristics distinct from those of other 
members of the British Empire. In the course of ostensibly urging George III to do the right thing, 
Jefferson spins a tale that, if accepted, would literally constitute a new people and a new nation” (43). 
Lerner judges that Jefferson is “an author who has mastered the arts of storytelling and satire” (44; 
cf. 45). He reminds us that Jefferson “took care to memorialize himself on his tombstone as ‘Author’” 
(44).
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Be that is it may, Lincoln is treated next. We pick up the American story, 
now seen through Lincoln’s eyes. Independence has been won, a Constitution 
ratified in which slavery was acknowledged but hemmed in, and a generation 
of statesmen have labored to keep the Union intact. And yet storm clouds 
gathered.

Lerner focuses on Lincoln’s vigorous response to the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act (1854), which effectively repealed the Missouri Compromise, and to the 
view of “popular sovereignty” put forth by Stephen A. Douglas, which Lin-
coln considered a moral incoherence and political heresy. An increasingly 
divided people needed to be recalled to its originating commitments and 
world-historical vocation. The commitments centrally included the Decla-
ration of Independence and the Constitution, rightly construed, while the 
mission was to be a beacon of republican freedom to humankind. As told by 
Lincoln, America’s story is one of estimable forefathers forced to confront 
harsh “necessity” in the form of extant slavery, but who advanced freedom 
as much as circumstances allowed, and the grave responsibility of their cur-
rent descendants to keep faith with their principles and prudence. Of the 
Americans in part 1, in fact of all the statesmen treated by Lerner in the book, 
Lincoln’s character and service to freedom receive the highest accolades (with 
only Burke as a rival). 

As for part 2 itself, Burke and Tocqueville told their stories to, and for, 
Great Britain and France, respectively, while Gibbon, a “philosophical histo-
rian,” told his for the republic of letters of his day and beyond, as well as future 
statesmen.10 Burke and Tocqueville did so for the sake of a “manly, moral, 
regulated liberty” (Burke), the freedom “to speak, act, and breathe without 
constraint, under the government of God and the laws” (Tocqueville). Gib-
bon’s “prodigious efforts” were to “lead…his readers to recognize and reject 
immoderation and hatred in all their guises” (117), especially (but not solely) 
religious. Bacon earlier articulated the Ur-version of Modernity’s story, at once 
largely damning of the past and presenting the present as pregnant with an 
unprecedented future for humanity. The way into this glorious future would 

10  “In telling his story, Gibbon takes special pains to look at men and events as they might have 
appeared to those who ruled and administered the Roman Empire” (102). Consider, especially, his 
praise of Theodoric: “Theodoric had ‘the glory of introducing into the “Christian world” a policy of 
religious toleration…because Theodoric’s principal concern was peace, not zeal.…[He exhibited] the 
salutary indifference of a statesman or philosopher’” (106–7). Perhaps the most famous passage of 
Decline declares that “the various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all 
considered by the people, as equally true, by the philosopher, as equally false; and by the magistrate,  
as equally useful” (96).
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be blazed—both illumined and wrought—by a new technological science at 
work for the relief of the human estate and the increase of human power. This 
was liberty in an emphatically emancipatory, even transformative, key. 

In quite distinct ways, therefore, these essays provide instructive contexts 
and parallels to the American stories of part 1. The two great European liber-
als’ elevated notions of human liberty, combining personal pride, respect for 
common humanity, and acknowledged limits, find counterparts and com-
petitors in the Americans’. Moreover, all five raise the issue of the superior 
man’s relationship to his fellows, most of whom fall well short of his excel-
lences. All were men of great ambition, all wanted to leave indelible marks on 
their times and those to follow. But all were moved to benefit their fellows out 
of more than ambition. Just what that was in each case makes for illuminat-
ing inquiry and comparison. 

Nor are these simply external parallels. Earlier than Jefferson, Burke 
explained the malentendus between the metropolis and colonies to the par-
ties (48–49), finally siding with the latter’s attachment to independent liberty. 
And Tocqueville told America’s story in his great Democracy in America, 
primarily intended as an instructive example to his native France, but also 
as a cautionary tale to Americans. Conversely, Franklin and Jefferson were 
admirers of Bacon, whose thought entered deeply into theirs. 

With this Baconian connection, another aspect of American originality 
comes to sight, its connection with scientific and technological modernity.11 
That this is problematic is indicated by Bacon’s bold innovations in theory 
and practice in his new vision of humanity: “The prolongations of life, 
perhaps even indefinitely, perhaps even the resurrection of the dead, are pos-
sibilities his reconceived natural philosophy dangles before our eyes” (89). 
The work of thought in general is guided by, and eventuates in, “two Com-
mands: Command [Imperium] over Nature and Command [Imperium] over 
Men” (90). The Bacon essay thus sheds light on Franklin’s bold experiments 
with electricity and Jefferson’s devotion to natural history. As Wilson Carey 
McWilliams observed, America conceived as a technological republic har-
bors within itself deep cross-currents and tensions.12 We live with them yet.

11  The connections may be more than scientific. Lerner quotes Robert Faulkner on Bacon’s intention 
and manner: “Bacon, dancing with the opinions dear to others, manages to turn traditional opinions 
into enlightened opinions and to do this while disguising the transformation. His is a revolution more 
insinuated than imposed” (77; italics added). This could encapsulate Franklin’s aim and procedure.
12  McWilliams, Redeeming Democracy in America (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2011), “Sci-
ence and Freedom: America as the Technological Republic.” 
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III

Of course, America, Great Britain, and France are not the only peoples 
formed by stories; they are not the only communities to navigate the cross-
currents of tradition and innovative thought. There is the Jewish people and 
nation, and the Christian people and church. 

With respect to the second, the pickings are exceedingly slim. The absence 
of any thoughtful Christian believer in these essays, whether American, 
modern, or medieval, is striking. The church does not get its own spokesman. 
And it is only with Gibbon that the Christian church is directly considered, 
but one has to note his less-than-benevolent attitude, a combination of reli-
gious skepticism and anti-intolerance ire. From yet another perspective, 
Judah Halevi proves no more sympathetic. 

The treatment of Judaism and Jews is much more extensive and engaged. 
The first mention of things Jewish (quoted above) refers, appropriately, to the 
mysterious “Lord of Hosts” who deigned to speak to humans, to liberate His 
people, and to covenant with them. The mystery of Israel and its God is thus 
brought to the reader’s awareness. A seed is planted that will grow.

Part 2 then brings in Judaism, or the Jews, directly, but viewed from the 
outside, again by Gibbon. For the enlightenment thinker, the very persistence 
of the Jews is, if not an affront, at least a challenge to his principles and those 
he wished to inculcate (111). While acknowledging the historian’s humane 
sensibility, even compassion, vis-à-vis Jewish sufferings, Lerner explicitly 
prefers George Washington’s principled natural rights inclusion of Jews in 
the nascent nation (117–18). Enlightenment compassion was not sufficient to 
address the plight of Jews. Lerner also quotes the statesman Burke’s diagnosis 
that the Jewish plight was to be a people without a state (116).

In connection with Gibbon, Lerner ventures another criticism, one with 
significance beyond its direct object. The enlightenment thinker may have 
had a blind spot when it comes to genuine religious phenomena, especially 
the willingness to die for one’s faith and people (110). The categories of 
“fanaticism,” “enthusiasm,” and “superstition,” we are led to believe, are inad-
equate to understand the religious phenomenon, and the pair, “tolerance” 
and “intolerance,” to judge it morally and politically. One wonders, therefore, 
what an adequate philosophical approach to biblical religion might be. Two 
possible specimens are soon available.
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It is with spurred interest, then, that in part 3 we turn to more direct 
treatments of Judaism by Jewish apologists of a much earlier era, Judah Hal-
evi (ca. 1075–1141) and Moses Maimonides (1135–1204). We are promised 
“A Thread through Halevi’s Maze” and the results of “On First Looking into 
Maimonides’ Guide.” Strikingly, the two essays that make up part 3 are said 
to be “In Aid of Lost Souls.” Those souls need not be restricted to those envis-
aged by their authors at the time of their writing, although that should be 
one’s initial focus. 

Nor should we gloss over the appearance of the old-fashioned term “soul,” 
as well as the hoary phrase, “lost souls.” We are about to enter into a very 
different intellectual and spiritual world. The title also alerts us to the theme 
of challenges confronting Jews such that their souls could be lost. Biblical 
Judaism confronted idolatry (“false gods”) in different forms, but medieval 
Judaism added the challenges of subsequent monotheisms, Christianity and 
Islam, as well as Greek philosophy. In these new circumstances, “aid” was 
necessary and, happily, forthcoming, but of a sort—or sorts—remarkably 
different from that found within Hebrew scripture. Lerner might have also 
entitled this unit “Jewish Originals.” Alas, with at least one, Maimonides, the 
guide to Jewish Law and Wisdom (Deut. 4:6) may also be a guide beyond. 

IV

These two essays are by far the longest in the book, 44 and 33 pages, respec-
tively. Both deal with exceedingly complex texts whose openings declare that 
they contain initially unseen depths. Their expositions in turn are lengthy 
and complex, but remarkably followable. Lerner’s naive reading shows itself 
to greatest effect in these penetrating engagements. I myself have never read a 
better introduction to the “proteanly rich” Halevi; and Maimonides’s daunt-
ing masterpiece is deftly handled. Still, there is an abundance of riches yet 
to be found in both originals, and my report will but scratch the surface of 
Lerner’s excavations. 

In keeping with the theme of storytelling, in the first essay Lerner 
particularly focuses on the dramatic character—the characters and com-
plex course—of Halevi’s apologetic masterpiece. There are complications, 
however, to attend to. First, the story is nested within an authorial frame. 
By paying attention to the frame, Lerner allows us to see that Halevi puts 
intellectual distance between himself and the ostensible hero of the tale, “the 
Jewish sage,” and thereby invites the reader to actively assess each and all 
of the arguments, whether accepted or not by the other main protagonist, 
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the pious king of the Khazars. Therefore, while the account is ostensibly pre-
sented as the history of the conversion of a king (and hence his entire people) 
to Judaism because of convincing arguments, the alert reader of the dialogic 
drama cannot rest simply content with that storyline. 

Further attention to the frame established by the author—this set of dia-
logic and dramatic events purportedly happened four centuries ago and yet 
is perfectly recounted (“just as it was”) from hearsay13—requires us to suspect 
the less-than-historical character of the tale recounted, as well as remind-
ing us that it is very much a consolatio to a currently scattered, “despised,” 
and disoriented Jewish people. The eternal question of Judaism, Where is 
our God? remains in all its poignancy beneath the surface. Into the breech 
wrought by events and current status steps Judah Halevi, poet, Jewish thinker 
and apologist, and his character, “the Jewish sage.” 

Yet, as we said, given the gap between author and chief character, one has 
to wonder about the ultimate status or final meaning of the character’s teach-
ing and views, including the account he gives of current Jewish degradation 
(153–54), and the version of consolation and hope proffered by him in the 
text. On one hand, are they those of the Torah, which are premised upon 
Covenant, upon a dialectic of divine offer and human fidelity and infidel-
ity, of divine chastisement and, ultimately, Fidelity? In some respects, yes; 
in others, no (cf. 158). And on the other, what does Halevi’s studied distance 
towards the sage indicate? There are reasons, some provided below, to hesi-
tate before making the character the author’s spokesman. In short, one has 
an interpretive triangle of authoritative biblical text, constructed text, and 
creative author. Or if you wish, three sorts of Jews to consider: Moses and Jer-
emiah; a sage; and Halevi.14 And if these were not enough, they are brought 
into dialogue with representatives of philosophy, Christianity, Islam, and, 
most strange, a rare sect, the Khazars! “Proteanly rich,” for sure.

As we said, a careful weighing of the sage’s words gives pause to take 
him simply as a spokeman for the author or for biblical Judaism. To begin 
with, early in the discussion “his retelling of Moses and Aaron’s encounter 
with Pharaoh departs significantly from the account in Exodus” (144): the 
sage is not above playing fast and loose with the biblical text itself.15 And not 

13  Supplemented, again purportedly, by a history book (137, 155).
14  And a fourth, once the king of the Khazars has converted.
15  There are other instances: “The sage’s depiction of the people [during the sojourn in the wilderness] 
is more flattering than scripture’s. These were a socially cohesive band of brothers patiently waiting for 
God to fulfill the promises made to their ancestors” (148; but see also 150–51).
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much later, the challenged sage indulges in an “ad hominem rejoinder [that] 
leaves something to be desired.” In fact, one could characterize it as a “broad-
brush calumny” of the people of India; and this is immediately followed by 
“a speech noteworthy for its effrontery and historical revisionism” about the 
Greeks and the Greek philosophers, especially Aristotle (146). More such ver-
bal legerdemain follows and is duly noted by Lerner.16 It is therefore perhaps 
not surprising that at dialogue’s end the sage confesses himself ashamed of 
himself and in need of deeds of repentance. He vows to return to the Prom-
ised Land, a return that is at once physical and spiritual—one that implies 
that he has been in exile in more ways than one. This, however, makes both 
his teaching and his status puzzling. 

To my mind, the deepest issue depicted and debated in the dialogue is 
that of the nature, achievements, and limits of reason and of faith, biblical or 
Jewish faith in particular.17 That claim may come as no great surprise. How 
Halevi goes about considering the two, however, in themselves and in their 
actual and possible relationships, gives the text its special, even unique char-
acter and interest. Above I gave some idea of the intricacy of the tapestry 
woven by Halevi and to be unraveled by the reader. Here let me venture a 
superficial summary of the thread bearing upon reason and faith. 

The initial phase of that thread of argument runs like this: the sage 
emphatically bases his defense of Judaism on the biblical documents and 
attested traditions of the Lord’s interventions in the lives of His people;18 
according to him, reason is too weak, too thin a reed, upon which to guide 
one’s life (“our slender, merely human resources” [152]). The practitioners of 
autonomous reason, the philosophers, perhaps arrive at knowledge of God 
as creator, but their theology leads to a remote, impersonal First Cause. And 

16  “The sage is quite unfazed by so telling and embarrassing a challenge. His lengthy explanation/
exculpation borders on the bizarre and is a model of evasion (1.93–97)” (150).
17  Other candidates for the deepest stratum include the distinction and relationship between “the 
natural order” and “the divine order,” history and Providence, and the complex character of tradition 
or Tradition.
18  “The sage takes a different path. He makes it clear that his faith is in the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Israel, the God of history who redeemed the Children of Israel from the house of Egyptian 
bondage, provided for them with continuing miracles, and gave them a religious law armed with 
promises and threats.…The sage insists that this historical experience, this record of observed 
events, is the true demonstration. He rejects a religion based on speculative premises because 
theory cannot settle all the doubtful points.…[Here we see] the implicit critique of the sufficiency of 
reason” (143). “The Jews’ religious tradition is based on prophecy ‘which is more trustworthy than 
reasoning’ (1.67/18.9)” (147).
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even then there is grave uncertainty, usually mixed with hubristic overreach.19 
On the other hand, more suitable to reason is the evidence of a faithfully 
transmitted experience of the divine, of His will, His promises, and, yes, His 
threats.20 

But there is much that complicates this first, rather dichotomous, sketch. 
The sage not only knows about philosophy but he employs it in his defense 
of authoritative tradition, in his presentation of the prophet-legislator, Moses 
(145), and in many other ways (e.g., “The sage shifts his grounds from biol-
ogy to sociology” [150]). Philosophy, it turns out, is not simply inadequate 
or wrongheaded; faith can use its findings and instruments, perhaps needs 
to do so, for external apologetic reasons and internal reasons of coherent 
self-understanding. 

But there is even more. There is a form of philosophy that is immune 
to the charges of presumption leveled against “the philosophers” and which 
can engage respectfully with biblical faith. It is encapsulated in a name: 
“Socrates,” he of “human wisdom,” that is, one with knowledge of his igno-
rance and a concomitant critical openness to claims of wisdom, including 
“divine wisdom” (168; 173). What the sage (and Halevi?) thus ends with is 
a Mexican standoff between two chastened protagonists, one following rea-
son, the other following inherited faith and authoritative tradition, with both 
intrigued, challenged, and potentially enriched by the other.

In connection with Maimonides’s “theological-political” masterpiece, 
Guide of the Perplexed, Lerner appropriately spends a good deal of time 

19  “Here, the sage insists, is the great dividing line between the man of faith and the rebel. Those 
who acknowledge our lack of ‘consummate divine knowledge’ (1.79/20.8) fall back on a religion that 
teaches a way of life and prescribes a regimen in accord with the divine order. Others, following their 
own syllogistic reasoning, lose sight of the all-dispensing and all-disposing God and rely instead on 
their own ingenuity” (148). For the meaning of “the divine order,” see pp. 140, 148–49: “These are the 
doings of a god who wills whatever and whenever he wishes; they are not to be mistaken as stemming 
from nature, or the influence of the stars, or as chance occurrences.…[In] the highly public miracles 
and wonders that accompanied every stage of their flight from slavery to freedom…[one sees] the 
divine order manifesting itself and carrying with it an obligation to accept the religious law and the 
Sabbath.” Cf. also 153: “No, we [Jews] have been promised, and in fact enjoy, a privileged attachment 
to the divine order, while all the rest of the world conduct their affairs in accord with the natural 
course of things.” The prescriptions and commands of the Law are central to this: “the only way to 
attain to the divine order is through such directives as God ordains. The sage supports this conclusion 
with emphasis and enthusiasm.…Altogether these directives constitute the lasting tradition through 
which Jews maintain their connection to the divine order” (152). 
20  “Once again, he draws a sharp distinction between an attempt to know God through one’s powers 
of reasoning (an activity likely to lead to heresy and corrupting doctrines) and trying to know God 
through a prophetic vision, and by having experienced God’s distribution of rewards and punish-
ments, and—in the case of the people at large—by accepting this tradition on faith” (167).
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piecing together Maimonides’s portrait of his addressee, a former student 
named Joseph ben Judah, who was troubled in his faith by his encounter 
with philosophy. The Bible speaks of God in images and parables, leaving 
the impression of corporeality and passions in the divine, while philosophy 
deals in demonstrations compelling to the intellect and arrives at an immate-
rial and impassible First Cause. Perhaps worse, the Bible commands beliefs 
in the utter unity and transcendent perfection of the Divine Character that 
run counter to the anthropomorphic traits. Its apparent incoherence, and the 
cogency of philosophical speculation, gravely troubled the precocious Joseph. 
He sought out Maimonides for assistance, travelling from Morocco to Egypt 
to study with the great teacher, but events caused them to separate. The Guide 
is the resumption of that instruction in absentia.

Joseph is an instance of a type, however, so the intention of the author of the 
Guide goes beyond these personal circumstances. Joseph represents those “very 
rare few” who have the intellectual and moral capacities to become true believ-
ers by their own efforts, although they stand in need of instruction, discipline, 
and even purification, again both intellectual and moral. In this connection, 
Lerner lists “the needed modesty, patience, dedication, and intellectual daring” 
(182) on the part of the student. Maimonides’s demanding text is a regimen of 
intellectual gymnastics designed to inculcate these traits. “Avid and impatient,” 
Joseph is in particular need of patience and modesty, but one should also note 
the last trait, intellectual daring, since the intended reader will have to fill in 
logical gaps and, more daringly, think highly unconventional thoughts on his 
way to the goal, which is true knowledge of the divine and his works. The way 
to insight, rest, and bliss will be laborious and wrenching. 

In detailing the obstacles Joseph faces in himself and in coming to under-
stand the apparently contradictory biblical teaching, his guide perforce talks 
about how the Bible teaches, especially about its use of figurative speech, and 
the obstacles found in human nature to grasping its true teaching. According 
to Maimonides, the vulgar or “multitude” are naturally incapable of conceiv-
ing an immaterial deity, hence the need for figurative language in scripture. 
But all start out as vulgar, and human nature remains even in the best natures. 
Joseph and his ilk will have to critically revisit habits and opinions inculcated 
“from infancy” and reorient their cognitive and affective faculties, including, 
importantly, their imaginations. 

A final human type, that of the prophet, especially the prophet-legislator, 
understood as the privileged mediator between the divine and the people, 
completes a typology that helps make sense of the polysemic character of 
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Maimonides’s complex text. The prophet is the perfection of intellect, imagi-
nation, and moral habits, the privileged recipient of effusions of the Divine 
Intellect. Tellingly, “Maimonides employs the neo-Platonic image of overflow 
or emanation…to account for the way in which a divine influence manifests 
itself” in him (201). This will not be the only Greek philosophic conception 
that Maimonides will apply to scriptural materials. 

The typology, and the last type in particular, raises the question of Mai-
monides’s own status. Nowhere does he claim to be divinely inspired. Quite 
the contrary, he is very much an autodidact: “Maimonides claims to have 
worked out all this on his own, using conjecture and supposition, and with-
out the benefit of any special revelation or anything he might have received 
from a teacher” (204). Thanks to “the speculative premises that he is able to 
bring to his scrutiny of the scriptural and rabbinic texts” (ibid.), he is able to 
decode the great images and parables of Torah. Nor is this all: he is also able 
to create his own parables. The disciplined use of the imagination can do the 
work of the inspired prophet.

As with Halevi, a vast field opens up for survey and investigation within 
these parameters. Lerner is modest in his stated aim: “The approach to be 
adopted here is designedly partial, simple, and straightforward” (183). The 
results, however, are anything but. What is revealed about Maimonides’s 
ultimate commitments and, tendentially, the Divine he contemplated is more 
than a little disconcerting from an orthodox perspective. 

To speak with brutal directness: Maimonides, the great Rabbi, the second 
Moses, fundamentally recasts scripture as Greek philosophy in the Hebrew 
language and idioms. To understand its true teachings about man, the world, 
and the divine, one needs Aristotelian philosophy, especially his physics and 
his metaphysics. And to understand the true character of the Law, one must 
turn to Plato’s treatment of divine nomos, as adapted by Islamic philosophers. 
Three passages indicate this bold eisegetical project.

The Guide will address two large subjects: the “Account of the Begin-
ning” and the “Account of the Chariot.”…Maimonides proceeds to 
attribute to the sages an equivalence never stated by them and perhaps 
never even contemplated by them: that the “Account of the Chariot” 
corresponds to what the philosophers call “metaphysics,” and that the 
“Account of the Beginning” corresponds to “physics.” Whatever his 
predecessors, ancient and modern, may have had in mind, none had 
gone as far as Maimonides now goes in explicitly connecting scrip-
tural and rabbinic figurative language to Aristotle’s philosophy. The 
fundamental beliefs or opinions that underpin the practices of an 
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adherent of the religious law are thus to be viewed from a distinctly 
philosophic perspective. (188; cf. 204)

As for the Law itself, “[Maimonides’s] discussion of the law and of the prophet 
who brings that law are…informed by a philosophic (or political philosophic) 
understanding” (212). And finally: “[Maimonides] silently draws heavily on 
the political science of Plato, Aristotle, al-Farabi, and Avicenna in analyz-
ing and explicating the phenomenon of prophecy and in distinguishing a 
divinely revealed law from ordinary human legislation” (199). The discon-
certing truth is that “at multiple places in the Guide…Maimonides looks at 
his Jewish subjects from a vantage point outside that tradition” (212).

Where does that leave one in understanding Maimonides’s self-under-
standing? Early on, in considering Maimonides’s own claims for the “perfect” 
character of his work, Lerner notes remarkable verbal parallels between the 
Psalmist’s claims for the perfection of the Lord’s Law and Maimonides’s for 
his Guide. According to Lerner, “he came close to assimilating his handiwork 
to the divine, his guide or torah to that given to Moses” (182). But Mai-
monides understands the Torah in a way the Torah did not understand itself. 
His understanding is superior. Hence…

Lerner speaks of Maimonides’s “vast ambition to transmit his coherent 
understanding of matters human and divine” (183) in the Guide. If one were 
to italicize the “his,” one would draw attention to the understanding that 
Maimonides finds or rather attributes to Torah or Judaism. And the phrase 
“vast ambition” would hint at its fullest scope: to replace pious, traditional 
Judaism with philosophical Judaism, at least for a few.

V

In Naïve Readings, we begin with America and paradigmatic Americans 
and end with Jews and Judaism as presented by two medieval philosophi-
cal apologists. As an American Jew, Lerner’s duality of interests comes as 
no great surprise. Still, it raises important issues. To begin with, one must 
note his explicit gratitude to his country, and to the father of his country, 
George Washington, for their principled welcome of Jews into the national 
community. 

As a Jewish American, Lerner has two identities or communities of 
belonging. They overlap and interact, of course, but they also are distinct, if 
only because Judaism antedates America considerably. What their meanings 
are, how they are to be combined, are questions that come up in any number 
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of ways. How one is to approach this duality is a vital question for many, and 
not only Jews themselves. 

Lerner’s approach is rather distinctive and illuminating. It is worth piec-
ing together. He reaches out to what Americans and Jews have in common, 
a common humanity and reason, and exploits the best resources of both. He 
declares himself a “friend…of liberty and human dignity” (128) and reso-
nates with Lincoln’s claim that aversion to slavery is a “natural sentiment” 
and with Gibbon’s and Burke’s compassionate indignation before wanton 
cruelty. As for reason, he appreciates and practices its highest forms. In other 
words, he employs “philosophy,” and more specifically “political philosophy,” 
to understand America and American citizenship and Judaism and Jewish 
identity. 

He is aware that he is not the first to broach and pursue the questions 
of identity and community posed above, so he turns to predecessors with 
a claim to his attention. Employing the method of cas eminents, a Peguyan 
phrase for “paradigmatic instances,” he turns to his fellows—fellow Ameri-
cans, fellow Jews—who were philosophic in their self-understanding and in 
their understanding of human community, of their communities. Hence this 
series of illuminating studies. 

And by making providence a constant theme, Lerner reminds citizens of 
these communities, and philosophy itself, that the question of God is always 
present, always a legitimate part of the search for self-understanding and 
right action. If it has fallen into oblivion in our days, these careful acts of 
anamnesis performed by Ralph Lerner perhaps can help return it to its right-
ful place. I certainly hope so.
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In Natural Reason and Natural Law, James Carey has written the most pen-
etrating study of Leo Strauss’s criticisms of Thomas Aquinas of which I am 
aware. The book’s purpose is to defend Thomas’s understanding of natural 
law against critiques made by Leo Strauss and a number of his students and 
his students’ students. It first provides a clear, original, and largely persua-
sive interpretation of Thomas’s teaching, and then engages the Straussian 
critiques. Carey also brings to bear a rich knowledge of German philosophy, 
with clarifying discussions of Kant, Husserl, and Heidegger in their relation 
to Thomas and Strauss. The book is erudite and wide-ranging, and I have 
learned from every part of it. It states core questions about the status of the 
natural law, as well as other basic issues of philosophy and metaphysics, with 
uncommon clarity and force. 

The tone of the book is polemical, contentious, and sometimes funny 
(e.g., 151). Carey is sparring with a thinker he holds to be of high rank, but 
mistaken on certain key issues. Carey is relentlessly honest and straightfor-
ward: he appreciates the challenge of reading exoteric texts, but does not hold 
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back in expressing any of his own convictions. All of this makes the book 
readable and interesting, even when it addresses rather technical subjects. 
One shortcoming is that Carey sometimes ascribes claims to “Straussians” or 
others without specific attribution (see 132, 346, etc.). These sweeping char-
acterizations sometimes ring true and sometimes do not, but in every such 
case, one wishes Carey would say whom he has in mind. Despite this, he 
reads all his interlocutors with great care. 

In responding to the Straussian criticisms of natural law, Carey espe-
cially resists the suggestion that the natural law depends on revelation for its 
validity. Strauss raises the question in Natural Right and History whether “the 
natural law as Thomas Aquinas understands it is natural law strictly speak-
ing, i.e. a law knowable to the unassisted human mind, to the human mind 
which is not illumined by divine revelation” (163). Carey argues that natural 
law can indeed be known by reason alone. My goal in this review is to explain 
his case for that claim, and to examine it. 

The stakes of the argument are high. Though Carey bases his argument 
entirely on premises that he says can be known by reason, what he says has 
implications for the possibility of revelation, as well. At several points, he 
refers to Strauss’s claim that “moral man as such is the potential believer.”1 As 
Strauss explains, this means that one “has merely to have a passionate interest 
in genuine morality to long with all one’s heart for revelation.” Carey agrees 
with this, and understands Thomas to agree with it. As he repeatedly notes, 
Thomas claims that the divine law “presupposes” natural law (3–4, quoting 
Summa theologiae q. 99 art. 2 ad 1). Carey’s book does not make a case for 
accepting revelation, but it does seek to clear away what he sees as one of 
the great obstacles to taking revelation seriously, by showing that morality 
as such is coherent and wholly intelligible on the basis of reason alone (346). 

Two features of the natural law are singularly important to Carey’s 
defense of it as rational: the idea of obligation, and the bonum rationis, the 
“good of reason.” Carey emphasizes these to an extent to which most Strauss-
ians do not, and to which Thomists typically do not, but in my judgment, he 
is right to do so. We will treat each in turn. 

Carey defines obligation as “the effect of reason’s command in the pres-
ence of two or more goods, not all of which can be chosen” (79).2 As he 

1  Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), 140.
2  This must include, I think, “reason informed by faith” (ST I-II, q. 104 art. 1 ad 3), since divine com-
mandments that are not knowable to reason alone would still be obligatory: see 121n144. 
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concedes, obligation is not so clearly explained by Thomas (63–64), and I 
wonder whether Thomas’s reticence in defining it suggests that he was not 
quite as concerned as Carey is that each of his readers draw the lines between 
natural and revealed knowledge in exactly the right way. Nevertheless, Carey 
says that his definition is implicit in Thomas, and his argument to this effect 
is persuasive. According to Carey, an awareness of obligation is present to 
all human beings as something self-evident (44, 71, 78). As he says, “man as 
such—the philosopher equally with the non-philosopher—stands under cer-
tain elementary obligations that are established and declared by reason itself.” 
Per Carey, this is the “most serious challenge to the Straussians” (115–16).

He then goes on to explain, as his thesis requires, that these obligations 
are the product of reason issuing itself commands. The commands are rec-
ognized as commands, even apart from any divine injunction or any set 
of sanctions beyond those realized through the individual conscience (see 
84–97, 175–79). One adheres to the law, not because one believes that one 
will be rewarded for following it or punished for breaking it, but simply 
because it is obligatory (356–57, including note 8). There is something “par-
ticularly moral” (359), “properly moral” (94), even irreducibly moral, that 
is immediately recognized by any rational being as such. This awareness is 
something less than a fully realized notion of a natural law: Carey says that 
there is immediate knowledge of the precepts of the natural law, “not neces-
sarily immediate knowledge of them as precepts of law, but still immediate 
knowledge of them as obligatory” (119, emphasis in original; see also 189n32).

Of course, not every choice between goods entails an obligation. If one 
is choosing among a variety of pleasures, one is not obligated to choose the 
most lasting or exquisite one. Rather, the notion of obligation requires that 
there be a kind of good that is grasped immediately as superior to, or “higher” 
(117) than, any others, and that one recognize that one is obligated to choose 
it in preference to them. That good, which is “primary in the sphere of moral-
ity,” is the good of reason (111–14). Carey calls it at times an “intrinsic” 
good (see 355, where Carey refers to “the intrinsic goodness, and hence [!], 
the obligatory character of the pursuit [of something]”; see also 48). It is not 
reducible to any other good, but rather, immediately intelligible in itself. It is 
in fact the best thing for the person who chooses it (121), though people often 
choose lesser and lower goods instead of it. Obligation, at heart, is the sense 
rational beings have that they must choose the good of reason in preference 
to anything else. 
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Carey adds that the “proper effect” of the good of reason is justice (117). 
Two features in particular remind one of things Strauss says in his dis-
cussions of justice. First, the good of reason includes the adherence to the 
precepts of the natural law. The most basic precepts are indispensable—they 
do not admit of exceptions. The indispensable precepts include the primary 
precepts of the natural law, which are self-evident and known by syndere-
sis. They are such principles as that one should not “offend” anyone, that is, 
should not harm anyone without provocation or disproportionately, that one 
should avoid ignorance (48), and that one should love one’s neighbor (55–58). 
Certain secondary precepts, the ones that are derived from the primary with 
“slight consideration” (49–53, 119n137), are also indispensable. Among these 
are the precepts of the Second Table of the Decalogue, which Thomas says 
belong to the natural law. In addition to including certain binding precepts, 
the good of reason is also “closely related” to the bonum commune, the “com-
mon good” (119–20, 240, 245–52). Indeed, reason dictates that one should 
seek the common good: as Carey puts it, the “interest of reason is the com-
mon good, which is that for the sake of which there is such a thing as law, 
natural or otherwise, in the first place” (75). 

 Carey’s explication of Thomas’s ideas of obligation and the good 
of reason is persuasive as a reading of Thomas, and goes a long way toward 
disentangling what in Thomas’s account of natural law is known by reason 
alone. What I wonder is whether these ideas fully make sense if one does not 
know of God’s providence. Would the coherence of the different aspects of 
this good, and therefore, the coherence of the natural law, be clear without it? 
I have my doubts. 

 To begin with, I disagree with what Carey says about Thomas’s treat-
ment of providence. According to Carey, Thomas argues for providence on 
the basis of reason, and even “thinks he can prove that God is providential 
and just” (169, emphasis added; see also 168–72, as well as 19–21 with 12–13; 
144–47). Thomas does argue for God’s providence on rational grounds, but 
he does not present those arguments as demonstrative: in his Commentary 
on the Book of Job, where he addresses the issue of God’s providence over 
human affairs at the greatest length, he suggests that the arguments in it are 
“probable rather than demonstrative” (Proem.). More to the point, Thomas’s 
answers to certain key objections in the Summa depend on revelation, espe-
cially when it comes to the question whether God exercises providence over 
human affairs. God’s justice and providence, Thomas recognizes, are called 
into question by the fact of the suffering of the just. When arguing that God 
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is just, Thomas resolves the objection by saying that the just who suffer “are 
more greatly raised up from earthly affliction to God” (ST I, q. 21 art. 4 ad 
3). Especially if one includes death among the things suffered, is this not 
something known by revelation only? Or again, when discussing providence, 
Thomas responds to the objection that God does not providentially oversee 
human affairs by saying that God protects the just in a way that ensures that 
their final salvation will not be impeded (ST I, q. 22 art. 2 ad 4). Once more, I 
do not see how this could be known without an appeal to revelation, and I do 
not think Thomas suggests it could. If his arguments about God’s providence 
and justice are merely “probable,” then the evidence before our eyes of the 
suffering of the just might cause one to have real questions about it

 Now, this might seem beside the point, since Carey also holds that 
the natural law would be binding and coherent, whether there is providential 
support for it or not (170–71). But the independence of the natural law from 
providence is not as clear to me as it is to Carey. There are certain features 
of the natural law that are hard to see as consistent with one another, unless 
one knows that God ensures they are consistent. The natural law requires 
both that one follow its precepts and that one act for the sake of the common 
good. I do not see how one can be sure the two are in harmony on the basis of 
unassisted reason. And if one did not know that, the basis of the natural law 
would lose its self-evidence. 

 Let me clear that I am not defending immoralism. Carey frequently 
criticizes those who suggest that their own bodily good, or their own pleasure, 
is to be preferred to the good of reason. I agree with those criticisms. I am 
not arguing that our private good should be preferred to the common good, 
or even that the good should be preferred to the just. I am rather arguing 
that the just itself has different meanings, and that reason alone cannot show 
that those parts are all in harmony with each other. Precisely the concern for 
justice might lead one to have doubts about the status of the natural law.

 This issue comes up in Strauss’s writings when he addresses the 
problems with accepting even the most basic rules of the natural law as 
unconditionally binding. The question is not only, not even primarily, 
whether one’s own good in some narrow sense is to be preferred to the good 
of reason or to the order of justice, but whether an action that does not serve 
the common good can be understood to be just. As he puts it, the common 
good is a “meaning of justice.” There are “extreme situations” in which one 
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must suspend the normal rules for the sake of the good of one’s community.3 
Strauss seldom dwells on these, and clearly would prefer not to (NRH, 160; 
cf. Carey, 270), but he does take them into account in his understanding of 
justice. Strauss does not say that, in violating these rules in extraordinary 
circumstances, one is preferring the beneficial to the just (cf. Carey, 145–46). 
Rather, justice itself means different things, and one is choosing among them.

Carey does not shy away from addressing the possible tension between the 
common good and the precepts of the natural law (esp. 144–47, 266–72). He 
remarks that “one can never be sure that violating natural law for the sake of 
political exigency is the best means of addressing the exigency, even according 
to the questionable standards of those who denominate themselves ‘pruden-
tial realists’” (211; see also 270n26). But can one so easily ignore what is likely 
to happen in such circumstances? Is it not part of one’s responsibility, if one is 
to care for the common good, to do whatever one thinks is most likely to serve 
it? Suppose one believes that acting contrary to one of the primary precepts 
of the natural law will serve the greater good—say, by making it possible for a 
decent political community to win a war against a cruel and oppressive one. 
Even if one cannot be entirely sure that violating a precept of the natural law 
will have a good result, would not the fact that it very well might at least call 
into question whether those precepts are absolutely obligatory? Would not the 
precepts of the natural law then cease to be self-evidently binding?

As Carey notes, Thomas addresses this issue by appealing to a capacious 
notion of the common good. The good of a community cannot be reduced to 
its preservation and prosperity, but that it includes the good of reason (248–
51); and as he has said elsewhere, the good of reason, which includes justice 
and adherence to the precepts of the natural law, should be preferred even to 
survival (120–21, 144–46). But how is the good of reason to be understood, if 
what chooses it is destroyed? Can it persist without them? 

To explain how it might, Carey points to a “common good” that tran-
scends the good of any individual community, one that belongs to the 
“universe.” According to Thomas, the common good in the fullest sense 
somehow is God, a God who is “the separate [!] and final good of the whole 
universe, the ultimate good for everything in it” (120; see also 105–6). The 
common good understood that way would in fact outlive any particular per-
son or political community. But here again, it seems to me that this God could 

3  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 160–61; Per-
section and the Art of Writing, 133–34; Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, ed. Thomas 
Pangle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 140.
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be known only by revelation, and that even Thomas thought so. For he says 
in his Commentary on the Politics that the “political community [civitas] is 
superior to all the other wholes that can be known and constituted by human 
reason” (Proem. 4); this suggests that God, insofar as He is the common good 
of everything, is not known to reason. If the existence of a God of this sort is 
needed to make sense of the natural law—and on Thomas’s premises, it seems 
to be—then I do not see how it is possible to regard the natural law as a doc-
trine wholly based on reason. On the other hand, if the common good means 
something more limited than the good that God is, then considerations of 
political expediency will have greater weight—great enough that the primary 
precepts of the natural law would not be self-evidently obligatory. 

Let me reframe my reservations about Carey’s argument as a whole in 
terms of his discussion of Thomas and Kant. According to Carey, Thomas’s 
natural law is “more akin to Kant’s moral law than to Aristotle’s natural 
right” (27; see also 72–79, and 97–111, esp. 102–6), and he criticizes Strauss-
ians and Thomists alike for neglecting how much Thomas and Kant have 
in common. He also notes some important disagreements, including that 
Kant sees a possible disharmony between rectitude of the will and happiness 
(106), and that Thomas bases our obligations on natural inclinations (106–9). 
The difference on these questions is revealing, since it causes Kant to give 
less weight to happiness and the other natural goods than Thomas does. For 
Thomas, fulfilling our obligations always serves the common good. But can 
one know that is the case on the basis of reason alone? If God providentially 
oversees human affairs and guarantees it, there is no issue. But if not? In that 
case, one would face an alternative. Either Thomas’s moral teaching would 
have to be more like Kant’s, and treat adherence to the precepts of the law as 
being of greater importance than the common good; or else, it would have to 
say that the precepts do admit of exceptions, when the good at stake is great 
enough. I do not see how one can know that following the precepts always 
serves the common good without God ensuring that it is so. 

Or again, to put the issue in the broadest way I can: natural law takes its 
form from a number of things, including the good of reason, the common 
good, and even individual happiness (79). It seems to me that the guaran-
tee of the harmony of these things comes from providence. Understood on 
the basis of unassisted reason, they may well conflict. Thomas’s doctrine of 
natural law, if I have understood it correctly, requires that they do not. In 
this sense, I do not see how it escapes the criticism that it depends on certain 
premises taken from revelation. 
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I wish to conclude by reiterating my admiration for this book. There is 
much more to it than I have been able to address. Carey’s interpretation of 
Thomas’s natural law teaching is among the best I have seen, comparable in its 
depth to that of Francisco Suarez. His reading of Strauss is similarly careful, 
and it informs and elevates his interpretation of Thomas. The book is bold, 
provocative, and brilliant, and if I have focused on disagreements, it is because 
I think clarity on the issues it raises is so important. My questions about its 
chief contention notwithstanding, I regard the book as a major achievement. 
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James Carey’s Natural Law and Natural Reason is an erudite and robust 
exposition and defense of the natural law teaching of Thomas Aquinas; it 
is also a critique of the Straussian school on Thomas. Carey is explicit in 
his intention: Strauss and Straussians have attacked Thomas, and he aims 
to show the weakness and ultimate failure of their critique. The core of the 
Straussian critique is said to be the claim that Thomas conflates reason and 
revelation. Carey intends to demonstrate that the Thomistic natural law 
teaching is rationally demonstrable apart from revelation.1 

The 365-page, 14-chapter text defies summary, or at least a summary that 
engages with key arguments. I will focus on Carey’s defense of Thomas in 
relation to his response to Strauss’s treatment of Thomas. To be specific, I 
wish to raise the question whether Carey has understood Strauss’s funda-
mental intention. As Carey shows us, it is certainly the case that Strauss did 
criticize the Thomistic natural law teaching, most famously in Natural Right 
and History.2 Carey responds to that criticism. But a look at Strauss’s corpus 
in relation to Thomas in particular and the natural law in general shows us 
that Strauss was chiefly interested in understanding the idea of the natural 
law and not merely attacking the Thomistic iteration of the natural law teach-
ing. I believe our grasp of Thomas’s teaching is also enriched by proceeding 

1  James Carey, Natural Reason and Natural Law (Eugene, OR: Resource Publications, 2019), 1–3, 258.
2  Ibid., 137–47.
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with the idea that Strauss was also exploring the “what is” question in relation 
to the natural law and not only defending a doctrine.

We can begin to see Strauss’s intention if we consider his “The Law of 
Reason in the Kuzari.”3 Carey makes reference to this piece, but he does not 
examine the overall argument or note Strauss’s manner of proceeding; he 
instead focuses on the brief treatment of Thomas in Natural Right and His-
tory and the more substantial but still brief discussion in “On Natural Law.” 
Carey’s decision not to discuss the essay on Halevi’s Kuzari is noteworthy 
because Strauss’s lengthy chapter is framed as an examination of the mean-
ing of natural justice in relation to the dispute between Thomas, an exponent 
of the natural law, on one hand, and other medieval Aristotelians who deny 
the natural law, on the other.4 Halevi is said to be responding to the denial 
by the philosophers of the “rational character of the Natural Law.”5 The rest 
of the lengthy essay is an exploration of Halevi’s apparent defense of the law 
of reason or the natural law. The Halevi essay, unlike the very short treat-
ment of Thomas in Natural Right and History, is striking for its nonpolemical 
character. Thomas is here treated as a thinker of the first rank engaged in a 
theoretical dispute with other great thinkers.

Strauss starts his exposition of Halevi by addressing Halevi’s manner 
of writing.6 This is unsurprising, as the whole of Persecution and the Art 
of Writing is about philosophic communication. Carey claims that Thomas 
and the other Scholastics “give more weight, rightly, to truth than to secret 
intention, about which one can never be entirely certain in any case.”7 The 
Scholastics openly discuss the matters that the classics and their medieval 
Jewish and Muslim followers keep secret.8 This is related to the status of 
philosophy in relation to theology: philosophy is rightly the handmaid of 
theology: “it [philosophy] clears the way for revealed theology.”9 Carey 
claims that Strauss’s admiration for esoteric writing, on the other hand, pro-
motes “uncertainty and shallow thinking.”10 But Carey does not deny that 

3  Leo Strauss, “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in Persecution and the Art of Writing (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1952), 95–141.
4  Ibid., 95–98.
5  Ibid., 98.
6  Ibid., 98–112.
7  Carey, Natural Reason, 133.
8  Ibid., 132.
9  Ibid., 135.
10  Ibid., 133.
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Thomas wrote esoterically. He denies that Thomas’s esotericism “calls into 
question the moral and religious convictions of the community in which he 
is teaching” or was necessary to protect Thomas from persecution.11 Carey 
goes so far as to doubt that there are any contradictions in the works of 
Thomas that cannot be explained by the context.12 

It is difficult to see why esotericism would be necessary at all if there was 
nothing possibly offensive to the community in the writings of Thomas. We 
should also consider that perhaps Thomas wrote esoterically in the interest of 
intellectual investigation, or that he offers a plausible teaching while pointing 
attentive readers to theoretical challenges to that teaching. For instance, Carey 
rightly notes that Thomas says theft is forbidden by natural law.13 But Thomas 
says that God commanded the Israelites to steal from the Egyptians. Thomas 
gives two different, and seemingly contradictory, reasons. First, we are told 
that it was a matter of restitution for past injuries. But we are also told that 
God owns everything, so He can do what He will in regard to property.14 There 
seems to be an issue of great significance here. If the precept of the natural law 
forbidding theft may be overruled by a divine command, what is the status 
of the natural law? In a similar manner, Thomas says that God’s command 
to Abraham to slay Isaac was not unjust because God is the author of life and 
death. Aquinas admits that the command to slay Isaac was against right rea-
son, and that it was only right because God commanded it.15 The natural law 
forbids murder as well as theft. Obedience to God’s commands in the natural 
law is apparently not the same as obedience to God’s commands simply. 

It would be superficial to say that these apparent contradictions disprove 
Thomas’s natural law teaching. Perhaps the careful reader is meant to think 
more deeply about the nature of God and the character of divine commands. 
Thomas does after all have to deal with the biblical account of God and nature, 
and that account is not unambiguous on the nature of God as lawgiver and 
natural justice. Strauss shows us the plausibility of understanding the Bible as 
depicting divine justice as unfathomable, and God as “I shall be what I shall 
be.”16 Thomas, on the other hand, explicitly equates God with reason or the 

11  Ibid., 130.
12  Ibid., 130n17.
13  Ibid., 232.
14  Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (Allen, TX: 
Christian Classics, 1981), II-II, q. 66 art. 5 ad 1; II-II q. 104 art. 4 ad 2.
15  ST II-II, q. 104 art. 4 ad 2; q. 154 art. 2 ad 2.
16  See Leo Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens,” in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, ed. Thomas 



 3 4 2  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

eternal law.17 Reason may be a handmaid to theology, but Thomas shows us 
reason declaring the meaning of theology, and even correcting the apparent 
meaning of the Bible.18 As we learn from observing the relationship between 
Jeeves and Wooster, sometimes the servant is actually ruling.

On a related note, Strauss, once again in the Halevi essay, raises the issue 
of whether there is a natural law obligation to practice piety or religion. The 
problem Strauss elucidates is this: on one hand, it seems strange for the law of 
reason not to include a duty to worship; on the other hand, is it really the case 
that worshiping Moloch is better than not worshiping any deity at all?19 Carey 
is aware that for Thomas religion is a natural, moral virtue subordinated to 
justice and hence commanding piety but not necessarily Christian piety, but 
he does not address this problem raised by Strauss.20 Strauss does not criti-
cize the Thomistic teaching. He instead puts Thomas in dialogue with other 
thinkers (e.g., Halevi and Maimonides), and this dialogue illuminates the 
question under consideration. And he points to the fact that while religion 
is a part of the natural virtue of justice for Thomas, only reason informed by 
faith tells us to love and worship God.21 If not a contradiction, this is a puzzle 
requiring investigation. Strauss’s intention was to show us the different pieces 
of the puzzle.

Strauss devoted considerable time not only to Halevi, but to other medi-
eval thinkers who reject the Thomistic natural law doctrine. Strauss puts 
those thinkers in dialogue with Thomas, and not only in the Halevi essay. 
The discussion of Thomas’s natural law teaching would have been much 
enriched by consideration of Strauss’s essay on Marsilius.22 Carey does refer 
to Strauss’s summary in “On Natural Law” of Marsilius of Padua’s rejection 

Pangle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 161–63.
17  ST I-II, q. 91 art. 1.
18  ST I-II, q. 91 art. 1; I, q. 1 art. 5; I, q. 68 art. 3.
19  Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing, 130, 133n24; Thomas, ST II-II, q. 81 art. 5.
20  Carey, Natural Reason, 197n17, 200. Carey argues that reason tells us to love God and that revela-
tion merely tells us “how” God is to be worshiped. But this does not address the problem raised by 
Strauss.
21  See Thomas, ST I-II, q. 104, art. 1 ad 3, cited by Strauss at Persecution, 133n24. Strauss quotes 
Thomas’s Latin text in his note: “praeceptorum cujuscumque legis quaedam habent vim obligandi ex 
ipso dictamine rationis, . . . et hujusmodi praecepta dicuntur moralia. . . . etiam in his quae ordinant 
ad Deum, quaedam sunt moralia, quae ipsa ratio fide informata dictat, sicut Deum esse amandum et 
colendrum” (Strauss’s italics).
22  Leo Strauss, “Marsilius of Padua,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1968), 185–202, esp. 199–201.
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of the natural law.23 Marsilius rejected the natural law because he maintained 
that the precepts of reason are neither universally known nor observed. Carey 
admits but summarily dismisses Marsilius’s claim that the natural law is not 
universally observed; he points out that Thomas admits as much.24 But this is 
not an objection that is so easily dismissed. If the natural law is a law, why is 
it so commonly disregarded? 

Carey has extended, learned treatments of Thomas’s account of how we 
know the natural law.25 And we are told that sufficient sanction for the natural 
law to be a law is provided by the remorse of conscience.26 But there is a grave 
problem here. Thomas does not talk about the remorse of conscience in this 
way, and Carey does not cite any Thomistic texts discussing conscience or the 
remorse of conscience in defense of this argument on this point. Strauss had 
discussed the lack of clarity on punishment following violations of the natural 
law in Thomas’s treatment in his “On Natural Law.”27 The conscience, and the 
related idea of a God who punishes and rewards or enforces the natural law, is 
also a theme in Strauss’s chapter “Locke’s Doctrine of Natural Law.”28 In this 
work, Strauss attempts to situate Locke’s natural law teaching in relation to the 
traditional teaching of Thomas. Just as Strauss contrasted Thomas with other 
medieval Aristotelians in the essays on the Kuzari and Marsilius, he here 
offers a nonpolemical contrast of the Lockean teaching with that of Thomas. 

The Locke essay discusses the need for the immortality of the soul as a 
necessary element of a cogent natural law doctrine; punishments in this world 
are insufficient. But it is doubtful that reason can demonstrate the immortal-
ity of the soul.29 Carey believes that Thomas has rationally demonstrated the 
immortality of the soul and that man “can incur a debt of punishment from 
God.”30 But he does not examine the proofs Thomas gives for the immortal-
ity of the soul, and he does not even attempt to show that the God we know 
according to reason is a punishing God. Engaging with Strauss’s explication 

23  Carey, Natural Reason, 148.
24  Ibid., 149.
25  Ibid., 38–62, 204–39.
26  Ibid., 175.
27  Leo Strauss, “On Natural Law,” in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, 142.
28  Leo Strauss, “Locke’s Doctrine of Natural Law,” in What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies 
(Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1959), 197–220.
29  Ibid., 210.
30  Carey, Natural Reason, 169.
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of this issue would have been helpful in coming to a full appreciation of 
Thomas and Strauss on the natural law.

Carey demonstrates that Thomas distinguishes between faith and reason 
in his natural law teaching. In this way he shows the unfairness of Strauss’s 
claim in Natural Right and History that Thomas conflates reason and revela-
tion. But Strauss has much else to contribute to our understanding of the 
Thomistic natural law teaching and the idea of natural law in general. An 
engagement with Strauss’s larger body of work on the natural law and critics 
of the natural law helps us to see the ambiguities and even apparent contra-
dictions in the Thomistic account.
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James Carey has written an indispensable book for both those who agree 
with the Straussian criticism of Thomas’s natural law teaching and those 
who find that criticism wanting. At issue is the question whether Thomas’s 
natural law teaching is naturally knowable or, as Strauss and his students 
have claimed, dependent on premises that cannot be established by natural 
reason. The purpose of Carey’s book is to show that it is indeed natural. This 
entails showing that the evidence for Thomas’s natural law teaching does not 
depend on theology, revealed or natural, nor on an understanding of physics 
that has been rendered obsolete by modern science, but rather on our natural 
inclinations and the necessary operation of our practical reason.

The books is divided into three parts. The first gives an account of 
Thomistic natural law. The second gives a criticism of the Straussian criti-
cism of Thomistic natural law. The third, which is the most theoretically 
ambitious, elaborates what Carey argues are the intellectual aberrations that 
follow from the Straussian rejection of Thomistic natural law. It also treats 
Heidegger’s radical criticism of metaphysical reasoning as an example of a 
serious but surmountable challenge to Thomas’s understanding of being. 
In what follows, I will summarize Carey’s account of Thomas’s natural law 
teaching and develop the main points of his criticism of Strauss’s criticism of 
that teaching.1

1  I will leave to those more qualified than me the task of inquiring into what Carey’s chapter on 
Heidegger reveals about the ultimate cause of the incoherence, in Carey’s eyes, of Strauss’s interpreta-
tion of Thomas’s natural law teaching. For Carey appears to suggest that Strauss’s partial or tentative 



 3 4 6  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

The basic elements of Thomas’s natural law teaching in Carey’s account 
are (1) the ratio boni, (2) the first principle of practical reason, (3) the order 
of man’s natural inclinations, and (4) the precepts of the natural law. Thomas 
explains these elements in Summa theologiae I-II, q. 94 art. 2, and Carey 
recurrently refers to this article as containing the heart of Thomas’s natural 
law teaching (38). The ratio boni is the definition of the good, and the good 
is what all things desire. Thomas transforms the declarative ratio boni into 
the first principle of practical reason by way of the gerundive statement, “that 
good is to be done and pursued, and evil avoided” (39). This principle “initi-
ates and propels action” but is not, properly speaking, a statement expressing 
moral obligation, that is, an “ought” statement (40–41; see also 233). This is 
because man cannot but pursue or do what at least appears to him to be good 
and avoid what at least appears to him to be evil, whereas “ought” statements 
necessarily entail the possibility of man fulfilling or failing to fulfill them 
(41–42)—moral action would not be morally meritorious if man were natu-
rally necessitated to so act, and the first principle of practical reason indicates 
a naturally necessary action. Carey also makes clear that this principle is 
not to be understood as being derived from a higher principle. As he notes, 
Thomas does not make the mistake of trying to demonstrate the first principle 
of practical reason (40, 54–55). Like the first principle of speculative reason, 
that is, the law of noncontradiction, the first principle of practical reason is 
self-evident and thus known per se nota. As it is impossible in the sphere of 
speculative reason to think without knowing that “one cannot meaningfully 
affirm and deny the same proposition at once” (41), regardless of whether 
one vocally denies knowing this, so it is impossible in the sphere of practi-
cal reason to act without relying on the principle that good is to be done or 
pursued and evil avoided (see 26, 29, 41, and 227–30). As Carey writes, “we 
cannot choose anything for ourselves unless it presents itself under the aspect 
of the good, whether it is good or bad in reality” (42). This “is simply how 
man’s natural reason has to operate when applied to action” (41–42, emphasis 
mine). In line with the preceding, Carey describes Thomas’s case for the first 
principle of the natural law (and the primary precepts) as explicative rather 
than demonstrative (53, 78).

Thomas puts meat on the bones of his natural law teaching by articulating 
our natural inclinations, which impel us toward various ends in accordance 
with the different parts of our nature: we are inclined to self-preservation, 

acceptance of Heidegger’s radical criticism of metaphysical reasoning is partly the cause of Strauss’s 
failure to seriously treat Thomas’s natural theology and of his concomitant rejection, ultimately, of 
Thomas’s distinction between natural and revealed theology. 
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like all entities animate or inanimate; we are inclined to sexual union and 
the rearing of offspring, like all subrational animals; and we are inclined to 
life in society and to know the truth about God, in accord with our distinctly 
rational nature (42–43). These inclinations are not a mere assortment but an 
order: the higher, i.e., more rational, the end toward which the inclination 
points, the higher, i.e., more rational, the inclination. Synderesis is the natural 
habit by which we immediately apprehend the absolute goodness of our two 
highest inclinations and as such is the natural habit by which we immedi-
ately apprehend the two primary precepts of the natural law: that one avoid 
offending2 others and that one avoid ignorance (22, 44, 204). These precepts 
are always true for everyone, are naturally known by everyone, and cannot 
conflict with one another (see 78 with note 113, 119, 231, 238–39).3 More-
over, these precepts are not to be understood as being deduced from the first 
principle of practical reason but as being self-evidently known: they are con-
stituted by the first principle of practical reason when it is seen in conjunction 
with our highest natural inclinations (148).4 The secondary precepts, on the 
other hand, are logically derived from the primary precepts (50). The second-
ary precepts are conclusions of a syllogism in which one of the two primary 
precepts is the major premise and a judgment regarding the conformity of a 
given action with that precept is the minor premise (52). For example: if one 
ought not to offend others (major premise) and theft is an offense against him 
who suffers it (minor premise), it follows that one ought not to commit theft 
(conclusion). Carey indicates that Thomas takes for granted, as is reasonable, 
that every adult who is not mentally compromised naturally grasps that theft 
necessarily entails an offense against him who suffers theft. Some secondary 
precepts, like the preceding one, are deduced after slight consideration and 
so, like the primary precepts, admit of no exception. But other secondary 
precepts are deduced after much consideration and so admit of rare excep-
tions. That one ought to return what one borrows is a secondary precept of 

2  Carey makes clear that by “offend” (offendere) Thomas “does not mean simply to offend in the 
contemporary sense of to annoy or irritate, but to commit an offense against …to harm, or attempt to 
harm, without provocation or out of proportion to prior harm received” (48). 
3  It should be added that Carey emphasizes that the inclination “to know the truth about God” does 
not presuppose theology, natural or revealed, because the truth about God refers to man’s natural 
concern with the question of God. The inclination to know the truth about God does not presuppose 
the existence or nonexistence of God. 
4  Carey explains that the precepts connected with our subrational inclinations, precepts such as “pre-
serve yourself” and “procreate,” admit exceptions because they may, in rare circumstances, conflict 
with the primary precept not to offend others. Because they admit exceptions, they cannot be primary 
precepts of the natural law. In fact, these inclinations are not good absolutely but only good insofar as 
they are regulated by reason. 
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this kind, for this precept applies only in those cases (which are the majority) 
in which not returning what one borrows is an offense, that is, theft. But 
one need only think of Socrates’s brief interrogation of Cephalus to recall 
that there are rare cases in which not returning what one borrowed is the 
just thing to do, since depriving a person who has gone insane of the means 
by which he may harm others conforms more closely with the precept not 
to offend others than does restoring such means to such a person. In this 
case the judgment expressed in the minor premise—not returning what one 
borrows is an offense—is more logically remote from the major premise than 
the judgment that theft (in the abstract) is an offense, and so it is susceptible 
to qualifications required by the demands of a particular situation. The more 
logically remote from the primary precepts a conclusion is, the greater the 
possibility of occasional exceptions to it and the need for judgment in inter-
preting or establishing the minor premise (51).

The fundamental flaw in Strauss’s interpretation of Thomas’s natural law 
teaching, according to Carey, is that Strauss thinks that that teaching is based 
on an unsound natural theology. That theology is unsound because it is based 
on an outdated Aristotelian theory of motion and, ultimately, on a revealed 
theology that, being revealed, is inaccessible to man as man (137–38). Carey 
denies that the evidence for Thomas’s natural law teaching depends on the-
ology, natural or revealed. As we have seen, Thomas makes an explicative 
case for natural law by articulating the order of our natural inclinations and 
describing the necessary operation of practical reason in relation to them. 
And Thomas develops the heart of his case in q. 94 art. 2, “in the course 
of which [he] does not make a single theological assertion” (146). But even 
supposing that the evidence for Thomas’s natural law teaching depended on 
his natural theology, Strauss’s criticism of that teaching would still fail, in 
Carey’s view, because Strauss fails to show the unsoundness of that theology. 
For while Carey appears to accept that modern physics has, in refuting Aris-
totelian physics, refuted Thomas’s demonstration of the existence of God as 
a first mover, he points out that this is only one of Thomas’s proofs. Thomas’s 
argument for “a first efficient cause, not of motion, but of being (14)” remains 
untouched by modern physics and unaddressed by Strauss and his students, 
whom he claims have yet to seriously engage with Thomas’s fullest elabora-
tion of that argument in De ente et essentia (138, 331). If neither Strauss nor 
his students have shown the unsoundness of Thomas’s natural theology, then 
they have not yet shown that that theology is not, strictly speaking, natural. 
And if it is natural, that is, a sound demonstration of God’s existence, then it 
does not depend on revealed theology but is rather presupposed by it.
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But is Carey right in arguing that the evidence for Thomas’s natural 
law teaching does not depend on his natural theology? Carey distinguishes 
between “our actual knowledge of natural law, that is, of its precepts and 
their obligatory character,” that is, Thomas’s natural law teaching proper, 
and Thomas’s “broader teaching on natural law” (19, emphasis mine). This 
broader teaching does entail a natural theology, but only in the same sense 
that giving a full account of reason requires inquiring into its origin and the 
cause of the “astonishing agreement of the world with human reason” (151; 
see also 335 and 340). Now, Thomas would say that one cannot account for 
“where our reason comes from” (21), as Carey puts it, without natural theol-
ogy, but this does not mean that one must accept his or any other natural 
theology in order to think logically or to affirm the principle of noncontra-
diction. Natural theology undergirds natural law in the same way in which it 
undergirds speculative reason. For although natural reason is the proximate 
cause of natural law, God is “the [ultimate] cause of natural law because he 
is the cause of natural reason itself” (21). But one need not accept this view, 
or even consider it, in order to consider the evidence for the first principle 
of practical reason, the order of our natural inclinations, and the primary 
precepts of the natural law.

But what about the relation between Thomas’s natural law teaching and 
revealed theology? It is certainly true that Thomas calls imperfect happiness 
what Aristotle calls happiness simply. This is because for Thomas the natural 
end of man points beyond itself: even the contemplative life cannot fully sat-
isfy man’s desire to know the essence of the first cause of being and hence of 
his own being, which is to say, “to know God as he is in himself” (140). This 
means that man cannot attain happiness simply by means of natural reason: 
human happiness requires supernatural assistance. So Strauss is correct, as 
Carey points out, in saying that Thomas’s understanding of natural reason 
creates “a presumption in favor of divine law” (142), that is, in favor of the 
need for divine law. But this presumption, Carey notes, “is not a presupposi-
tion that natural reason begins with, but a conclusion that it ends up with, 
consequent to thinking through the limitations of natural reason and thereby 
of natural law as well” (142, emphasis in original). Those who think Carey is 
wrong on this point would do well to think through the list of what Carey 
takes to be the logically necessary and mutually exclusive alternatives to be 
considered by those who take issue with Thomas’s claim that the natural end 
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of man, understood chiefly as the life in search of knowledge of the essence of 
the first and necessary cause of all things, points beyond itself (141).5 

Beyond the question whether Strauss was correct in thinking that 
Thomas’s natural law teaching was inaccessible to natural reason, there is 
the question of Strauss’s treatment of the content of that teaching. Carey 
sees incoherence on Strauss’s part here as well, for he sees Strauss as seem-
ingly affirming the elements that constitute Thomas’s natural law teaching 
while denying the primary precepts of that teaching. In his interpretation 
of Strauss’s “On Natural Law,” Carey wonders how Strauss could have held 
the same view as Thomas regarding the ratio boni and the order of our natu-
ral inclinations6 while parting ways with him regarding the precepts of the 
natural law, that is, principles of action that direct man by commands or 
prohibitions. The only coherent possibility here, Carey argues, is for Strauss 
to have rejected Thomas’s transformation of the ratio boni, “good is that at 
which all things aim,” into the gerundive proposition, “good is to be done” 
(148), which is the first principle of practical reason. In the absence of this 
principle, our natural inclinations would be insufficient to constitute pre-
cepts of natural law: it is one thing to experience an inclination toward life in 
society, which like every inclination can be resisted or followed, and another 
to self-evidently grasp the end toward which that inclination impels one as 
a good and hence as what one ought to pursue.7 But Carey does not see how 
Strauss could have rejected this principle if he also agreed, as the whole tenor 
of his work indicates that he did, with “the claim of both Plato and Aristotle 
that reason, or what is rational in us (to logistikon), rules or should rule.” 
For reason “rules presumably by commanding what is not rational, or not 
fully rational, in us, since the latter, as Plato and Aristotle (just like Thomas) 
recognize, does not automatically follow reason” (148, emphasis mine).

5  Carey states that if one is to argue that the natural end of man does not point beyond itself, then 
one must show either that (1) wisdom, i.e., perfect knowledge of the essence of the first cause, rather 
than the mere quest for wisdom, is naturally accessible to man, or that (2) man’s natural desire to 
perfectly know the first cause can somehow be satisfied by imperfect knowledge of that cause, or that 
(3) man cannot attain perfect knowledge of the first cause even with supernatural assistance, or that 
(4) man cannot attain perfect knowledge of the first cause in itself because supernatural assistance is 
impossible (141). My sense is that the Straussian position oscillates between alternatives (2) and (4). 
Now, alternative (2) might be defensible if one could first show that perfect knowledge of the first 
cause of all things is impossible. But showing this would require showing that supernatural assistance 
is impossible, and Strauss argues that showing this is impossible because philosophy cannot demon-
strate the impossibility of revelation. 
6  Carey points to Strauss’s reference to the order of our wants in Natural Right and History (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1953), 126. 
7  In this connection, see Carey’s distinction between inclination and precept (49). 
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In the last part of his book, Carey deftly shows the logical problem 
inherent in Strauss’s interpretation of the natural right teaching of Plato and 
Aristotle as one that contains no universal and unconditional rules of action, 
as there are in Thomas’s natural law teaching. Carey cites Strauss’s interpreta-
tion of Socrates’s refusal to escape from prison to save his life, as depicted 
in the Crito, as an illustration of this interpretation (263). Strauss claims 
that Socrates’s refusal to escape was not based on a categorial imperative, 
that is, an unconditional moral rule, but “on a deliberation, on a prudential 
consideration of what was the right thing to do under the circumstances” 
(263).8 The problem, as Carey points out, is that prudential considerations 
and categorical rules of action are not at odds with one another. Prudence 
must ultimately operate on the basis of unconditional moral principles, for 
otherwise there would be no unconditionally reliable way to distinguish, as 
Aristotle does, between prudence and cunning.9 Carey spells out the formal 
logic underlying this view by arguing that one can only deliberate between 
two rules of conduct in a given situation if there is a third rule that logically 
precedes the other two and serves as a standard by which to judge in what 
circumstance it is more prudent, i.e., more conformable to the third rule, to 
choose one or the other of the two (274). If a situation subsequently arises in 
which this third rule itself suffers an exception, then the justifiability of that 
exception can, again, only be assessed in light of a fourth rule that logically 
precedes the third. Ultimately, however, there must be a rule or rules that 
admit of no exception and that govern our judgment of when and why the 
rules that are logically subservient to them do admit of exceptions. This rule 
or rules would be inherent to the operation of practical reason, universal in 
scope, and referred to, however implicitly, in every genuine exercise of pru-
dence. For Thomas, these rules are the primary precepts of the natural law. 
And Carey states that Strauss’s own interpretation of Socrates’s case reveals 
that “the preservation of philosophy was just such a rule” (264) for Socrates.

Perhaps Strauss would have responded to Carey by recalling the view, 
which he attributes to Plato and Aristotle in contradistinction to Thomas, 
that “there is a universally valid hierarchy of ends, but there are no universally 

8  Carey is here quoting Strauss’s statement in What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies (Glen-
coe, IL: Free Press, 1959), 33.
9  It is true that Aristotle says that what is just by nature is altogether changeable (Nic. Eth. 1134b30) 
and this would seem to preclude the possibility, in his eyes, of unchangeable moral precepts. But he 
also says that it is always an error to commit murder, theft, and adultery (1107a9–18), and this means 
that no situation can possibly justify these actions in his eyes. In other words, Aristotle seems to reject 
the possibility of a distinction, say, between a prudent and an imprudent murder. 
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valid rules of action,”10 and that the preservation of philosophy, or the philo-
sophic life, while being absolutely higher in rank than all other ends, does not 
stipulate a universal rule of action because in certain circumstances urgency 
takes precedence over rank, that is, in certain circumstances self-preservation 
takes precedence over self-perfection. But, as Carey points out, Strauss also 
states that “it is our duty to make the highest activity, as much as we can, the 
most urgent or the most needful thing” (266, emphasis mine).11 Does this 
“duty” not then stipulate a universally valid rule of action? If it does, then 
what prevents Strauss (and Straussians) from drawing nearer to Thomas on 
the issue of universal rules of action? For the true quarrel between Straussians 
and Thomists on this issue appears to me to concern, not a dispute over the 
existence of such rules, but their content and order. In Thomistic language, 
I would claim that the genuine Straussian objection to Thomas’s natural 
law teaching concerns the relation between the two primary precepts of the 
natural law. Strauss indicates his view of that relation when he argues that “if 
striving for knowledge of the eternal truth is the ultimate end of man, justice 
and moral virtue in general can be fully legitimated only by the fact that 
they are required for the sake of that ultimate end or that they are conditions 
of the philosophic life.”12 Although it is a well-known fact that Thomas also 
holds that man’s this-worldly happiness consists in the contemplation of the 
truth by means of natural reason, it would be more precise to say that Thomas 
holds that happiness consists primarily in contemplation. For he does not, as 
Carey notes, understand the second primary precept of the natural law—that 
one avoid offending others—“as merely securing the conditions for contem-
plation” (118), and hence as a mere means to happiness, but rather as being 
“an actual constituent of happiness” (118). The way forward for Straussian 
scholarship on the question of natural law therefore seems to me to lie in the 
study of the premises or presuppositions regarding human nature and nature 
itself that underlie the difference between Strauss and Thomas regarding the 
relation between morality and happiness. 

10  Strauss, Natural Right and History, 162–63. 
11  Ibid., 163.
12  Ibid., 151. 
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I am honored that the three reviewers of my book, which is long and involved, 
took the time to read it and found it worthy of addressing in writing. I am 
also grateful to Timothy Burns, the editor of Interpretation, for giving me the 
opportunity to respond to their reviews. 

Though I have criticized Straussians for not examining the demonstra-
tions Thomas advances early on in part 1 of the Summa theologiae, which 
include his arguments for the will, providence, and justice of god in qq. 19–22 
and which constitute the foundation of his rational theology,1 I have been 
criticized in turn for not showing that these really are demonstrations. How-
ever, a cursory inspection of the corpus (the Respondeo or “I answer that…” 
section) of each of the articles in these questions will show that they are a part 
of a long chain of demonstrative reasoning that begins in q. 2 and extends 
through q. 26. In the corpus of a given question, Thomas will sometimes 
justify a premise he employs with explicit reference to an earlier question, 
though much more often the reader has to supply this reference himself. 
The complete justification for the conclusions of the arguments that Thomas 
advances in qq. 19–22 is then found not only in these questions but in the 
preceding questions as well. There was no way, in a book on natural law that 

1  On the distinction between Thomas’s rational theology and his revealed theology, see Natural 
Reason and Natural Law (hereafter NRNL), 11–13. 
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was already quite long, that I could explicate the chain of reasoning that leads 
up to and includes qq. 19–22. 

But I did not think that I needed to do this, for two reasons in particular. 
In the first place, central to my purpose in referring to Thomas’s arguments 
in qq. 19–22 was emphasizing that the conclusions there do not logically pre-
suppose the claims of revelation, that is, what one finds uniquely in the Bible 
and in the highly refined dogmatic declarations of the church, such as the 
Nicene Creed and the Chalcedonian Definition. Whether these conclusions 
are successfully demonstrated is a different question. I, for one, am convinced 
that they are. In any case, since Thomas’s demonstrations already exist, I did 
not think it was incumbent on me to restate them, but only to point out where 
they could be found. On the other hand, I do think it is incumbent on those 
who, after considering these demonstrations, assert that they either presup-
pose the claims of revelation, or make use of unsound argumentation, to 
show exactly where this happens. The charge that Thomas’s rational theology 
and his natural law teaching depend, covertly if not overtly, on the claims of 
revelation gives unbelievers who do not know otherwise an excuse for not 
engaging with this demanding part of his enormous intellectual project. The 
uncritical acceptance of this charge has inhibited their learning. 

In the second place, though certain components of Thomas’s rational 
theology are pertinent to his natural law teaching taken as a whole, they play 
no role at all in the case he makes, in ST I-II, q. 94 art. 2, for our natural 
knowledge of foundational and properly obligatory moral precepts and for 
their intrinsic rationality. Thomas says nothing there, nor does he need to say 
anything there, about God’s justice or providence, or about immortality of 
the soul. In fact, this particular article of the Summa theologiae does not even 
presuppose that God exists.2 And that means that even if God did not exist, 
and even if the human soul were not immortal, we would still be obligated by 
virtue of precepts that are constituted by our own, natural reason.3

 

Antonio Sosa’s review is a welcome, and successful, attempt to summa-
rize the main themes of my book and the thrust of its argument. Anyone who 
reads Sosa’s review will get a clear idea of what my book is about. His review 

2  Thomas does say that we have a natural inclination to know the truth about God. But, as far as his 
argument in this particular article is concerned, the truth about God might be that he does not exist 
(NRNL, 44). 
3  On the relation of reason to obligation, see NRNL, 74–79.
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will enable readers to grasp what is most deeply at issue in the disputation 
between the followers of Thomas and the followers of Strauss. Beyond this 
praise, I have little to say of Sosa’s review, except to speak briefly to his first 
footnote.

I brought Heidegger into the picture because his undermining of the 
classical concept of nature, indeed of the concept of permanence of any kind, 
and his depreciation of reason present powerful challenges to both the fol-
lowers of Strauss and the followers of Thomas. Because Straussians do not 
have at their disposal a developed concept of either nature or reason, they are 
not able to effectively meet the challenge that Heidegger poses. However, the 
followers of Thomas do have a developed concept of reason. Moreover, as I 
show late in my book, they also have the elements of a concept of nature that 
is invulnerable to the criticisms of modern natural science. It only needs to be 
developed. The followers of Thomas, then, have the wherewithal to meet the 
Heideggerian challenge, whereas, as far as I can see, the followers of Strauss 
do not—unless, that is, they are willing to move closer to Thomas than they 
have moved hitherto. 

Regarding John Grant’s review, I shall speak to his criticisms of my book 
roughly in the order in which they appear in his review, focusing on the ones 
that I find most substantive or interesting in other ways.

Grant thinks that I should have given more attention to Strauss’s essay 
“The Law of Reason in the Kuzari.” If Thomas’s case for natural law, as I 
present it in part 1 of my book, is solid, I do not need to respond to criticisms 
of that account obliquely made by Yehuda Halevy, who of course never read 
Thomas’s account, having died a hundred years before it was written. More-
over, Grant and I do not read Strauss’s essay the same way.4 Thomas appears, 
very briefly, in the introduction to it. He is presented there, correctly, as a 
proponent of the view that the ius naturale is a set of essentially rational rules. 
Strauss places Thomas in contrast to Marsilius of Padua, who rejects the view 
that the ius naturale is a set of essentially rational rules. Strauss comments: 
for Marsilius, “the very rationality of the ius naturale…prevents its being 
universally, or generally, accepted.” So, the interesting contrast between 
these two thinkers turns on their different assessments of what constitutes 
rationality, which cannot help but inform their different assessments of what 

4  Though maybe we do, since Grant speaks of “Halevi’s apparent [!] defense of the law of reason or 
the natural law.”
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constitutes humanity. These differences are not fully explored in Strauss’s 
essay.5 For after the short introduction, where more is said about Marsilius’s 
view than about Thomas’s, Strauss turns to an extended and characteristi-
cally penetrating analysis of Halevy’s Kuzari. Marsilius appears once more in 
a footnote;6 and Thomas appears once more in a footnote as well.7 And that’s 
it. Strauss does not put “Thomas in dialogue with other thinkers (e.g., Halevi 
and Maimonides),” as Grant says. To do that, Strauss would have to devote 
more than a few sentences to what he elsewhere calls, correctly, “the classic 
form of the natural law teaching,” that is, the natural law teaching of Thomas 
Aquinas.8 The “careful reader” might say that Thomas is “silently present” 
throughout the essay. But, if so, he is present only as a figure whose teaching 
on natural law is silently repudiated, though without being either explicitly 
or implicitly explicated, much less definitively refuted, whether by the phi-
losopher, or by the believer (the Jewish scholar, assuming he is a believer, and 
not another philosopher in disguise), or by Strauss himself. In the Kuzari, 
both the philosopher and the believer, however much they disagree on other 
matters, agree that there is no natural law as a set of genuinely obligatory 
rules, or precepts, that are present in the evidence and operation of natural 
reason. The philosopher, who does not accept revelation, does not find genu-
inely obligatory precepts anywhere; and the believer, who presumably speaks 
for Halevy, finds them only in divine revelation. All this is made amply clear, 
I think, in the closing pages of Strauss’s essay, though it was not hard to see 
it coming. Grant says about Strauss’s essay on the Kuzari, “Thomas is here 
treated as a thinker of the first rank engaged in a theoretical dispute with 
other great thinkers.” I would say, on the contrary, that Thomas is not treated 
in Strauss’s Kuzari essay at all. 

Grant refers to my (qualified) endorsement of Thomas’s formulation that 
philosophy is the handmaid of theology. The pertinent sentence, of which Grant 

5  Strauss writes, “We would have to describe Marsilius’ interpretation of the ius naturale as the philo-
sophic view, and Thomas’s interpretation as the view of the kalâm or, perhaps, as the theological view” 
(Persecution and the Art of Writing [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952], 97–98). I would like  
to think that Strauss’s “perhaps” reflects a slight hesitance to designate Thomas’s view of the ius naturale 
as theological because he could not find anything specifically theological in Thomas’s case, in ST I-II,  
q. 94 art. 2, for our natural knowledge of the primary precepts of natural law, in spite of the definition  
of natural law that he gives in q. 91 art. 2. (Thomas is careful not to advert to, or even mention, the defi-
nition of natural law in q. 94 art. 2. He knows what he is doing.) But what I would like to think is, alas, 
undercut by what Strauss says about Thomas’s view of natural law in Natural Right and History. 
6  Persecution and the Art of Writing, 136n130. 
7  Ibid., 133n124. On the passage from the ST that Strauss quotes here, see NRNL, 198–208. 
8  Leo Strauss, “On Natural Law,” in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, ed. Thomas Pangle  
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 143.
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quotes only a part, reads, “Philosophy, more precisely [!], the rational theol-
ogy of the scholastics, is the handmaid of revealed theology because it clears 
the way for revealed theology.”9 I was not intending to make a statement there 
about philosophy across the board, least of all about the understanding of phi-
losophy as a way of life, realized exemplarily by Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. 

Grant writes: “Thomas shows us reason…even correcting the appar-
ent meaning of the Bible.” This is a problem only for biblical literalists, and 
Thomas was not a biblical literalist. Besides, if the meaning of a certain 
passage is only apparent, then correcting it is in order. Doing so is not par-
ticularly bold, and Thomas is not alone in doing it. 

Grant writes, “Carey claims that Strauss’s admiration for esoteric writ-
ing…promotes ‘uncertainty and shallow thinking.’” I did not say, and I did 
not mean to imply, that anyone’s admiration for esoteric [exoteric?] writing 
promotes “uncertainty and shallow thinking.” I said, “When the reader is 
uncertain as to what the deepest thoughts of [great philosophers who write 
exoterically] are, he is tempted to infer that they are the same as his own deepest 
thoughts, which may be superficially arrived at and altogether conventional.…
The art of writing practiced by the scholastics reduces such uncertainty and 
shallow thinking to a minimum” (133). I stand by that statement.

Grant writes, “It is difficult to see why esotericism would be necessary at 
all if there was nothing possibly offensive to the community in the writings of 
Thomas.” I give several reasons for this on pages 129–30. I gather that Grant 
is unimpressed by Thomas’s acerbic remarks, which I quote on page 131, con-
cerning furtive communication of secret teachings.10 

Grant writes, “Carey goes so far as to doubt that there are any contradic-
tions in the works of Thomas that cannot be explained by the context.” What 
I wrote was a bit more nuanced: “It is possible that somewhere in Thomas’s 
gigantic oeuvre, wide-ranging and composed over the course of many years, 
one might find something he says in one passage quite difficult, perhaps 
impossible, to square with something he says in another passage. But, I sus-
pect, attention to differences between the contexts in which the two passages 
occur or the times of their composition would account for the inconsistency, 
mitigate it, or remove the appearance of it.”11 

9  NRNL, 134–35 with note 24.
10  Cf. NRNL, 132–33. 
11  Grant himself seems not so sure that there are genuine contradictions in Thomas’s teaching. 
Consider the following three sentences from his review. “Thomas gives two different, and seemingly 
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Grant writes, “Thomas gives two different, and seemingly contradictory, 
reasons [for why God commanded the Israelites to steal from the Egyptians]. 
First, we are told that it was a matter of restitution for past injuries. But we are 
also told that God owns everything, so He can do what He will in regard to 
property.” It is not unusual for Thomas, in commenting on scriptural texts, to 
give two different interpretations of a problematic passage. In this case, either 
interpretation suffices to account for how God could have commanded the 
Israelites to steal from the Egyptians. Moreover, attending to the difference 
between the contexts in which the two passages occur helps out. In the first 
passage, Thomas is speaking specifically about theft.12 In the second passage, 
he is speaking specifically about obedience.13 In the second passage he pres-
ents a trio of problematic commands: (1) God’s command to Abraham to 
slay his (presumably innocent) son, (2) his command to the Israelites to take 
things belonging to the Egyptians, and (3) his command to Osee to take to 
himself an adulteress. Since (1) and (3) cannot be easily explained in terms of 
restitution, as (2) can, and was so explained earlier in his book, Thomas now 
makes a general claim that covers all three cases, replying to the question 
of man’s duty of obedience to God: God can, without injustice, command 
something contrary to the wonted course of virtue (contra consuetum virtutis 
modum). That said, Grant is absolutely right to say that “there seems to be an 
issue of great significance here.” Actually, “seems” is, in this case, too weak 
a word. For as Grant quite reasonably asks, “If the precept of the natural law 
forbidding theft may be overruled by a divine command, what is the status 
of the natural law?” Good question! I address Thomas’s account of God’s 
dispensation from the precepts of natural law in general, and his command 
to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac in particular, in the long “Note” appended to 
chapter 8 of my book.14 Grant does not comment on what I say there, though 
it is of considerable relevance to the good question he asks. 

Grant reiterates Strauss’s question about how religion as such could be 
a moral virtue, as it is according to Thomas, if there is a religion in which 
Moloch is worshiped. I think that Thomas would respond by reiterating 
that religion is a part of justice. As such it cannot be essentially at odds with 

[!] contradictory, reasons [for why God commanded the Israelites to steal from the Egyptians].” “It 
would be superficial to say that these apparent [!] contradictions disprove Thomas’s natural law teach-
ing.” “An engagement with Strauss’s larger body of work on the natural law and critics of the natural 
law helps us to see the ambiguities and even apparent [!]contradictions in the Thomistic account.” 
12  ST II-II, q. 66 art. 5 ad 1.
13  ST II-II, q. 104 art. 4 ad 2.
14  NRNL, 201–3. See the title of article 4 of q. 91 in ST I-II. Cf. NRNL, 35–36.
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justice. A cult that requires the sacrifice of children is essentially at odds with 
justice, inasmuch as it requires deliberately slaying the innocent, which is for-
bidden by natural law. Hence such a cult is not a religion, strictly so called.15 
Still, such a cult does contain the rudiments of religion, namely, the belief that 
there is something higher than man, something to which man owes his very 
existence, and that, accordingly, man has a duty of sacrifice to this higher 
being. The fact that man can go so abominably wrong in his understanding 
of the nature of this higher being, and hence in his understanding of what 
is proper to sacrifice to him, does not to undercut Thomas’s understanding 
of religion as a moral virtue. Rather, it is further evidence, which Thomas is 
quite clear about, that (to quote Strauss) “the need for divine illumination 
cannot be denied.”16 

Grant writes, “[Strauss] points to the fact that while religion is a part of 
the natural virtue of justice for Thomas, only reason informed by faith tells 
us to love and worship God. If not a contradiction, this is a puzzle requiring 
investigation.” I investigate this puzzle in my book, and I show that it arises 
only out of failure to recognize the distinction between the verbs amo and 
diligo, as Thomas uses them.17 

Grant asks, as others have asked before him, “If the natural law is a law, 
why is it so commonly disregarded?” Thomas’s answer, in brief, is that man 
is capable of ignoring the testimony, even the command, of his own reason 
when it gets in the way of pleasure seeking, which occurs, of course, in mani-
fold forms. 

Grant writes, “we are told [by Carey] that sufficient sanction for the natu-
ral law to be a law is provided by the remorse of conscience.18 But there is a 
grave problem here. Thomas does not talk about the remorse of conscience in 
this way, and Carey does not cite any Thomistic texts discussing conscience 

15  See ST I-II, q. 95 art. 2, co. (corpus); II-II, q. 81 art. 5 ad 3; cf. q. 85 art. 1 ad 1. The most obvious 
distinction between child sacrifice in the cult of Moloch, and God’s commanding Abraham to sacri-
fice Isaac, is that, in the former case, sacrificing children (in great numbers) to Moloch was the norm, 
whereas, in the latter case, God’s command was altogether exceptional. Again, see the long “Note” 
that I refer to in the text above. 
16  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 75 (emphasis 
added). I realize that much more needs to be said about how Thomas, without appeal to revelation, 
understands religion to be a moral virtue. I presented a paper on this topic at the 48th International 
Congress of Medieval Studies in 2013. I plan to include material from this unpublished paper in a 
longer study that I am working on at present.
17  NRNL, 198–200. 
18  Grant here has a footnote that refers to NRNL, 175.
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or the remorse of conscience in defense of this argument on this point.” On 
page 175 of my book, I explicitly acknowledge that this sanction is for many 
not sufficient (in the sentence beginning “To be sure…”). Moreover, on this 
very page, to which Grant himself directs attention in a footnote, I quote a 
pertinent Thomistic text. It reads as follows. 

Man can be punished with a threefold punishment, corresponding to 
the three orders to which the human will is subject. For in the first 
place [!] a man’s nature is subject to the order of his own [!] reason 
[Primo quidem enim subditur humana natura ordini propriae ratio-
nis].…Wherefore [the sinner] incurs a threefold punishment: one, 
inflicted by himself, namely the remorse of conscience [unam quidem 
a seipso, quae est conscientiae remorsus], another inflicted by man, and 
a third inflicted by God.19

I do not understand what Grant’s criticism is on this particular point.

Grant writes, “[Carey] does not examine the proofs Thomas gives for the 
immortality of the soul, and he does not even attempt to show that the God 
we know according to reason is a punishing God.” If Thomas demonstrates 
that God is just, and I think that he does demonstrate this,20 it follows that 
God can justly punish sinners—assuming, to be sure, that they have free 
choice, which Thomas also argues for.21

Regarding immortality of the human soul, though I did not examine 
the demonstrations Thomas advances for it in my book, I did refer to where, 
in the Summa theologiae, the demonstrations can be found.22 The interested 
reader should also consider the extended treatment of the soul in book 2 of the 
Summa contra gentiles, chapters 46–89, especially chapters 49–51, 55, 65, and 
79. In each of these chapters we find a series of syllogisms, the conclusions of 
each syllogism being announced typically with “therefore” or its equivalent. 
To limit ourselves to chapter 49, where Thomas argues “that an intellectual 
substance is not a body,” we get eight separate syllogisms, concluding each 
time with “Therefore an Intellectual Substance is not a Body,” or the equiva-
lent, “Therefore, the Intellect is not a Body.”23 This proposition is certainly 

19  ST I-II, q. 87 art. 1, co. (emphasis added). 
20  I return to the question of God’s justice later in this response. 
21  See NRNL, 64– 68.
22  ST I, q. 75 art. 2, 5–6. These articles should be read in conjunction with the other articles of this 
question.
23  By an intellectual substance, Thomas means something that is capable of an intellectual act, that 
is, the act of understanding. It is for this reason that he uses substantia intellectualis and intellectus 
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not the same as the proposition “That the human soul does not perish when 
the body is corrupted.” The latter proposition is not argued for until thirty 
chapters later, in chapter 79. But the conclusion of chapter 49 is a necessary 
presupposition of what follows, including the argument of chapter 79. Of the 
eight separate demonstrations of the proposition “That the Intellect is not a 
Body,” let us consider only one of them. It is brief, and its syllogistic form, 
which is all I am interested in arguing for here, becomes quickly evident.

Major Premise: The act of no body is self-reflexive. 

 Minor Premise: But the act of the intellect is self-reflexive. (When the 
intellect reflects on itself.) 

1st Conclusion: The act of the intellect is not the act of a body.

 2nd Conclusion: Therefore (igitur) the intellect is not a body. (Follows 
from 1st Conclusion by relational logic.) 

If the conclusion of this little syllogism logically depends, either overtly or 
covertly, on any claim of revelation, I do not know how it does so.24 As a 
syllogism it is formally valid: the conclusion follows logically from the two 
premises. Whether it is sound or not depends on the truth of the premises. 
To establish whether the premises are true would require an investigation 
into the peculiar intentionality of thought, of the act of understanding in 
particular. I cite this syllogism only to support my contention that Thomas’s 
argument for the immortality of the soul, toward which his argument for the 
intellect’s not being a body is a necessary step, is an argument that appeals to 
natural reason and ordinary human experience only.25 A reasonable dispute 
about the premises of this argument will stay on that plane. It will neither 
ascend nor descend (however one prefers to put it) to what the believer claims 
has been divinely revealed.

The above syllogism illustrates the way Thomas typically argues in the 
books of the Summa contra gentiles that comprise his rational theology, in 
the corresponding questions of the Summa theologiae, and elsewhere as 
well. However, there is a feature of Thomas’s presentation that can be mis-
understood, but should not be. In the chapter of the Summa contra gentiles 
from which I excerpted the syllogism above, after Thomas has given his eight 

interchangeably. 
24  See NRNL, 3n4 for what I mean by logical dependence or reliance. 
25  And, to repeat, there are seven more syllogistic arguments in chapter 49, all leading to the same 
conclusion, each time introduced with “therefore” (igitur).
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demonstrations, all logically relying on reason and ordinary experience alone, 
he then, and only then, turns to Sacred Scripture. But he does so only to cite a 
passage therein that accords with the conclusion he has independently arrived 
at in his syllogisms. Thomas’s purpose is to show that the conclusion he reaches 
in the preceding eight syllogisms is not at odds with what the Catholic Church 
teaches. That is something quite different from deducing his conclusion from 
what the Catholic Church teaches. Thomas certainly does that sort of thing in 
his revealed theology; but he does not do it in his rational theology. 

My aim here (and in my book) is hardly to restate and defend the argu-
ments, vast in number, tight in reasoning, that Thomas advances in his 
rational theology,26 but to illustrate, albeit with a single example,27 how he 
argues without logical reliance on the claims of revelation. 

Grant begins his concluding paragraph as follows: “Carey demonstrates 
that Thomas distinguishes between faith and reason in his natural law teach-
ing. In this way he shows the unfairness of Strauss’s claim in Natural Right 
and History that Thomas conflates reason and revelation.” It gratifies me that, 
in spite of the criticisms Grant advances in his review, he recognizes that I 
have done at least this much. 

I am grateful to Erik Dempsey for his generous praise of my book. In his 
review, Dempsey sometimes raises difficult questions and then proceeds to 
show that he knows how I and/or Thomas would answer them. This way of 
proceeding nicely engages the readers of his review and of my response to 
it. In what follows, I restrict myself to addressing those criticisms and other 
observations of Dempsey’s that I think most need to be addressed, again, 
roughly in the order in which they appear in his review.

Dempsey writes, “Carey sometimes ascribes claims to ‘Straussians’ or 
others without specific attribution.” As Dempsey knows, there is a plethora of 
attribution in my book. So I do not know whether the force of the observation 
here is (1) that I may have ascribed claims to Straussians that no Straussian has 
ever made, or (2) that I may be attributing to an entire group a questionable, 

26  The conspicuous exception in my book is my treatment of Thomas’s argument for the existence of 
God in De ente et essentia (NRNL, 13–19). And even there I acknowledge that my treatment is only 
an adumbration of Thomas’s argument. It is, however, sufficient to show that his argument does not 
logically rely on the claims of revelation. For a perspicuous analysis of the logical structure of this 
argument, see John Wippel, “Essence and Existence in the De Ente, Ch. 4,” in Metaphysical Themes in 
Thomas Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1984).
27  I shall give another example later in this response.
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or perhaps objectionable, claim made by only few individuals. As for (1), I am 
sure that I am not guilty of the charge. In addition to studying the writings 
of Strauss and his followers for over fifty years, I have been in conversations 
with a number of Straussians, off and on, for just as long.28 I remember many 
of these conversations vividly. There was a time when most of the Straussians 
I knew did not want to be identified as such, or so they told me. Hence I felt 
no need—I did not even think it proper—to attribute what was said to me to 
the individual who said it. 

As for (2), I do not think I am guilty of the charge. Dempsey cites two 
pages as examples—“(see 132, 346, etc.)”—of what he calls “sweeping char-
acterizations.” On page 132 of my book, there are three occurrences of the 
word “Straussians.” In the first two occurrences (lines 1 and 14 from the top), 
it is quite clear that I am not speaking of all Straussians. In the third occur-
rence (line 17 from the top), I really do make a sweeping characterization. 
For there I refer to “matters that are of abiding interest to Straussians”—a 
formulation that is as true as it is innocuous. On page 346 of my book, the 
word “Straussian” does not appear at all, nor does any equivalent expression, 
such as “followers of Strauss.” On that page, I quote a passage from a lecture 
of Strauss’s, and I comment on it. If pages 132 and 146 really are examples of 
what Dempsey is criticizing, then I am not troubled by the criticism. However, 
if I have said something anywhere in my book about Straussians as a whole 
that is incontestably false, I would appreciate being shown, either in a reply to 
this response or in personal correspondence (from anyone interested), where 
I have done this.29 In that case, if there is ever a second edition of my book, I 
will make the relevant corrections and/or qualifications in the text, and I will 
alert the reader to them in the new preface.30  

Dempsey quotes the definition of obligation that I find implicit in Thom-
as’s natural law teaching. In a footnote to it, he says, “This must include, I 
think, ‘reason informed by faith’ (ST I-II q. 104 art. 1 ad 3), since divine com-
mandments that are not knowable to reason alone would still be obligatory.” 
I agree, and I make this point in my book.31 

28  See NRNL, 6 (lines 6–8 from the top). 
29  On page 271, beginning of bottom paragraph, I do make a sweeping characterization of “Strauss 
and his followers,” though I qualify it right away: “One can be virtually certain that they . . .” If, how-
ever, this characterization is thought to be false, I am open to correction and enlightenment. 
30  When Dempsey says, “Carey sometimes ascribes claims to ‘Straussians’ or others without specific 
attribution,” I do not know what exactly “others” he is referring to. I speak of Thomists, Kantians, and 
phenomenologists, and some other groups as well. If I have made sweeping characterizations of any of 
them that are incontestably false, I would also appreciate being shown where I have done this. 
31  NRNL, 75. Regarding the text that Dempsey cites in parenthesis, see NRNL, 198–200.  
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Dempsey writes, “I am not arguing that our private good should be pre-
ferred to the common good, or even that the good should be preferred to the 
just.” I have no difficulty accepting what Dempsey says. I quote this passage 
only because I find his distinction between “the good” and “the just” interest-
ing. Assuming that by “the good,” he means the human good, the distinction 
I see between them, and I think Thomas would agree, is that “the just” is a 
part, an absolutely essential part, of “the good” considered as a whole. I see no 
more tension between “the just” and “the good” than between the center of a 
circle and the circle itself.32 If Dempsey sees things differently—and I am by 
no means sure he does—I would be interested in hearing how he understands 
the relationship between “the just” and “the good.” 

Dempsey quotes from the Proemium to Thomas’s Commentary on the 
Book of Job, and comments: “[Thomas] suggests that the arguments in it are 
‘probable rather than demonstrative.’” Contrary to the impression I initially 
got from Dempsey’s sentence, Thomas is not saying that the arguments in 
his Commentary are probable rather than demonstrative, but, rather, that the 
arguments in the book of Job are probable rather than demonstrative.33 Not 
surprisingly, however, Thomas’s Commentary does not offer demonstrative 
arguments for divine providence either. The demonstrative arguments for 
divine providence that we find in the Summa theologiae and in the Summa 
contra gentiles are prepared at very great length by the preceding articles, 
which would have been out of place in Thomas’s Commentary.

Though Thomas says more, at least in terms of length, about providence 
in his Commentary on the Book of Job than what he says about providence 
in the Summa theologiae, his most extended treatment of providence in the 
full sweep of its efficacy is in book 3 of the Summa contra gentiles, which is 
the longest book in that work.34 I am not sure, but I assume that it is with 

32  To stay with the inadequate, but I hope serviceable, analogy of the circle, I would say that, not 
justice alone, but rationality, consistency as a minimum, is the center of the circle, and this includes 
rationality in thinking as well as in acting. Away from the center, but still within the circle—analogia 
claudicat—are such things as life, health, and pleasure. The center is our good insofar as we are by 
nature rational; away from the center is our good insofar as we are by nature animals. The whole 
human good, the whole circle so to speak, includes both. But the center is the core and the condition 
of all the rest. As Thomas states the matter, “all the inclinations of whatsoever parts of human nature, 
for example, of the concupiscible part and the irascible part, insofar as they are ruled by reason, per-
tain to natural law” (ST I-II, q. 94 art. 2 ad 2, emphasis added).
33  The relevant clause reads: “et ideo post legem datam et prophetas, in numero Hagiographorum, 
idest librorum per spiritum Dei sapienter ad eruditionem hominum conscriptorum, primus ponitur 
liber Iob, cuius tota intentio circa hoc versatur ut per probabiles rationes ostendatur res humanas 
divina providentia regi.”
34  It is clear from the first chapter of book 4 of the SCG that Thomas is making a new beginning, and 
that this beginning, unlike what he presented and argued for in the preceding three books, is going to 
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reference to part 1 q. 22 of the Summa theologiae that Dempsey says “Thomas 
does argue for God’s providence on rational grounds, but he does not present 
those arguments as demonstrative.” I do not know whether Dempsey is say-
ing that Thomas’s argument for God’s providence 

 (1) does not appeal to revelation; instead it proceeds from rationally 
accessible premises (“rational grounds”), but it is intended as only prob-
able since these premises do not suffice to generate the conclusion; or 

 (2) proceeds from rationally accessible premises and is intended to be 
demonstrative rather than probable only, but involves a fallacious infer-
ence; or 

 (3) does appeal to revelation for one or more of its premises; these prem-
ises rationally and nonfallaciously generate the conclusion, which, as a 
matter of logical necessity however, possesses no more evidence than the 
premises themselves. 

I do not think that any of these things are true. I think that Thomas’s argu-
ment for providence was intended to be, and succeeds in being, properly 
demonstrative. Here is the first, and decisive, part of his argument, in the 
article “Whether providence is suitably attributed to God,”35 with its implic-
itly syllogistic form made transparent, and with parenthetical “justifications” 
of the less evident propositions. 

 Major Premise: God is the creator of all the good that is in created things. 
(Demonstrated earlier in the ST.) 

 Minor Premise: The good of created things includes their good order 
toward an end. 

 1st Conclusion: Therefore God is the creator of the good order of created 
things toward an end. 

 Major Premise: Providence is the type of the order toward an end in things 
that are caused, when this type preexists in the intellect. (By definition.) 

 Minor Premise: The type of the order toward an end in things that are 
caused, when this type preexists in the intellect, includes the type of the 

rely logically on the claims of revelation. Strikingly, chapter 2 of book 4 commences a treatment of the 
Trinity. (Chapter 1 is introductory.) 
35  ST I, q. 22 art. 1, co. 
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good of order toward an end in created things, when this type preexists 
in the intellect. (By definition: created things are things that are caused, 
and a good order of things is an instance of an order of things).

 2nd Conclusion: Providence includes the type of the good of order toward 
an end in created things, when this type preexists in the intellect. 

 Major Premise: There is providence wherever the type of the good of 
order toward an end in created things exists in the intellect. (Follows 
from 2nd Conclusion.)

 Minor Premise: The type of the good of order toward an end in created 
things exists in the divine intellect. (Follows from an earlier demonstra-
tion in the ST that God knows all things.)

3rd Conclusion: There is providence in the divine intellect. 

 4th Conclusion: Providence is suitably attributed to God. (Follows imme-
diately from the 3rd Conclusion.)

This syllogistic structure could be tightened up a bit further. But doing so 
would be tedious and, I think, unnecessary. The structure as I have just pre-
sented it suffices for us to see that the conclusion follows from the premises. 
The inference is formally valid. But not for one instant am I asserting that 
anyone who grants its formal validity has to assent to the conclusion. For 
whether the conclusion is true depends on the truth of the premises, not just 
whether it follows from them. Thomas has already advanced arguments, I 
would say, properly demonstrative arguments, for any premise in this argu-
ment that is contestable when the argument is considered in isolation from 
all that precedes it. My purpose here, as with the earlier example I gave, is 
only to illustrate the character of Thomas’s argumentation in his rational 
theology. He does not appeal to the claims of revelation to logically justify 
either his premises or his conclusions.36 I do not understand Dempsey’s state-

36  See NRNL, 12–13, where I address the question of how Thomas makes use of passages from 
scripture in the corpora of the articles that occur in ST I, qq. 2–26. Regarding the reference to 
Romans in the corpus of I q. 21 art. 1, see NRNL 17n26. Thomas also refers to a passage from Romans 
in the corpus of I q. 22 art. 2, but only as an addendum to what he has previously demonstrated in 
this corpus. (Cf. NRNL, 19.) In I q. 27 art. 1, which initiates his treatment of the Trinity in the ST, 
Thomas announces a shift in argumentation, a shift from rational theology to revealed theology. He 
most strikingly begins that article as follows: “I answer that, Divine Scripture [!] uses, in relation to 
God, names pertaining to procession.” In none of the articles of qq. 2–26, and there are 149 of them, 
does Thomas begin his Respondeo this way (q. 1 is introductory). Though, as I point out in my book 
(161n40), Thomas does in qq. 2–26 sometimes bring the claims of revelation briefly into the picture 
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ment that “Thomas does argue for God’s providence on rational grounds, but 
he does not present those arguments as demonstrative.”

Dempsey writes, “When arguing that God is just, Thomas resolves the 
objection by saying that the just who suffer ‘are more greatly raised up from 
earthly affliction to God’ (ST I, q. 21 art. 4 ad 3). Especially if one includes 
death among the things suffered, is this not something known by revela-
tion only?” I may well be mistaken, but I get the impression that Dempsey 
is thinking that the formulation “raised up…to God” relies on the claims of 
revelation, in particular, the resurrection of the dead. But the point Thomas 
is making is that in this very life (that is, quite apart from resurrection of 
the dead) the suffering of the just “raises one up to God.” It does so because 
it leads the just person who suffers, and those who behold his suffering, to 
think about God, his possibility at least, and how he regards, or would regard, 
the suffering of the just. The suffering of the just may lead one, finally, to 
believe in the resurrection of the dead. But then again it may not. In any case, 
Thomas’s reply does not logically presuppose that there actually will be a res-
urrection of the dead. That is, it does not logically presuppose “something 
known by revelation only.” I think that this interpretation is the only possible 
one in light of the passage from Gregory that Thomas quotes at the end of this 
reply.37 I do realize, however, that I may be totally missing Dempsey’s point 
here. If so, I hope he will clarify it for me.

Dempsey writes, “Thomas responds to the objection that God does not 
providentially oversee human affairs by saying that God protects the just in 
a way that ensures that their final salvation will not be impeded (ST I, q. 22 
art. 2 ad 4).” In this reply Thomas does indeed appeal to revelation. But that is 
only because the “objection” itself has appealed to revelation.38 

Dempsey writes, “Carey points to a ‘common good’ that transcends 
the good of any individual community, one that belongs to the ‘universe.’” 
Regarding God as the common good, he is indeed separate from the world: he 
is its origin and its end. God is the end for man in a special way, inasmuch as 

(he does this in some of the articles in q. 12 and q. 23), his doing so does not compromise the demon-
strative character of any of the arguments he advances about God that are pertinent to his natural 
law teaching in general. It has, a fortiori, no bearing at all on what he says about our knowledge of the 
primary precepts of natural law in particular. Consider ST I-II, q. 94 art. 2. 
37  I think that this interpretation is supported by the expression “more greatly raised up” (magis 
eriguntur). Thomas is speaking of something that can be more or less; and resurrection of the dead 
cannot be more or less. 
38  See NRNL, 12–13. 
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man, qua rational, has a natural desire to know the first cause of things as it is 
in itself, and not just as the ground of the world, which need not have existed 
at all inasmuch as—Thomas also thinks he can demonstrate—God is the free 
creator of the world, whether the world came into being at some point in the 
past or whether it has always existed.39 Thomas argues that the world, its mat-
ter included, would not exist at any instant, past, present, or future, if God 
did not freely sustain it in existence throughout every instant of its existence. 
These arguments occur within his rational theology, not within his revealed 
theology. However, that man’s natural desire to know the first cause as it is in 
itself ever has been, or ever will be, fulfilled as a matter of fact—that is indeed 
a matter of revealed, not rational, theology.40 All that rational theology can 
say, and all it needs to say, is (1) that such a desire can be fulfilled through the 
unlimited power of God, which Thomas also thinks he can demonstrate,41 
and (2) that if it is not fulfilled, then, in this particular case, nature is working 
in vain. That nature really might be working in vain in this particular case is 
not, in my opinion, something that natural reason can definitively rule out. 

Dempsey recognizes that, according to Thomas, the common good in 
the fullest sense “somehow is God.…The common good understood that 
way would in fact outlive any particular person or political community.” But 
Dempsey suspects that “God, insofar as he is the common good of every-
thing, is not known to reason.” Dempsey does not pinpoint where, in the 
whole series of arguments leading to this conclusion, the reasoning breaks 
down. Perhaps he thinks that he does not need to do so. For he seems to 
think his suspicion confirmed, after a fashion, by a passage from Thomas’s 
Proemium to his Commentary on the Politics. There Thomas says that the 
“political community [civitas] is superior to all the other wholes that can 
be known and constituted by human reason.” According to Dempsey, “this 
suggests that God, insofar as He is the common good of everything, is not 
known to reason.” I disagree. In this sentence Thomas speaks, not of “all 
other wholes that can be known by reason,” simply, but of “all other wholes 
that can be known and constituted by human reason.” God, as the common 
good of the universe, is known by human reason.42 But he is surely not consti-
tuted by human reason. I think that Dempsey does not give sufficient weight 

39  ST I, q. 19 art. 3 ad 5; art. 10; q. 46 art. 1, co.; art. 2, co. See NRNL, 13–17.
40  See NRNL, 13–19. 
41  See NRNL, 19–20. 
42  According to Thomas, by natural reason we can know that God exists and that he is the common 
good. But by natural reason we cannot behold his essence. See, e.g., ST I art. 12. 
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to the second member of the conjunction, joined by “and” (et), in the sentence 
to which he draws our attention.43 

Dempsey writes, “Suppose one believes that acting contrary to one of the 
primary precepts of the natural law will serve the greater good—say, by mak-
ing it possible for a decent political community to win a war against a cruel 
and oppressive one.” Thomas’s response is unequivocal: “no evil is excused 
because it is done with a good intention” (nullum malum bona intentione 
factum excusatur).44 

Late in his review, Dempsey writes, concerning an alternative that 
one would have to face if it turned out that God as the common good of 
the universe could not be demonstrated, hence could not be known to exist: 
“Either Thomas’s moral teaching would have to be more like Kant’s, and treat 
adherence to the precepts of the law as being of greater importance than the 
common good; or else, it would have to say that the precepts do admit of 
exceptions, when the good at stake is great enough.” Here Dempsey shifts 
from the common good in the fullest sense (the existence of which Thomas 
demonstrates) to the more narrow common good of the political community. 
It is indeed the case that adherence to the precepts of natural law may, in 
extreme cases, bring one into conflict with the common good of the body 
politic.45 But for Thomas, adherence to the precepts of natural law could 
not—with one possible exception46—bring one into conflict with the com-
mon good in the fullest sense. 

43  Emphasis added. Here is the whole sentence: “Et quia ea quae in usum hominis veniunt ordinantur 
ad hominem sicut ad finem, qui est principalior his quae sunt ad finem, ideo necesse est quod hoc 
totum quod est civitas sit principalius omnibus totis, quae ratione humana cognosci et constitui pos-
sunt.” Note the prior use of constituere in this paragraph: “ratio humana…ex lignis constituit navem 
et ex lignis et lapidibus domum.” 
44  De decem praeceptis, art. 1, co. Cf. ST II-II, q. 123 art. 4, co.: “It is proper [oportet] to hold firmly the 
good of reason against every evil whatsoever [including death—see the context], since no bodily good 
is equivalent to the bonum rationis.” 
45  I speak to this matter at some length in NRNL. See 261–74, and esp. 267–68 where I comment on a 
striking suggestion of Strauss’s that there might be something worse even for the political community 
than death or extinction. Needless to say, Strauss does not support this suggestion by appeal to divine 
justice, divine providence, or immortality of the soul.
46  The exception is whether God himself could exempt one from adherence to the precepts of natural 
law, including the primary precepts of natural law. See NRNL, 201–3, pages I have already referred to 
more than once in this response. Needless to say, whatever answer one gives to this difficult question, 
it has nothing to do with the quite different question whether man can undertake a so-called pruden-
tial deviation from the strictures of the primary precepts of natural law in the interest of promoting a 
political, much less entirely private, good. 
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Most of the good questions raised in the reviews pertain to matters that 
Thomas thinks are demonstrable, such as the justice and providence of God 
and the immortality of the human soul. Let us momentarily assume, con-
trary to what I have maintained in my book and in the present response, 
that Thomas is not able to demonstrate these things: either the premises are 
false, the reasoning is fallacious, or there are covert appeals to the claims of 
revelation. What possible effect could this have on the case he makes for our 
knowledge of the primary precepts of natural law? As I spelled out in some 
detail in part 1, chapter 2 of my book, these precepts are, for Thomas, present 
in the evidence and operation of natural human reason. They are self-evident. 
And that means that they have greater evidence than even the existence of 
God, which, for Thomas, is not self-evident though it can be demonstrated.47 
Hence the primary precepts of natural law have still greater evidence than 
the justice and providence of God and the immortality of the human soul. 
If Thomas is right about this, and I attempted to show in my book that he is, 
then even if his claims about the latter matters depended on revelation, or 
even if, per impossibile, they could be shown to be false, the self-evidence of 
the primary precepts of natural law would remain. And these precepts would 
have full obligatory force,48 for the reasons I advanced in my book.49 

I think that Thomas’s rational theology is rigorously argued for, compre-
hensive in scope, and remarkably consistent. I concede, however, that it may 
be defective in ways I do not appreciate. But if there really are defects in his 
rational theology, they do not in the least undercut the altogether indepen-
dent case he makes that man, by virtue of his own reason, is obligated in the 
very core of his being. 

I look forward to the reviewers’ replies to this response. As is altogether 
fitting, they will have the last word for the time being. If something impor-
tant emerges in the replies that I have not already addressed, either in this 
response or in the book itself, I shall address it on another occasion. 

47  In the final stages of editing my book, I was concerned that I made this point too frequently. Now, I 
am concerned that I did not make it frequently, or emphatically, enough. 
48  Though the claim that the precepts of natural law derive their obligatory character from the expec-
tation of a reward in a hereafter is not always intended as a defense of immoralism, it is nonetheless a 
major contribution to a defense of immoralism. 
49  NRNL, part 1. See esp. 41–42, 53–55, and 63–79. Dempsey speaks of Thomas’s “reticence” in defin-
ing obligation. I think it more likely that he, like Plato (ibid., 214–20), felt no need to define it, the very 
concept of obligation not yet having been called into question (as it was by Hume, thereby prompting 
Kant to define it). Nor did Thomas have to contend, as we do today, with incoherent definitions of 
obligation and convoluted attempts to explain it away. See NRNL, 355–60. 
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Reply to James Carey

E r i k  D e m p s e y

I am grateful to James Carey for his thoughtful, detailed, and helpful 
response to my review. In return, I have some things I would like to clarify, 
some things I need to concede, and some questions that remain. I think I am 
restating what was in my original review, at least on most points, though I 
think this statement is clearer. Carey is certainly not to be blamed if he has 
not answered questions that I did not put explicitly enough the first time. 

In a footnote (note 47), Carey wonders whether he was sufficiently clear 
in saying that, for Thomas, the precepts of the natural law are self-evident, 
and so, have greater evidence than even the existence of God. He was. But 
precisely the question about which some of Thomas’s readers have wondered 
is whether those precepts are genuinely self-evident. In Carey’s and Thomas’s 
account, there are certain basic precepts of the natural law that are unquali-
fiedly binding. They include the most basic rules contained in synderesis, 
such as that one should never “offend” (i.e., unjustly harm) anyone, and also 
those derived from it with “little consideration,” which include the precepts 
of the Second Table of the Decalogue. In addition, the natural law is essen-
tially directed to the common good. In Natural Right and History, Strauss 
asks whether there are not circumstances in which one can rightly break the 
precepts for the sake of the common good. His discussion is nuanced: vio-
lating the relevant precepts is not something one should ever choose to do 
lightly, but it may be necessary in some extreme cases. Identifying which ones 
requires prudence and care. But if there are any such circumstances, then the 
precepts are only qualifiedly binding, and therefore, to state the rules while 
omitting the qualifications would be to say something “untrue” (NRH, 158). 

Carey argues in response that the precepts are immediately known by 
the human as self-evidently true (NRNL, 54–55, 78, 237, and restated at the 
end of his response). One does not deduce them from prior principles. To 
demand an argument for them would be to ask to prove something more 
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evident on the basis of something less evident. The most one can do is show 
that certain “inconsistencies and aberrations” (NRNL, 51, 261–83) emerge if 
one tries to deny them. I tried to argue that inconsistencies also arise if one 
holds (a) that the precepts are absolutely and unconditionally binding and (b) 
that they serve the common good, since these two elements may be in tension 
with one another. At the very least, I do not believe it is self-evident that they 
never are, and therefore, I do not believe that the precepts of the natural law 
are self-evident to human reason. This is the most important criticism I made 
of Carey’s chief argument.

I then took up some theological questions because they offered possible 
ways in which this tension might be resolved. Thomas’s teaching on syndere-
sis does not depend on his theology, so in introducing these questions, I was 
bringing in a foreign element. It nevertheless seemed important to see whether 
the tension I described could be resolved on the basis of reason alone, even 
if it required principles other than those in synderesis. But I argued that the 
claims Thomas makes in those parts of his theology are not based exclusively 
on reason, and so do not provide a rational basis for a doctrine of natural law.

I took up two issues in particular: the question of divine providence and 
God’s justice, and the status of God as the common good. Again, either of 
these could resolve the tension that I described, because each could ensure 
that acting according to the absolute precepts of the natural law will always 
serve the common good. In the first case, God could providentially guar-
antee that actions in accord with the laws’ precepts always serve the greater 
good. Alternately, if God somehow is the common good in such a way that 
the good is necessarily served when one acts in accord with the precepts of 
the natural law, then there would be no tension. I argued that neither claim 
could be known on the basis of reason alone, and that each requires an appeal 
to revelation. I stand by that, and will try to explain my position further. But 
suppose (as I do not) that these claims are knowable on the basis of reason: 
still, in that case, if the first part of my argument is right, natural law would 
require a supplement that comes from rational theology.

Concerning the question of providence, Carey takes issue with my claim 
that Thomas’s arguments about providence are not demonstrative. I did not 
mean that there was no syllogistic order to Thomas’s argument, but that his 
conclusions depend on premises about which one could reasonably have 
doubts. I quoted the passage from the Commentary on the Book of Job because 
Thomas so explicitly described the arguments for providence found there as 
probable, and because the Commentary is where Thomas most extensively 
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addresses the objection on which I focused (ST I, q. 21 art. 4 ad 3, quoted 
below). I do not think Carey’s division of Thomas’s corpus into sections based 
on reason only and sections based also on revelation (NRNL, 12–13) settles 
the issue. Thomas says that at least some of the arguments in the first three 
books of the Summa contra gentiles are probable rather than demonstra-
tive (SCG, 1.9.3), and those may well include some of the arguments about 
providence. In the Summa theologiae, meanwhile, there is indeed a striking 
invocation of divine scripture at the beginning of ST I, q. 27 art. 1, as Carey 
says, and it is an important moment of transition. Thomas, however, does 
not divide the arguments of that book explicitly by their status, and I do not 
assume that all arguments in the bodies of the questions before that point are 
based only on reason (though they are certainly more based on reason than 
those that follow). At any rate, following only Thomas’s programmatic state-
ments, the status of the argument for providence seems to me ambiguous. 

But I am more interested in the substance of the objection, and in how it 
is answered on the basis of reason, than I am in statements about its status. I 
find the objection Thomas raises impossible to meet on the grounds of reason 
alone. He puts it as follows: “Many just people are afflicted in this world. This 
is unjust. Therefore, there is not justice and mercy in every work of God.” 
Thomas treats the injustice in the world as an evident fact, as indeed it seems 
to be. Would it not at least cause a reasonable person to wonder whether God 
exercises just, providential care over the world? Thomas’s response holds that 
the just are “raised up” (eriguntur) to God by their sufferings, so that the 
suffering of the just is allowed by God’s justice. Carey interprets this remark 
to mean that suffering “leads the just person who suffers, and those who 
behold his suffering, to think about God, his possibility at least, and how he 
regards, or would regard, the suffering of the just.” That much, he says, can be 
known without appealing to revelation. I would respond first that this is not 
an adequate solution if that suffering includes death, not unless it includes 
an afterlife in which thinking about God is still possible. But more than that, 
I hesitate in accepting Carey’s interpretation because it seems inadequate to 
the problem Thomas poses. How can the fact that the suffering of the just 
might lead one to think about the way in which God “regards, or would 
regard” such suffering be evidence that God is just? Or, to put it more bluntly: 
If we look only at this world, is it not clear that there are genuine, serious, 
unresolved injustices in it? God’s justice therefore seems to me more a matter 
of faith than reason, since it is not evident in this world.
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These broader questions about God’s justice have concrete consequences 
for how one views the precepts of the natural law. It seems to me that, when 
one chooses (for example) not to bear false witness, one expects that, by doing 
so, one is not doing harm. The law commands that one care for the common 
good, so it is proper to consider the consequences of one’s choices. If one 
knows that God rules justly, then one could be confident that God will not 
allow one’s good act to come to a bad end: there is no irreversible harm that 
will come from (say) refusing to make a false promise to an enemy or refus-
ing to bear false witness against him (see NRNL, 269–70). But without that 
knowledge, it seems to me that a just deliberation about whether to adhere 
to the precept in a given instance would have to take into account “exigency” 
(see NRNL, 211), and would need to consider whether it would be harmful 
not to break the precept. At the very least, it seems to me that it would cease 
to be self-evident that one should always follow it. 

The other theological issue I addressed is whether God as the “common 
good” is intelligible on the basis of reason alone. In my review, I cited the 
Proemium to the Commentary on the Politics in support of the claim that it 
is not. In that passage, Thomas calls the body politic the greatest community 
that can be “known and constituted by reason.” Carey says my argument 
misses the point, and that the common good which is God can be known, but 
is not constituted, by reason. Carey is right that I did not give the claim that 
the community of the whole is “constituted” by reason enough weight, and I 
concede that the passage I cited does not decide the question. 

Nevertheless, I must say that I find the claim that God is the common 
good very difficult to understand. Repeat the words though I can, the notion 
of God as the common good, as a “separate” being (Carey’s word: NRNL, 
120)1 Who somehow is the good of all beings, does not fully make sense 
to me. Is God done some good when one chooses not to “offend” another 
human being, or when one acts lovingly toward one’s neighbor? Carey knows 
that God’s good is “complete” already (NRNL, 106). Therefore, I ask: In what 
sense is the good that is God served by correct human action? 

I can begin to imagine what an answer to this question might look like, 
though I would rather have it from Carey. He speaks at one point of a “kind of 
union with God” that is man’s ultimate good (ibid.). Perhaps, by following the 
precepts of the law, one cultivates that union. On the basis of faith, this makes 

1  The whole sentence is relevant to this discussion: God, Carey says, “is the separate and final good of 
the whole universe, the ultimate good for everything in it” (120). 
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sense: the common good of all is ultimately the happiness that human beings 
achieve through their union with God, and we serve that by following God’s 
precepts. This might be thought to be a “common good” properly speaking 
since it is the best thing for every human being, and somehow good for God 
as well (though how is still hard for me to see). But that “union” with God is 
attainable could not, I think, be known by reason, so I am still at a loss as to 
what it means to say, on the basis of reason alone, the God is the common 
good. I am sure that there is much more to be said about this issue, and do 
not doubt that Carey has much more to say, so I will leave it at saying that the 
meaning of this claim eludes me. 

Let me reiterate that my most important objection to Carey does not 
depend on these theological questions. It is as follows. There are elements in 
the natural law—the common good and the absolute precepts—that come 
into tension with one another, if only rarely. Reflection on that fact will lead 
one to doubt that the precepts are unqualifiedly binding. They would there-
fore not be self-evident. 

Before closing, I want to be clear about one thing that I am not saying, 
since I worry I gave the wrong impression. I believe Carey has my review in 
mind when he writes, “Though the claim that the precepts of natural law 
derive their obligatory character from the expectation of a reward in a here-
after is not always intended as a defense of immoralism, it is nonetheless a 
major contribution to a defense of immoralism.”2 I did not mean to say, and 
do not think I said, that the obligatory character of the natural law derives 
from the expectation of reward. I said that the natural law requires not only 
that one follow certain precepts, but also that one seek certain goods. I had 
in mind, not so much the good of ourselves as individuals,3 but the good 
of those people for whom and communities for which we rightly care.4 We 
are obligated to seek their good. To insist on the precepts without giving 
proper weight to the goods that they serve would be a major contribution to 

2  To be sure, I am grateful if Carey thinks my review made a major contribution to something, 
though I would prefer it had been to something else. 
3  According to Thomas, we should care for our own good, though not as the highest thing: see ST 
II-II, q. 26, esp. art. 3–4. 
4  Strauss does seem to see a connection between believing in absolute moral rules and becoming a 
“guardian” for others. In “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” he writes: “Natural morality being what 
it is, only a law revealed by the omniscient and omnipotent God can make possible genuine morality, 
‘categoric imperatives’; only revelation can transform man into ‘the guardian of his city,’ or to use the 
language of the Bible, ‘the guardian of his brother’” (Persecution and the Art of Writing, 140). I have never 
adequately understood the relationship between the part of this sentence before and after the semicolon.
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an inhumane moralism. Carey does not make that mistake, but neither do I 
make the mistake of saying that obligation derives only from an expectation 
of posthumous rewards. Indeed, I attempted to follow him in not reducing 
obligation to any lesser concern. His insistence on articulating the idea of 
obligation as it appears in itself is one of the most compelling and instructive 
aspects of his book. From the beginning, my questions have been, not about 
what obligation as such is, but about what our specific obligations are.

I appreciate the opportunity to try my own understanding of Thomas 
against a scholar of Carey’s caliber, as I appreciate the care that he took in 
his reply to me. If our exchange helps to clarify his position and brings more 
readers to his book, my job is well done.
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Reply to James Carey

Joh n  G r a n t

I thank James Carey for his very learned, serious book Natural Law and 
Natural Reason and for his extensive engagement with my review. My review 
and my reply to his response focus on matters where I take issue with Carey; 
I wish to make it clear that Carey’s book is a valuable contribution to the 
literature on Thomas and Strauss. His powerful exposition and defense of 
the Thomistic natural law teaching in light of Straussian criticisms is worthy 
of the attention of anyone interested in the Thomas, the natural law tradi-
tion, or Strauss. My comments are intended above all to provoke thought and 
further discussion in light of Carey’s important work.

The central point in my review was this: Strauss was principally con-
cerned with understanding the idea of the natural law. He was not merely or 
chiefly interested in criticizing or defending the Thomistic teaching or any 
particular natural law doctrine. I believe that Strauss’s fundamental inten-
tion emerges if we consider pertinent writings of Strauss not addressed in 
Carey’s Natural Reason and Natural Law. I think Thomas’s presentation indi-
cates that he too manifests a deep interest in understanding or investigating 
problems that are coeval with the natural law and not simply presenting a 
teaching that is the final word on the subject. 

One of the pieces of Strauss that I think is very relevant to Strauss’s under-
standing of the natural law is his essay on Halevi. But, as Carey rightly notes, 
after the first several pages, Thomas is hardly discussed at all in Strauss’s 
chapter on the Kuzari. Carey goes so far as to say that “Thomas is not treated 
in Strauss’s Kuzari essay at all.”1 It is certainly true that Strauss’s essay on Hal-
evi is not an article about Thomas Aquinas, at least in the ordinary academic 
sense. But it is the case that the whole treatment of the Kuzari is framed 
in terms of the dispute between Thomas on one side and Marsilius and 

1  All quotes without citations are to Carey’s response to my review.



 3 7 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

Maimonides on the other. And the themes of the five sections of the essay 
are all very much related to Thomas’s natural law teaching. It is hard to imag-
ine that anyone would deny that Thomas was concerned with the themes of 
the essay: philosophic communication; the relationship between reason and 
revelation; the law of reason or natural law as a complete theologico-political 
code (like Plato’s Laws) or the framework of every code. Strikingly, the last 
section of Strauss’s chapter is headed “The Law of Reason and the Natural 
Law.”

Carey does discuss the conclusion of the Halevi essay in his response, 
especially the denial by Strauss’s Halevi of the existence of any morally 
obligatory commandments known to reason. But it is important to note that, 
in this same passage discussed by Carey, Strauss points out that the lack of 
obligatory rules known to reason is a grave problem for the philosophic posi-
tion. Revelation is required for genuine morality.2 In other words, Strauss 
here manifests his concern with a theoretical problem requiring further 
reflection; his conclusion is an invitation to further study, not an attack on 
Thomas. An explicit confrontation with Strauss on this matter and the other 
themes of the Halevi essay would help us better understand both Strauss’s 
understanding of the natural law and Thomas. 

Carey’s response on the status of the natural virtue of religion is puzzling. 
He very plausibly maintains that Thomas would have rejected Moloch wor-
ship as it calls for the murder of the innocent and hence violates the cardinal 
virtue of justice. But then he tells us that even Moloch worship “contains the 
rudiments of religion, namely, the belief that there is something higher than 
man, something to which man owes his very existence, and that, accordingly, 
man has a duty of sacrifice to this higher being.” Worship of such a deity 
is evidence that man can go “abominably wrong” in comprehending “the 
nature of this higher being” and consequently “in his understanding of what 
is proper to sacrifice to him.” This seems like a restatement of the problem 
posed by Strauss, at least to this point. 

Lest we be left wondering if Moloch worship is better than no worship at 
all, Carey tells us that this is further evidence that for Thomas “the need for 
divine illumination cannot be denied.” This does not dispose of the problem 
raised by Strauss. The virtue of religion is, as Carey himself notes, a moral 
virtue subordinated to the natural moral virtue of justice. Carey consistently, 
and rightly, maintains that Thomas does not conflate reason and revelation 

2  Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing, 140–41.
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in his book. The natural virtues are of course known and directed by reason. 
The natural virtues are virtues in their own right, but can it be the case that 
it is virtuous to believe in and worship a false god, even if that God is not as 
abominable as Moloch? This is an instance where there is an apparent con-
tradiction or tension in Thomas’s argument. He describes the natural virtue 
of religion in this way: “It belongs to the dictate of natural reason that man 
should do something through reverence for God. But that he should do this 
or that determinate thing does not belong to the dictate of natural reason, but 
is established by Divine or human law” (ST II-II, q. 81 art. 2 ad 3). The natural 
virtue of religion, in itself, is distinct from divine revelation. If the natural 
virtues “need” revelation, then they are not virtues: if the natural law requires 
revelation to be a law, then it is not a law.3 Thomas, like Strauss, is pointing to 
an enduring problem requiring further investigation.4 

The Israelites’ theft from the Egyptians and Abraham’s willingness to 
slay his son are other examples of tensions or contradictions requiring fur-
ther thought. Carey notes Thomas’s claim that “God can, without injustice, 
command something contrary to the wonted course of virtue.” But the genu-
inely radical character of Thomas’s position becomes clearer if we look at the 
rest of the passage Carey cites. “Even as God does nothing contrary to nature 
(since ‘the nature of a thing is what God does therein,’ according to a gloss 
on Rm. 11), and yet does certain things contrary to the wonted course of 
nature; so too God can command nothing contrary to virtue since virtue 
and rectitude of human will consist chiefly in conformity with God’s will and 
obedience to His command.” The command to Abraham to “slay” (occideret) 
his “innocent son” (filium innocentem) was not unjust, Thomas says, because 
God is the author of life and death. Similarly, the Israelites stealing from the 
Egyptians was licit because all things are God’s, and He gives to whom He 
wills (ST II-II, q. 104 art. 4 ad 2; see also I-II, q. 100 art. 8 ad 3).

In short, here the claim is that the just is what God wills, even when it is 
contrary to the normal course of nature as well as to reason or the natural law. 
Murder and theft are unjust—except when they are commanded by God. It is 
hard to see how this goes together with the God of part 1 of the Summa, or the 
later argument that God, reason, and the eternal law are one and the same.5

3  Thomas’s treatment of idolatry further indicates the difficulties with religion as a natural virtue. It is 
difficult to see how almost any worship directed by unguided reason could be licit. See ST II-II, q. 94 art. 1.
4  This may be the reason why thinkers such as Hobbes and Locke do not include religion as a virtue 
under the natural law.
5  See especially ST I-II, q. 93 art. 1.
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Carey wonders why I did not address his long footnote on the Abraham 
and Isaac episode. I did not address it because he makes no attempt to solve 
this puzzle in terms of Thomas’s arguments. It would be unreasonable to fault 
this, because Thomas leaves us with a puzzle. There are of course arguments 
that would diminish the shocking character of this episode; Thomas does not 
make them. He simply asserts that obedience to God, even when it is contrary 
to the normal course of nature and virtue, is just. In his note, Carey attempts 
to deal with this difficulty. He argues that the text of Genesis has “offer” rather 
than “murder.” He then relates this to the miraculous conception of Isaac; God 
gave Isaac to his parents, so He can rightly demand that Abraham give him 
back. But even if that interpretation is correct, it is not the argument Aquinas 
makes. As we saw above, he has “murder” and not “offer,” and he defends the 
justice of the command in terms of the intended slaying of Isaac.6 

I suggest that Thomas is pointing to a central difficulty in reconciling the 
God of the Bible with God as the eternal law.7 He sets aside his typical, har-
monizing teaching in order to point to a problem requiring further thought.8 
This is also important in connection with Thomas’s manner of writing: we 
should pay attention not only to what Thomas has to say about his manner 
of writing, but examples where contradictions or apparent contradictions are 
manifest to a philosophically concerned reader.

In terms of the conscience, a central consideration is whether sufficient 
sanction for the natural law is provided by the conscience. Carey says, “Natu-
ral law does not coerce by depriving man of free choice. Nonetheless it does 
provide for a punishment that is peculiarly its own, namely, the remorse of 
conscience. This provision suffices to bring natural law . . . into perfect accord 
with Thomas’s general claim that punishment pertains to law.” Carey goes 
on to say that “some people are not deterred from violation of natural law 
by the prospects of a gnawing conscience.”9 But Thomas does not link the 
remorse of conscience to the natural law. The passage cited by Carey refers to 
the human experience of remorse of conscience, but there is no connection 
to the natural law or an argument that remorse of conscience is sufficient 
to make the natural law a law (ST I, q. 87 art.1). It is difficult to see how the 
punishment of a gnawing conscience is both effectual and ineffectual as a 

6  Carey, Natural Reason, 202n42.
7  As I mentioned previously, Strauss’s essay “Jerusalem and Athens” is relevant here.
8  For an example of Thomas’s more usual, harmonizing approach, see ST I-II, q. 69 on the Beatitudes.
9  Carey, Natural Reason, 175.
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punishment—how can it be both? And Thomas was aware of the existence of 
whole nations that violated basic precepts of the natural law—meaning whole 
nations where conscience was ineffectual as a punishment (ST I-II, q. 94 art. 
4). If effective sanctions for the natural law existed according to nature, the 
human law would seem to be unnecessary.

The consideration of difficulties with Thomas’s natural law teaching should 
lead to ongoing reflection about the relationship between reason and revela-
tion in Thomas’s thought. We must ask, with Kant, whether philosophy, as the 
servant of theology, carries the train of her mistress or lights the way before 
her.10 I believe Strauss thought questioning of this sort was a remedy against the 
danger of obscurantism which attends the recovery of natural right.11

 

 

 

10  Immanuel Kant, “The Conflict of the Faculties,” in Kant: Religion and Rational Theology, trans. 
Mary J. Gregor and Robert Anchor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 255.
11  Strauss, Natural Right and History, 6.
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It is not sufficient for everyone to obey and to listen to the Divine  
message of the City of Righteousness, the Faithful City. In order to  
propagate that message among the heathen, nay, in order to understand it 
as clearly and as fully as is humanly possible, one must also consider  
to what extent man could discern the outlines of that City if left to  
himself, to the proper exercise of his own powers. But in our age it is  
much less urgent to show that political philosophy is the indispensable  
handmaid of theology than to show that political philosophy is the rightful 
queen of the social sciences, the sciences of man and of human affairs. 

—Leo Strauss, The City and Man

Writings on Philosophy and Religion is a collection of Italian translations of 
writings by Leo Strauss, coedited by Cubeddu and Menon and translated by 
the latter.1 While increasing accessibility of Strauss’s writings to an Italian  

1  The translated titles are “Hobbes’s Critique of Religion” (1933/34), “Reason and Revelation” (1948), 
“An Untitled Lecture on Plato’s Euthyphron” (1952), “The Mutual Influence of Theology and Philoso-
phy” (1954), and “On the Interpretation of Genesis” (1957). Menon’s introduction is titled “Socrates 
and Jerusalem: Leo Strauss and the Challenge of Revelation” (pp. 9–45). 
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readership, Cubeddu (who penned the postscript) and Menon (author of 
the volume’s extended introduction) also foster a reading of Strauss that has 
become dominant among contemporary academic Strauss supporters, at 
least in Italy, if not in the United States. The idea, in a nutshell, is that Strauss 
admitted no “third” position between law (revelation) and reason (philoso-
phy), except for an “exoteric” pretense to piety on the part of reason. On this 
reading, reason pretends or should pretend to be subservient to law so that it 
may use law in the interest of both philosophers and nonphilosophers alike, 
that is, of their relatively tranquil coexistence. 

To better understand the problem at stake, we can recast it in terms of the 
struggle between masters and slaves, where masters would be slaves pretend-
ing to be superior to other slaves; or rather, masters would be slaves flattering 
other slaves (who wished, in turn, to be so flattered) into believing the former 
slaves to be masters. In any case, humanity or the human world would be dis-
closed as the arena of two adversaries, one of which was merely pretending to 
be superior to the other. Such a pretense should be concealed as pretense for 
the sake of the preservation of the polis, or civil law and order understood as 
essentially conflictual, where man would be essentially an animal at war. War 
should then not be rejected, but cherished, provided at least that it served 
philosophical endeavors. Such endeavors, in turn, would pertain at once to 
recognition of the conflictual nature of man and to the effort to mediate or 
sustain human existence in the interest of the recognition of its true nature.

Two guiding problems arise throughout Menon’s introduction: a presen-
tation of Strauss’s philosophy as an alternative to theology, and a modernist 
reading of miracles as opposed to nature. Our first objection to Menon’s 
characterization of Strauss stems from our appreciating that Strauss’s phi-
losophy is not an alternative to theology (priests), which, in turn, does not 
entail a corruption of revelation, which in turn is not reason free. 

Menon presents Strauss as attempting to destroy theology, where Strauss 
merely sets out to expose as spurious a (postmodern) postphilosophical the-
ology. Again, whereas Menon writes as if medieval (Christian) theology stood 
as a postphilosophical synthesis of Athens and Jerusalem, medieval Christi-
anity, as Strauss surely appreciated, presents itself as a divine “guidebook” 
for philosophers—a sacra doctrina offering a blueprint of philosophical 
arguments and opinions in harmony with biblical revelation.2 Saint Thomas’s 

2  Strauss makes it amply clear that St. Thomas’s work amounts to a defense of biblical revelation 
before the tribunal of philosophy. Aquinas’s summae are thus addressed above all (or, “between the 
lines,” to echo Strauss) to philosophers, instructing them as to the legitimacy of human reason, which 
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summae are de facto defenses of and guides to a philosophy, an approach to 
philosophy, compatible with political theology, where the latter is compat-
ible with philosophical eros.3 Christian “doctors” establish the superiority 
of a Bible-friendly philosophy over all alternative approaches to philosophy. 
Otherwise put, medieval Christianity orients philosophy to the heart of 
revelation,4 thereupon admitting only political philosophy in its premodern 
or Platonic character, as opposed to approaches to philosophy for which truth 
is to be sought aside from the (theological-political) problem of authority. We 
therefore do not have a medieval attempt to synthesize Athens and Jerusa-
lem, but a medieval attempt to “educate” philosophers in harmony with the 
Bible, which is to say to promote Platonic political rationalism. Philosophy is 
seen Socratically, as defensible only in harmony with revealed law or religious 
authority, or insofar as philosophical desire for truth is oriented towards the 
depths of religious authority. Here philosophy stands as path of dialogue 
between “this world” and the otherworldly.5

Turning to our second problem, we object to Menon’s characterization 
of miracles as opposed to nature (25 and 32). Strauss rejects the opposition 
in question in the very act of rejecting a reading of the biblical God as cre-
ator of nature or generation.6 For Strauss, the Hebrew God does not create, 

is to say as to the absolute primacy of a Bible-friendly philosophy over any other philosophy.
3  If, as Strauss would note, in the Middle Ages the philosopher often appears as a mystic, we have 
good reasons to state that Thomas leaves “space” for the exercise of philosophy as a way of life. On the 
distinction between Platonism and “philosophy” as prohibited by the Bible, see Leo Strauss, “On the 
Interpretation of Genesis,” in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, ed. Kenneth Hart Green 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 373. The Middle Ages inherit and reinforce an 
older distinction between prepolitical and political philosophy, typically under the respective head-
ings of Epicurus and Plato. Accordingly, for Aquinas there is a correct understanding of philosophy, as 
opposed to false approaches to philosophy; there is, to wit, the way of Epicurus, which is indefensible, 
as opposed to the way of Platonists including Aristotle, who are seen as compatible with the Bible 
(since they can be easily read in harmony with the Book). 
4  To be sure, Aquinas’s “philosophy” needs a divine supplement, or divine authority, falling short 
of which philosophy would be utterly ineffective in practical or political matters, or in relating to a 
nonphilosophical audience.
5  See Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” 373, where Strauss rejects the “happy synthesis” 
of Bible and philosophy, leaving open the possibility of classical political philosophy, or a philosophy 
that, prompted, even spurred by biblical or biblical-like injunctions, no longer takes its bearings from 
the conventionally visible, but from a permanent order presupposed by the visible universe.
6  Ibid., 362–63 and 369. The conclusion that in (medieval) Christian doctrine God’s omnipotence 
does not entail God’s creation of nature (at most nature could appear as God’s art) is invited by a few 
considerations. To begin with, while to this day the Catholic credo invokes a Deus omnipotens, it does 
so in the wake of Roman imperial paganism’s Deus optimus maximus (whose foremost representative 
is a pontifex maximus), who, being infinitely strong and infinitely great, is necessarily invictus, or all 
conquering. We stand here before the God of Rome caput mundi, where mundus is “poetically” under-
stood as the world that counts for Rome, the world under Roman law (as if anything beyond were not 
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but presupposes and dominates nature (as he does all “previous” Gods); he 
orders nature, through a kind of diaeresis, or noetic “separation,” in testi-
mony to Adam’s (the human being as such) guardianship over all generation. 
Generation or genesis is not given by the Hebrew God, who intervenes upon 
generation to establish it as stage/occasion for man’s mission. Nature is tacitly 
presupposed by the Hebrew God in a bereshit (legal “heading/beginning,” 
rather than any “genesis”) that is in no manner eager to “name” any order of 
things that the revelation of the Hebrew God is supposed to supplant—as if 
prior to the Hebrew God, or beyond the (new) beginning he marks, there had 
been mere dark chaos. What for the Hebrew Bible is not worthy of a title, is, 
for philosophers, nature (phusis), although for the Greeks at large, nonphi-
losophical Greeks, nature is necessarily ordered by Gods. It is only with 
Christianity that nature appears to be created by God (Christianity brings out 
the implicit of the Hebrew Bible, thereby marking a shift with respect to both 
paganism and Hebraism). Such is the crucial import of the doctrine of creatio 
ex nihilo: God is supposed to have created “generation” itself (cf. Dante, Para-
diso XXXIII.1–12), as opposed to merely ordering it, especially in function 
of human life. As we read in the “Philosophy and Revelation” text translated 
by Menon (182), for the Hebrew Bible and pagan religion alike, generation as 
such is simply uncreated, even as generation entails Gods, much as existence 
entails essence (both have always been, neither has a beginning in time, so 
both are “immortal”). Accordingly, Strauss stresses that nature is invented 
by philosophers, in the respect that “natural philosophers” are the first to 
“abstract” nature out of a “city” in which Gods are unavoidable. The pre-
Socratic philosopher imagines a world that has no need for Gods—a poetic 
world in which man may live as a God, or as if he were the ruler or measure of 
all generation (taking advantage of the absence of any other ruler). Socrates’s 
return to the city is then to be understood in terms of a return of genera-
tion (nature) to the Gods: generation does not occur for the sake of mere or 
mortal philosophers, but of immortal minds (Gods). By the same token, all 
of the divine “ideas” of previous philosophers are restored in relation to man. 
Socratic divinities are intimately bound to political problems, as opposed to 
being apolitical self-projections of philosophers who have rejected political 

worthy of mention; as if, beyond Rome, nulla salus). Again, to return to the Apostle’s Creed, God’s 
omnipotentia is to be understood in terms of the forging of every discrete thing (omnium, rather than 
omnia), clearly not including Dominus Jesus Christus and his generation (a veritable natura naturans). 
The Christian God’s power may then be understood as pertaining to all that falls under his authority 
or jurisprudence, where “falling under” presupposes a generative context. For a more thoroughgoing 
examination of the problems at hand, see Vico’s Principii di Scienza Nuova (1744), which also helps us 
best understand the meaning of “world” in Dante’s Monarchia.
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life and order as an imposture. By drawing divine Epicurean “ideas” back into 
the polis, Socrates shows at once that Gods are entailed by the very notion of 
generation/nature, and that Gods are necessarily “caring” or providential for 
man (given that they belong to a world in which generation and authority, as 
reason and law, are inextricable, or at least never autonomous of each other).7 

For Strauss, the Hebrew Bible’s innovation with respect to paganism does 
not consist of the introduction of a God that creates generation or physical 
time itself, but of a God whose “art” (techne) consolidates that of all other 
Gods to focus on and best govern over specifically human generation, as 
opposed to the generation(s) of plants, beasts, or even planets. The Hebrew 
Bible is thereby more rational than pagan cosmological accounts. By con-
sidering generation within human, political, or even legal boundaries, the 
Hebrew Bible purges pagan stories of the element of “magic” dominating 
them. For where generation transcends human conventions, our accounts 
of generation must be at best tentative, conserving the dreamlike character 
proper of pagan divination. 

Protecting the Hebrew People from politically destabilizing incertitude, 
or the threat of anarchy, the Hebrew Bible gives the impression of admit-
ting generation only for human beings (there is thus no “natural history,” 
no modern-style “evolution,” in the Bible), or rather for those swearing by 
the one God of the Bible (Gen. 4:26, 5). We do not yet face, here, a doctrine 
of “creation out of nothing.” Instead we stand before a defense of religion or 
sacred law in the face of skepticism born of reflection upon the plurality of 
legal constitutions or orders. This latter reflection exposes generation as a 
“threat” surfacing through the interstice separating conflicting legal orders, 
or Peoples.8 Where generation or “nature” (birth) surfaces as unruly, or 
rather, where the philosophically fostered suspicion of a nature independent 
of Gods surfaces as a threat to legal life and order, thereupon a thought arises 

7  Authors such as Aristophanes make it amply clear that Socrates’s contemporary Athenians were by 
and large skeptical of divine providence. In the face of a general loss of confidence in the metaphysical 
grounding of morality, Socrates emerges as a defender of piety. Plato himself is and is traditionally 
understood as a defender of providence.
8  See Strauss’s Introduction to so-called “Genesis” (“On the Interpretation of Genesis”) and Strauss, 
“Progress or Return?,” in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, 87–136, especially with 
respect to the crucial difference between pagan myths and the biblical account of origins. The biblical 
account is an essentially legal one; the order of things in the Bible is a legal order. This does not mean 
that the Bible is not, or is no longer, “poetic.” The Bible is poetry, to be sure, but poetry of poetry, or 
poetry above all poetry (not the imitation of natura naturata but of natura naturans). Its God is like-
wise the God above all other Gods, or the God of all Gods. Now, this biblical innovation is a response 
to the problem of the plurality of legal/moral codes. The Bible’s “solution” to political conflict is the 
one God over all Peoples.
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among defenders of law, the thought of a divine “art” (techne) above all other 
particular legislative acts. The divine art in question must be the preroga-
tive of the true God choosing one People as his representative witness (God 
speaks through His chosen People). This new God marks a new beginning, or 
bereshit, virtually eclipsing the scenario of conflicting legal orders (polythe-
ism), and especially the one in which nature surfaces as threat. At this point, 
there is no need for God to “fix” nature into His own eternity. The God of the 
Hebrews is not yet a creator of nature; generation in its primal sense, gen-
eration as a “generative” context half-tacitly presupposed by divine creation 
itself, occurs even without Him, even as He is needed for the sake of guiding 
generation to a good end, at least as far as the Hebrews are concerned. Yet, in 
virtue of what is the Hebrew God the true one? He is the true one insofar as 
He is the ruler of all nations: He governs the lives of all Peoples;9 he must thus 
be more rational than all other Gods, given that he must speak not merely 
relatively to one political climate or other, but relatively to or for all.10 Yet, 
how is the Hebrew God going to convince all Peoples? He does not, of course. 
Nor are the Hebrews especially disturbed by their God’s “failure” to be heard 
by all nations. They are guided by Him in mysterious ways, ways that most 
of us ignore. 

The call for a God creating ex nihilo arises only where the need is 
perceived of a Hebrew God convincing all Peoples. Hence the Christian ten-
dency to view generation as “fixed” into divine or pure eternity. Only where 
God creates generation can all nations be reconciled (their “differences” no 
longer constituting a problem). It remains to be seen, however, if or to what 
extent Christianity does actually espouse the doctrine of a creatio ex nihi-
lo.11 Amidst and above a great variety of theological disquisitions, however, 

9  On the meaning of “nation,” see Vico, Principii di Scienza Nuova (1744). Vico brings to light the 
essential link between nature, birth, and nation (nature, nascimento, nazione): a nation is a fatherland. 
Vico further argues that God is “true” in the respect that he is the single foundation of a People. 
10  One implication of the Hebrew God’s not creating ex nihilo is that his creation is to be understood 
properly relatively to the Hebrew People. The divine creative act itself speaks primarily to one People 
among others (there are Peoples/Nations already in Genesis 4; in 4:17 it is clear that there are foreign 
“cities”); the human emerges as key to the physical universe. If the Hebrew God creates the universe, 
then he does so only relatively to human, political life. The universe in question exists relatively to the 
Hebrew People (potentially to all Peoples), whose prophets can thereby stand “at the beginning” (en 
archē). See Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” 370. What makes the biblical God “true” is 
not his rulership over the sky and the earth, but his rulership over a whole civil order that, somehow, 
includes both heaven and earth.
11  Thomas Aquinas’s argument for creation ex nihilo is based on the understanding of “creation” as 
free “emanation” of divine being (Summa theologiae, part 1, Q. 45, Art. 1 and Q. 75, Art. 6, reply to 
Objection 2); for the universe to have been created by God ex nihilo, is for universal order to depend 
unambiguously upon intellect. Aquinas’s argument points to the irreducibility of art to nature, rather 
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stands the doctrine of the Incarnation, which is absolutely critical to a correct 
understanding of Christian appeals to creation “from nothing,” which is usu-
ally read as implying that the creator creates the very material conditions for 
his specific creations. The doctrine of the Incarnation entails the elevation of 
the generative act into the very heart of God’s creative act. By generating the 
Christ eternally, God the Father is not creating generation. On the contrary, 
generation or nature’s “holy ghost” (sacred pneuma, or secret breath) is raised 
to the status of an uncreated, unbound act, third constituent of the Trinity. 
The Christian God must create out of an uncreated “nature,” predating, as it 
were, any creation, including the “totality of (discrete) being.” It is the mys-
terious generative act binding the Father and the Son eternally that grounds 
the material context or “environment” of any creation. Or rather, in the Third 
Person of the Trinity, our material context is revealed as a hidden generative 
act (one that we can encounter consequently only through faith) at work at 
the heart of all creative acts. In sum, with Christianity, as opposed to Islam, 
God in his absolute singularity cannot fully account for nature/generation 
(he can create heaven and earth, or all beings, but he cannot create generation 
itself, which is to say the generative context of all beings).12 

Representing a modernist reading of miracles, Menon writes as if biblical 
“objectivity” is to be equated with “historical” objectivity (34–35). Indeed, 
Menon writes as if biblical miracles entailed at once both nature and history: 
nature as a static order reminiscent of a Deist reading, and history as the 

than to the reducibility of nature to art, while suggesting that prior to God’s intervention, the total-
ity of being is not itself (creatio, quae est emanatio totius esse, est ex non ente quod est nihil). Such a 
proposition makes sense on an understanding of God as most perfect being (ens perfectissimus). If 
God is the perfection or first instantiation of being, clearly prior to or independently of his “emana-
tion” all other beings qua beings would not be what they are. Indeed, nothing could be “prior to” being 
itself, “just as the generation of man is from not-being which is not-man” (sicut…generatio hominis est 
ex non ente quod est non homo). Thus Aquinas’s “nothing” (nihil) indicates, not absolute nothingness, 
but “absence of something” prior to the something’s establishment (prior to its being established, 
“creation” is “nothing,” simply in the sense that it is not “creation”). This applies to the whole universe, 
the order of which is defined by God. Prior to Being’s intervention, the universe is not itself. Aquinas’s 
quasi-Parmenidean formulations invite the thought that creation’s coming into being (as “emanation 
of the totality of being”) presupposes (and eclipses) something other than itself, which is to say “some-
thing” other than “the totality of being” (totius esse). It remains to be seen what the actual content is of 
God understood as divine Being presupposed by “the totality of being.” For the nihil out of which “the 
totality of being” is emanated must be God himself.
 Aquinas writes in the wake of the 1215 Fourth Lateran Council (Consitutiones 1: De fide catholica) 
affirming that God established from nothing both spiritual/angelical and corporeal/worldly crea-
turehood (utramque de nihilo condidit creaturam, spiritualem et corporalem, angelica videlicet et 
mundanam); on the Augustinian distinction between condere and facere/creare, see Anthony Moon, 
The “De Natura Boni” of Saint Augustine, Patristic Studies 88 (Washington, DC: Catholic University  
of America Press, 1955), 181.
12  See Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” 361–62 and 364. 
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realm of real facts. We are here at the antipodes of Strauss’s reading of the 
Bible. Strauss sought (of course?) to save the Bible, no less than reality itself, 
from any “historical” reading, showing that genuine reality is disclosed at the 
depths of any literal or historical surface. The modern “subjectivist” reduc-
tion Strauss sought to save biblical revelation from does not contradict, but 
complements, a “historical” reading of the Bible. Accordingly, in critiquing 
subjectivists, Strauss does not seek refuge in historical/superficial objectivity, 
but in the interpretation of the historical understood as signaling a deeper, 
permanent message. What Strauss’s “sociology of religion” entails is a turn 
to discover the original motives of biblical narrations. What these commu-
nicate to us is not merely surface “records,” but an authorial intent, a lesson 
concerning irreducible theological-political problems. The literary/historical 
surface is thus not to be understood, as Menon presents it, in modern terms, 
as if history constituted the horizon of facts exploding mere subjectivity; 
history is rather understood as a poetic stage for the communication of mes-
sages deserving to be called “metaphysical.”13 The question of miracles is thus 
not settled, or even safeguarded, with respect to historical criteria, but with 
respect to openness to divine irreducibility.

While Menon and Cubeddu are right in distancing Strauss from reli-
gious “orthodoxy,” they fail to note that for Strauss premodern or genuine 
orthodoxy does not call us to have faith in the letter of any account of 
miracles, as if miracles were in time, as opposed to being between time and 
eternity, as a communicating door opened between the two. Likewise, pace 
Menon (34–35), Strauss’s Bereshit (“Genesis”) offers not a temporal but a 
logical account of things.14 Nor does Strauss’s Hebrew Bible reject Platonism 
(as Menon 37 would have it), but natural philosophy (“Philosophy and Rev-
elation,” in Menon 183). Nor is Strauss’s “original” Bible ultimately a call to 
“obedience” entailing “submission” of reason to authority (35–38), insofar as 
reason is invited to examine the depths of authority (183–84): far from entail-
ing a drive to reduce natural reason to an instrument of law enforcement (38), 
biblical obedience (ob-audire, entailing etymologically a “listening” to what 

13  We need not have read Boccaccio to realize that the Bible is a poetic book, a book filled with poetic, 
metaphoric expressions. In distinguishing the Bible from “myth” or ordinary poetry, Strauss leaves 
the door open to reading the Bible as divine/authoritative poetry.
14  Strauss, “On the Interpretation to Genesis,” 367–69. Strauss reads “Genesis” as the articulation of 
the permanent world presupposed by any explanation, be it mythical or scientific. The Bible begins 
with a pious “hearing” of a permanence presupposed by all that we ordinarily see, a phenomenal 
permanence that man knows as man, but that we may, so to speak, forget, beneath various types of 
representations. Biblical “hearing” may then be understood as a fundamental mode of seeing, a seeing 
of order usually concealed by fleeting visions. 
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stands “over and against”) serves as “phenomenological” preface to a thought 
aimed at the truth about all authority, rather than as sign of renunciation 
of a reason capable of questioning authority (as of struggling with angels). 
Again, even Socrates serves his God (the A-Pollon who mandates him to phi-
losophize); Platonism’s sole (self-)justification or apology is that the Socratic’s 
investigative life is one of service to the divine (of the God of the polis, where 
men live as puppets of Gods), as opposed to being in the service of the expo-
sure of a nature (“cosmology”) overturning any and all appeal to divinity. 
Cosmology is unessential, not merely for the Bible, but for Socratism, as well. 

The two questions explored above, being those of the conflict between 
reason and revelation, and of the nature of miracles, serve Menon and 
Cubeddu as stepping stones to a general assessment of Strauss’s own general 
thought-orientation. Thus Menon (at 41–42) highlights three usual readings 
of Strauss (besides an “unusual” one on account of which Strauss would have 
chosen Jerusalem over Athens, notably by showing the limits of human rea-
son while exposing us to the mysterious living depths of faith). Strauss would 
be a zetetic, a voluntarist, or a rationalist. In the first case, he would cherish 
reason’s openness to truth, or truth as reason’s own openness; in the second 
(“Nietzschean”), he would read truth as a function of our will; in the third, he 
would swear by reason’s dominium over nature. Yet Menon considers the three 
stands in question especially in relation to the possibility of refuting religious 
revelation: only for the rationalist Strauss would a refutation be possible.

It is not clear why, however, Strauss could not be at once a zetetic and a 
rationalist, which is to say, ultimately a Socratic, or a thinker for whom rea-
son’s primary task consists, not in solving problems once and for all (thereby 
eradicating the distinction between “practice” and “theory”), but in living 
at the heart of problems understood, ultimately, in metaphysical terms, or 
as permanent “ideas.” Accordingly, Menon makes no reference to the work 
of Hilail Gildin, who pointed to a Strauss who was zetetic, not in the respect 
that he relegated reason to what we merely believe to know (refuting pre-
sumed knowledge), but in the respect that his reason is not limited to or by 
what we know (including what we know about our presumed knowledge). 

Menon assumes that in order to ground philosophy rationally, we would 
need to refute the possibility of revelation.15 Yet, it is not clear that philoso-
phy and revelation are fundamentally at odds with each other, or that they do 

15  The assumption in question is expressed most vividly in Menon 42, where “to ground [per fondare] 
philosophy rationally it would be necessary…to refute the possibility of revelation”; whence Menon’s 
presentation of Strauss as a “rationalist” (43), as opposed to either a zetetic or a voluntarist. 
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not share a common ground.16 The Straussian admirer of medieval theology, 
just as the Socratic defender of common sense, exposes himself to a reason 
grounded in an ignorance (Platonically speaking, a forgetfulness) preceding 
any acceptance of a revelation; a prereflective, imaginative common ignorance 
or “sense” in the light of which revelation emerges as invitation to live in the 
depths of reason, or at the heart of thought, thereby contravening the Kantian 
abolition of any exploration of the natural or necessary content of freedom.

Menon, however, points to Strauss’s “The Mutual Influence of Theology 
and Philosophy” as confirming that Strauss was a rationalist believing that 
revelation had been refuted, if only “between the lines.” Yet, in the text in ques-
tion (117), Strauss concludes that “philosophy has never refuted revelation.” 

Beyond a “vulgar” sense of philosophy, philosophy does not even attempt 
to refute revelation, insofar as revelation is interpreted unto its very depths, 
if only in the mirror of our (blessed) ignorance. The only philosophy free 
from perplexities (not one shunning or fearing them), or not presupposing 
faith (ibid.), is a philosophy that grounds itself in the mysterious depths of 
authority, including the authority of common sense. What we lack is a “dem-
onstration” of the primacy of either reason or revelation; what we do not lack 
is access to a fundamental, mysterious harmony between reason and revela-
tion, or an understanding of revelation as the horizon crossed by a reason 
that, rather than trying to “prove” (assert) itself over and against any God, 
desires dispassionately God as its own necessarily hidden identity. 

Deeper than the formal divide between reason and revelation lies, as 
Strauss’s work shows systematically, the one between the few and the many, 
including the divide between a vulgar and a serious understanding of the 
divide between the few and the many (particularly given that the few, properly 
understood, live at the heart of what is vulgar or common). Menon, however, 
reads Strauss as retracing the dichotomy Jerusalem/Athens to a fundamental 
opposition between moral and epistemic ends (43–44). Referring to p. 29 of 
Strauss’s The City and Man, Menon argues that Strauss ultimately saw phi-
losophy as exposing, beyond ordinary antitheological “naturalism” (44), the 
“immanence” of revelation, or the ultimate autonomy of praxis with respect to 
intellectual or noetic transcendence (45). In other words, rather than merely 
dismissing revelation (along the lines of modern “Enlightenment” liberalism 
at large, per 30–31), Straussian rationalism would be exposing revelation as 

16  This is in keeping with Strauss’s insistence that “there seems to be no ground common to both” (“On 
the Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” Independent Journal of Philosophy 3 [1979]: 17).
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a merely political problem shut off from any genuine transcendence (at once 
notwithstanding and via an alleged Straussian formal concealment of the lie 
of religious transcendence). Yet, the page of The City and Man Menon refers 
to diverges radically from Menon’s Machiavellian reading.17 On pp. 28–29 of 
the volume in question, Strauss stresses the radical incompatibility between 
ancient (Platonic-Aristotelian) and modern (Machiavellian-Rousseauian) 
political philosophy: whereas the former opened morality to onto-noetic 
transcendence (the transcendence of intelligible being), the latter shut vir-
tue to goodness. Modern virtue is, in other words, fundamentally apolitical, 
or grounded in selfishness (see Hobbes, cited in Menon 92), as opposed to 
ancient virtue understood as the proper vehicle for the opening of morality 
to its transcendent ground (or rather, for sustaining morality in its original 
openness to transcendence).18 Far from returning to Hobbes’s relegation of 
human knowledge to what we make (as Menon 45 concludes, after 21), Strauss 
is returning to a Socratic opening of human pretended knowledge (in fact, 
customs, opinions, or “the unwritten nomos” of ancient statesmen) to what 
is above any human making, namely, “the good” itself, “and not [merely] 
the human good” (City and Man, 29; compare “Reason and Revelation” in 
Menon 183, where modernity can claim knowledge refuting revelation only 
by blinding itself to the hidden dimension of revelation: for the Bible, human 
“knowledge” is limited in the respect that it does not overcome the hiatus 
between appearance and being, and thereby, too, between revelation and 
its hidden ground).19 There is then no reason for Strauss’s Platonism to flee 
political life, as if it were a “cave”; accordingly, Strauss fights against a false or 
illusory approach to political life as “cave,” opening it to what transcends it, 

17  At the beginning of p. 28, Strauss stresses the point of divergence between Plato and Machiavelli/
Rousseau. The ancient stands for the bond between the Good and virtue, where the Good is not 
merely human; it is primarily “the idea of the Good” (29): moral virtue is bound to intellectual virtue, 
as moral order is to truth. Strauss’s “wall” is the “unwritten nomos” of p. 28, that is, opinion/custom 
that philosophy attempts to replace with knowledge proper. (While morality may point to philosophy, 
the latter points beyond itself, suggesting that somehow morality points beyond philosophy, as well.)
18  The antiquity in question stands for the bond between virtue and the idea of the Good. The political 
rejection of the transcendent ground of morality is modern. What does Platonic “virtue” do? What 
does Socrates achieve? It opens the nonphilosophical world to its noetic ground, which is one with 
philosophy.
19  On Strauss’s rejection of the Hobbesian relegation of knowledge to that which is made, see my 
“Strauss’s Second Cave: Explanation of a Critique” at  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kljOtdBDEBg. Strauss’s “On the Interpretation of Genesis” high-
lights the “hidden” character of biblical vision, a “hearing” of a permanent world in which nothing 
precedes man: far from being part of the whole, man is ultimately presupposed by the whole; yet, man 
would not know this, or, Platonically speaking, he would not recall this, if he were not reminded by (or 
if he did not remind himself through) an inhibiting divine prohibition (371). In this respect, the Bible 
corrects philosophical inclinations reflecting our common desire to reach the heavens.
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namely, “the idea of the good.” This is precisely what Strauss is showing on 
pp. 28–29 of his City and Man, against moderns who teach that philosophy 
takes place outside, if only behind the stage of political life.

A far cry from the “autonomous reason” of modernity (whether in its 
hardcore Hobbesian dimension, or in its historicist derivative fashion), the 
rationalism of Strauss’s ancient classics (Menon 21) stands as the attempt 
to replace the prejudicial “wall” (let us call this “false religion”) separating 
the artful from the natural, with knowledge proper, and yet, not so as to 
overcome revelation (by rendering divine revelation or “miracles” radically 
incomprehensible, as Strauss’s Hobbes does “successfully” in Menon 23–25), 
but so as to better understand its irreducibility to the human (not to speak 
of the subhuman), or more precisely, so as to open the human to the divine, 
the political to the purely theological (let us call this “true religion”).20 This 
opening, rather than any closure, is what constitutes, for Strauss, the essence 
of philosophy, or genuinely enlightened philosophy.21

When presenting Strauss as returning to Hobbes’s critique of revelation, 
or more generally of the miraculous, as ultimately successful, Menon betrays 
a lack of understanding of Strauss’s Socratism, or Socratic “exotericism,” 
which entails the primacy of theorein over praxis, of noetic insight over its 
practical relevance. The coherence of word and deed is “ironic” in Socrates, 
who “condescends” to the plane of perplexity of his interlocutor. This con-
descending entails a logos in which speech and action are one, an active 
discourse, what the ironic Dante would call visibile parlare (“visible speech”). 
What is at stake, here, is not merely the descent of speech onto the plane of 
mere deed (as if deed were more important than speech, or as if speech were 
fulfilled or realized in deed, whereby resoluteness would be of paramount 
importance), but the elevation of deed unto the “heavenly” heights of speech: 
speech drawing the visible within itself, or rather, through itself (through 
its “incarnation” or, to echo Dante’s Comedy, its poetic transposition), back 

20  The human closed to the divine is corrupt, or barbaric. Man as such (in his essence) is open to the 
divine, though not relatively to his corruption. There is an obvious “closing” to the divine (signaled 
already by the biblical account of Eden), which philosophy remedies to the extent that it takes 
seriously the question of the nature of the divine—the question quid sit deus, which for Strauss is 
philosophy’s foremost concern.
21  In “Reason and Revelation” (Menon 182–83), Strauss speaks of the serpent of Eden in a manner 
that recalls the way he speaks of Spinoza (or more generally, the rationalism of the early modern cri-
tique of religion): the snake is not completely wrong, yet he is wrong “decisively” in the respect that he 
ignores the hidden reason of God’s speech, a reason tied to the miraculous, or to a right transcending 
positive right and thereby revealed law, itself. Revelation, then, points beyond itself (its manifest being, 
or surface) to what appears as “will.”
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into the mind or thought. Thus it is that, pace Menon, the Christian miracle 
of the “Incarnation” is not absurd, which is to say that it does not overturn 
(nature’s) order, but fulfills it. Why, we are now speaking of the miracle of 
the logos itself, the truth of (rational) discourse. Prior to appearing outside of 
speech, the visible is within speech, as speech is within the mind. En archē.

Menon (as well as Cubeddu) fails ultimately to concede that Strauss set 
out to defend a philosophical sense of the miraculous, against all imputations 
of “atheism” (257). Accordingly, while referring to imputations (most notably 
those of Dannhauser, Lambert, and Scholem), Menon and Cubeddu make no 
reference to Hilail Gildin’s defense of Strauss against the charge of atheism.22 
How then are we to understand what Cubeddu calls “Strauss’s appreciation 
for the Maimonidean solution” to the conflict between philosophy and rev-
elation (257)?

In the concluding pages of his “On the Interpretation of Genesis” (Menon 
256), Strauss had characterized the crucial difference between Athens and 
Jerusalem, between Greek philosophy and Hebraism (if we may echo Matthew 
Arnold), by juxtaposing the divine with the human. On the face of things, 
Strauss sees no third alternative to the two conflicting authorities. Menon 
and Cubeddu say nothing, however, of a Strauss for whom the human author 
is de facto imitating a divine one (ibid.). To leave matters, as our editors do, at 
a theological-political conflict secretively conceived on atheistic grounds, is 
to fail to understand Strauss’s Platonism, his candid, even naive inviting col-
laboration between theology and philosophy (theology’s “handmaid,” as we 
read in the opening page of The City and Man), whereby philosophy would 
enter the universe of the meaning of a revelation that would otherwise fall 
into the hands of Tertullian-like irrationalists.23

Menon might object that, after all, Strauss stands for Athens rather than 
Jerusalem, that he wrote and lived as a philosopher rather than as a theologian. 
We answer that Strauss’s Maimonides does not write as a philosopher and that 
Strauss denies being a philosopher. In both cases, what Strauss distances him-
self (and his medieval precursor) from is pre-Socratic or “natural” philosophy 

22  See Gildin’s “Déjà Jew All Over Again: Dannhauser on Leo Strauss and Atheism,” Interpretation 25, 
no. 1 (1997): 125–33. In the volume under review, Gildin is mentioned only once in a cursory biblio-
graphical reference to his edition of Strauss’s works.
23  Contrary to what modern expectations might lead us to conclude, the opening argument of 
Strauss’s City and Man does not point away from the necessity it refers to. Whence Strauss’s appeal to 
philosophy’s regaining the status of queen of social sciences: only as queen can philosophy make sense 
as “handmaid,” as irreducible, rational interpreter, of revelation.
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(or even Epicureanism, as the Strauss cited in Cubeddu 267 would confirm), a 
philosophy falling short of one seated at the heart of poetic theology, or a writ-
ing explicitly imitating, not replacing, that of God. As “philosopher,” Strauss 
sets out not to displace/replace “the theologian,” but to mediate between the 
two roles, to live out their conflict (Menon 219 and 260). This “middle” life 
is one of deepening awareness of the meaning of revelation, as opposed to a 
“materialist” one of departure from revelation for the sake of “direct” knowl-
edge of the nature of things. Strauss is, then, far from rejecting transcendence, 
whether along the lines of ancient or of modern, “historicist” Gnostics. In 
reading revelation, Strauss does not attempt to reduce its language to that of 
philosophy (for example, à la Hegel), but to speak in the shadow of revelation, 
and yet, not as a parasite, but as a guest invited by the very condition of man 
as man, a condition of natural ignorance, or of embodiment. The language of 
philosophy emerges as the language of natural interpretation of revelation, 
which is to say, the civil language of natural reason, of a reason seeking tran-
scendent, theological truth at the heart of the political—a logos seeking the 
divine at the abysmal heart of the human.

The language in question, the language occupying the hiatus between 
philosophy/humanity and revelation/divinity, as between freedom and 
necessity,24 is not silenced by medieval Christianity, as Cubeddu’s Strauss 
would believe (261), but by dogmas pretending to be at once all-encompassing 
and of immediate applicability. Thus, in referring to Thomas Aquinas, Strauss 
(see for instance Natural Right and History) does not present any established 
“synthesis” of reason and revelation, but a leaning towards a synthesis.25 To 
be sure, Saint Thomas intimates a synthesis, which, however, must be strictly 
otherworldly, and thus politically unavailable or inapplicable. The tension 
between reason and revelation survives in (medieval) Christianity, where the 
revelation or incarnation of the “synthesis” between the two poles warns not 
to hold fast to it, as of yet, stating, “noli me tangere!”

For an attempted synthesis in the hic et nunc of ordinary experience, we 
must turn beyond Christianity to Islam and modern secularism, thus either to 
a reduction of reason to revelation, or to a reduction of revelation to reason—
of man to God, or of God to man. In either case, we stand before a rejection 
of the religion of the Incarnation and of its posthistorical “Second Coming.”

Cubeddu’s claims notwithstanding, Strauss does not speak of moder-
nity as more than a secularization of Christianity; nor does Strauss indict 

24  On the nexus Judaism-Necessity, see Strauss, “Progress or Return?”
25  Our objection to Menon and Cubeddu applies eo ipso also to Clark A. Merrill, “Leo Strauss’s 
Indictment of Christian Philosophy,” Review of Politics 62, no. 1 (Winter 2000): 77–105.
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Christianity for never having understood Judaism at least ever since Saint 
Paul (Cubeddu 261–62 attributes to Strauss views Strauss merely reports). 
What Strauss argues for in the cited “Perspectives on the Good Society” is a 
positive conflict between Christianity and Judaism, an “antagonism” open to 
a transcendent, mystical “truth.” Just as with the conflict between Reason and 
Revelation, with the one between Christianity and Judaism the key problem is 
that of interpretation, and thus of the hiatus between “traditional views” and 
a thought transcending them.26

While fairly highlighting Strauss’s critique of the reduction of Socratism 
to an authoritative solution to the conflict between religion and philosophy, 
Cubeddu (264) leaves us with a Strauss denying the very possibility of a solu-
tion. Yet such a denial would seem to be predicated on a materialist reading of 
the foundations of both religion and philosophy, and thus of the theological-
political problem seated at the heart of Strauss’s concerns. What Cubeddu, no 
less than Menon, turns his back to is the possibility of a mystical dimension 
to Strauss’s appeal to the antagonism between the divine and the human; as 
if, in critiquing modernity’s “political hedonism,” or modernity’s attempt to 
establish a universal society on the basis of “natural science” (read, Epicurean-
ism), Strauss had nevertheless accepted the truth about that materialistic basis. 

Cubeddu’s argument ends with a double warning, against any “transfor-
mation of philosophy into a handmaid of theology” (269) and for philosophy 
to be guided by the imperative to refute revelation once and for all (270). Here 
Cubeddu exposes himself to two crucial objections. On one hand, Strauss 
appeals to philosophy as “indispensable handmaid of theology” (City and 
Man, 1); on the other hand, the passage of “Reason and Revelation” that 
Cubeddu cites conclusively to the effect that philosophy must refute revelation, 
is followed in Strauss (Menon 165) by the emphatic title, “Philosophy cannot 
refute Revelation.” One “alternative” Menon and Cubeddu leave out (beyond 
any philosophical neutralizing or taming of revelation) is that of philosophy 
as a purely rational (nonreductive) investigation of the meaning of revelation.27 

26  Leo Strauss, “Perspectives on the Good Society,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1968), 266, 267.
27  While the “taming” or “disposing” of revelation by a philosophy making use of it to justify itself 
does not yet amount to a “refutation,” it does neutralize the deep and enlightening conflict between 
reason and authority. If political philosophy distinguished itself from apolitical philosophy simply by 
its capacity to justify itself, or to appear pious, in the face of nonphilosophers, then the gap between 
Plato and Hobbes would be easily bridged. That gap would be insurmountable, however, where the 
ancient would approach political theology (as the question or problem of authority) as philosophy’s 
necessary medium, rather than as a preface to natural philosophy. Compare Timothy Burns, “Ancient 
and Modern Political Rationalism in the Thought of Leo Strauss,” in Gladly to Learn and Gladly to 
Teach: Essays on Religion and Political Philosophy in Honor of Ernest L. Fortin, ed. Michael P. Foley 
and Douglas Kries (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2002), 145–62.
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Marco Andreacchio’s review is more than a review; it is an essay in its own 
right. He presents a comprehensive interpretation of the relation between 
reason and revelation as a critical response to my introductory essay in the 
volume under review (“Socrate a Gerusalemme: Leo Strauss e la sfida della 
rivelazione”), as well as to Raimondo Cubeddu’s untitled afterword. In my 
reply to Andreacchio’s essay, I will focus on what appear to me to be the main 
points of his criticism of my interpretation of Strauss.1 

Andreacchio presents three main objections to my interpretation: first, 
he contests my presentation of Strauss’s philosophy as an “alternative to 
theology” (384); second, he criticizes my “modernist reading of miracles 
as opposed to nature” (ibid.); lastly, he counters my “general assessment of 
Strauss’s own general thought-orientation” (391).

In his first critique (384–85), Andreacchio claims that I present Strauss 
as “attempting to destroy theology,” and makes the counter suggestion that 
Strauss merely wishes “to expose as spurious a (postmodern) postphilo-
sophical theology” (384). However, Andreacchio gets ahead of himself when 
presenting my argument. For, while I maintain that Strauss takes a criti-
cal—nay, destructive—stance against theology, I promptly qualify this claim 
by explaining that this applies only insofar as theology blurs the ultimate 
independence of the claim of revelation from any philosophical argument 

1  An answer to his criticism of Cubeddu’s afterword, which presents the Epicurean influence on the 
origin of modernity according to Strauss, should be premised on an exposition of Cubeddu’s inter-
pretation of Strauss’s appraisal of Christianity: see Raimondo Cubeddu, Tra le righe: Leo Strauss su 
Cristianesimo e Liberalismo (Lungro: Marco, 2010).
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or justification.2 Andreacchio, on his part, defends “an approach to philoso-
phy, compatible with political theology, where the latter is compatible with 
philosophical eros.” It seems that Andreacchio promotes a philosophical 
eros or “desire for truth” that is “oriented towards the depths of religious 
authority.” Such an approach, according to Andreacchio, is something 
“Strauss surely appreciated” (384–85), even though Strauss himself asserts 
in no uncertain terms that “[by] submitting to authority, philosophy, in par-
ticular political philosophy, would lose its character; it would degenerate into 
ideology, i.e., apologetics for a given or social order, or it would undergo a 
transformation into theology or legal learning.”3 

Andreacchio’s second point of criticism (385–91) is presented through a 
fascinating interpretation of the biblical doctrine of miracles. While valuable 
as a thesis in its own right, I am afraid that, as a critique of my essay, it misses 
the mark. Andreacchio contests my “characterization of miracles as opposed 
to nature” (385). In truth, I do not present as my own, nor as Strauss’s, any 
modernist reading of miracles as opposed to nature. In the places Andreac-
chio quotes, I am recounting Strauss’s interpretation of, respectively, Hobbes’s 
critique of religion and Friedrich Gogarten’s doctrine of miracles.4 Andreac-
chio also laments that I write “as if biblical ‘objectivity’ is to be equated with 
‘historical’ objectivity,” that is, “as if biblical miracles entailed at once both 
nature and history: nature as a static order reminiscent of a Deist reading, 
and history as the realm of real facts. We are here at the antipodes of Strauss’s 
reading of the Bible” (389–90). To this I reply, again, that in the passages in 
question I focus on Strauss’s critical comments on Brunner’s view of bibli-
cal cosmogony and cosmology as presented in the latter’s Offenbarung und 
Vernunft.5 I do not assume the modern distinction of history and nature, nor 
do I attribute it to the Bible, or to Strauss. On the contrary, I simply note that, 
in his criticism of Brunner, Strauss highlights the inconsistency of contempo-
rary theologians that do not recognize the historicity of certain fundamental 
facts (i.e., the origins of mankind, the fall) as asserted in the Bible.

2  See Marco Menon, “Socrate a Gerusalemme: Leo Strauss e la sfida della rivelazione,” in Scritti su 
filosofia e religione, by Leo Strauss, ed. R. Cubeddu and M. Menon (Pisa: Edizioni ETS, 2017), 30–31.
3  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 92.
4  Menon, “Socrate a Gerusalemme,” 25, 32. See also 21–26, where I highlight the fact that, according 
to Strauss, Hobbes’s critique of miracles, though impressive, seems to be basically flawed. Hence it is 
not correct to say, as Andreacchio does, that I would be “presenting Strauss as returning to Hobbes’s 
critique of revelation, or more generally of the miraculous, as ultimately successful” (above, p. 14).
5  Leo Strauss, “Reason and Revelation,” in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-political Problem, by Hein-
rich Meier (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 159–61.
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Andreacchio’s third critique (391–97) concerns the “general assessment 
of Strauss’s own general thought-orientation” (391). As he reports, I suggest 
that Strauss should be understood as a “rationalist.” Andreacchio writes that 
“Menon assumes that in order to ground philosophy rationally, we should 
need to refute the possibility of revelation” (391), and that, according to my 
“Machiavellian reading,” “Straussian rationalism would be exposing revela-
tion as a merely political problem shut off from any genuine transcendence” 
(392–93). These two statements indeed capture the gist of my interpretive 
thesis. Andreacchio intends to reject it, and his critique presents itself in the 
guise of a totally different interpretation of Strauss’s thought. In the rest of my 
reply, I will try to counteract it.

While I offer that, in order to be able to choose coherently philosophy as 
a way of life, a philosopher must overcome the challenge posed by revealed 
religion, therefore rejecting the claim of obedience raised by the biblical 
God, Andreacchio says that “it is not clear that philosophy and revelation 
are fundamentally at odds with each other, or that they do not share a com-
mon ground” (391–92). Andreacchio’s interpretive position does not seem 
to follow what Strauss writes. In fact, as Strauss maintains with the utmost 
clarity in “Reason and Revelation,” the alternative between philosophy and 
revelation, or in other words, between a life of free inquiry and a life of loving 
and pious obedience, is the most fundamental alternative: tertium non datur. 
Both philosophy and revelation advance an ambitious, all-comprehensive 
answer regarding the right way of life for thoughtful human beings. The 
only third way Strauss hints at is despair or escapism.6 So it appears that the 
fundamental alternative does not admit any synthesis, nor any kind of har-
mony between the two parts. Ultimately, every conciliation is premised on 
the surrender of one to the other: either philosophy is made the handmaid 
of revelation, or revelation is debunked as a noble lie by philosophy. On this 
basis, I maintain that, contrary to what Andreacchio affirms, philosophy and 
revelation are fundamentally at odds with each other, and that such a conflict 
is possible because they do share a common ground. The latter is represented 
by the broad agreement between philosophy and revelation on the nature 
of the fundamental problem: human life’s need for guidance. Philosophy 
and revelation conflict with each other because they advance diametrically 
opposed answers to the very same problem.7

6  See ibid., 142, 149–50.
7  Cf. Leo Strauss, “The Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” Independent Journal of Phi-
losophy 3 (1979): 111.
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Andreacchio further maintains, against my interpretation, that “Strauss 
sets out not to displace/replace ‘the theologian,’ but to mediate between the 
two roles, to live out their conflict” (396). Since there is no third position 
admissible, I suppose that what Andreacchio takes as a “mediation” between 
the two claimants is, in truth, Strauss’s dialectical and dialogic staging of 
one against the other. For, in order to understand revelation’s challenge to 
philosophy, it is necessary first to understand each in its own terms.

In my essay I offer an interpretive hypothesis by pointing to the fact that, 
by concentrating on the fundamental problem, it seems possible to catch a 
glimpse of Strauss’s own rational choice between philosophy and revelation. 
Andreacchio harshly opposes a reference of mine to The City and Man, p. 
29. He accuses me of overlooking the difference between “ancient (Platonic-
Aristotelian) and modern (Machiavellian-Rousseauian) political philosophy” 
(393), and labels my reading Machiavellian. But what I was referring to is the 
passage in which Strauss says that “it seems impossible to know that the phil-
osophic life is the best life. Socrates could not know this if he did not know 
that the only serious alternative to the philosophic life is the political life and 
that the political life is subordinate to the philosophic life.”8 In my essay, I 
propose reading this statement in the light of Strauss’s suggestion that it is 
possible to understand the alternative between philosophy and revelation on 
the basis of “the dualism of deed and speech, of action and thought—a dual-
ism which necessarily poses the question as to the primacy of either—and 
one can say that Greek philosophy asserts the primacy of thought, of speech, 
whereas the Bible asserts the primacy of deed.”9 That this last passage is 
important is shown, in my opinion, by the fact that elsewhere Strauss affirms 
that “it is only on the basis of the assumption of the superiority of practical 
life to contemplative life that the necessity of revelation in general, and hence 
the truth of a given revelation in particular can be demonstrated.”10 I do not 
assume the straight identity of thought, speech, philosophic life, contempla-
tive life, on one hand, and of deed, political life, practical life, on the other. 
But I do point to the fact that, in Strauss’s discourse, these are two groups of 
related terms, and that, more importantly, the necessity of revelation seems to 
be implied by a specific assumption which must be examined.

8  Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964), 29.
9  Strauss, “Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” 112.
10  Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1952), 114.
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Andreacchio understands differently the meaning of the “common 
ground” and the nature of the alternative. He says that we, as human beings, 
have “access to a fundamental, mysterious harmony between reason and rev-
elation” (392). As I understand him, it is on the basis of such a “mysterious 
harmony” that “philosophy stands as a path of dialogue between ‘this world’ 
and the otherworldly” (385). Andreacchio correctly notes that I fail “to concede 
that Strauss set out to defend a philosophical sense of the miraculous.” He is, 
on the contrary, prepared to acknowledge that “the Christian miracle of the 
‘Incarnation’ is not absurd, which is to say that it does not overturn (nature’s) 
order, but fulfills it” (395). He also says that I turn my back to “the possibility 
of a mystical dimension to Strauss’s appeal to the antagonism between the 
divine and the human” (397). In the last analysis, the crucial point where 
our interpretations radically diverge concerns the claim of the Bible and the 
meaning of philosophy. Andreacchio writes that, according to Strauss, the 
Bible is not “a call to ‘obedience’ entailing ‘submission’ of reason to authority” 
(390). But precisely in “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” a lecture so crucial 
for Andreacchio’s own account, Strauss affirms that the Bible “confronts us 
more clearly than any other book with this fundamental alternative: life in 
obedience to revelation, life in obedience or life in human freedom, the latter 
being represented by the Greek philosophers.…The Bible rejects the principle 
of autonomous knowledge and everything that goes with it.”11 Therefore I 
would say that, in Andreacchio’s scheme, “philosophy is made, against its 
meaning, the handmaid of theology.”12

It seems to me that Andreacchio is trying to defend “the religion of the 
Incarnation” (396) by appealing to Strauss’s thought. For he is supportive of a 
middle-way approach in which political philosophy is enrolled as the neces-
sary handmaid of revealed theology in order to save it from “Tertullian-like 
irrationalists” (395). In defending my interpretive essay from his criticism, I 
have attempted to show that Andreacchio’s intention does not reflect Strauss’s 
thoughts on the alternative between philosophy and revelation.

11  Leo Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity: 
Essays and Lectures in Modern Jewish Thought, ed. K. H. Green (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1997), 373-74.
12  Leo Strauss, “Thucydides: The Meaning of Political History,” in The Rebirth of Classic Political 
Rationalism: An Introduction to the Thought of Leo Strauss, ed. T.L. Pangle (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989), 72.
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[For Socrates] to understand the whole…means…to  
understand the unity that is revealed in the manifest  
articulation of the completed whole…The ascent  
to the truth proves to be guided by the self-subsistent  
truth which all men always divine. 

—Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History

My critique of Menon and Cubeddu targets primarily the lesson emerging 
from their pages to the effect that Strauss was after all a modern who returned 
to Hobbes (superficial methodological divergences notwithstanding), most 
notably by restricting our knowledge to what we make, or by viewing human 
praxis as radically cut off from divine(d) transcendence (Menon 44–45).1 I 
object that for Strauss, rather than trying to “perfectly understand the lim-
its [of praxis],” the Socratic philosopher attains to “the essence” of praxis 
as radically open to the divine: what Strauss is up to is not the relegation 
of revelation to radical immanence, or within a dimension of being where 

1  A stepping-stone to Menon’s conclusion is his subtle shift from Strauss’s conception of a funda-
mental dualism in man, to one “in human experience of all times” (nell’esperienza umana di tutti i 
tempi—Menon 44). On the basis of this latter formulation, it may be possible for us to sever one of the 
terms constituting the dualism from the other. This would be impossible if the dualism were integral 
to the constitution of the human as such, in other words, if man were necessarily defined by the two 
mutually irreducible poles of deed and thought (thus if man were essentially social and if sociability 
necessarily exposed us to philosophical truth). What Strauss is articulating is a dialogue between the 
two, represented pedagogically by Greek philosophy and the Hebrew Bible. Compare, for instance, 
Matthew Arnold’s articulation of the terms Hellenism and Hebraism. 
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revelation may be successfully refuted (ibid., after Heinrich Meier), but the 
“elevation” (if I may echo Giambattista Vico) of divine transcendence at the 
very heart of political life. Far from being cut off from praxis, theoria is, so to 
speak, rediscovered as the soul of praxis.

Now, of the three objections of mine that Menon refers to, the first per-
tains to Menon’s claim that Strauss “surely shared” Hobbes’s destructive 
attitude towards premodern theology, which Menon’s Strauss critiques for 
having obscured a call to obey. I object that (1) Strauss’s destructive criticism 
is not of medieval Christianity, but of modern and late/post-modern read-
ings of Christianity, and that (2) medieval Christianity hardly obscured the 
authoritative character of the Bible.

Let us return to the fourth chapter of Natural Right and History (NRH) 
where Strauss addresses Thomism most systematically (esp. 157–64). Strauss 
recognizes that for Saint Thomas man is inadequately understood simply as 
a being naturally tending towards divinity: man is also called by divinity to 
his natural tending; our conscious yearnings are our responses to a hidden 
(intelligible) call. Thus, prior to seeking the divine, the philosopher is sought 
by the divine. It is this presupposed search or call that allows us to make sense 
of medieval Christianity’s appeals to synderesis, or to what is divine in man.

Now, in the chapter in question, Strauss is critical of the political repercus-
sions of the Thomistic/Christian presentation of human nature as dependent 
upon divinity. Simply stated, insofar as it tends to acquire the character of 
undoubtable law, Thomism’s defense of natural right (and therewith of 
philosophy) carries as side-effect both the narrowing and the endanger-
ing of natural right. In the first case, moral/political action is restricted by 
precognized all-too-general doctrines; in the latter, it is obscured by doubts 
concerning religious authority (NRH 164; compare 130, 144, and 166). Yet, 
as my earlier critical review suggests, Strauss is a friend of Thomism insofar 
as it attempts to show that revelation does not stand against reason, and that 
religious authority thus does not represent an impenetrable fortress for phi-
losophy as such. My objection is to a presentation of Strauss (Menon 30–31) 
as attacking medieval theology for having “falsified” revelation as dependent 
upon human reason. Such a modern or “relativistic” characterization places 
Strauss eo ipso in the company of Spinoza, for whom faith has no essential 
need for reason (as in Menon 31), which amounts to saying that religious 
authority is essentially irrational. My response to such a view, which seems 
to further ground Menon’s latest reference to NRH 92, is that Strauss “faults” 
medieval learning, not for having endangered religious authority, but for 
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having contributed to the eclipse of philosophy as original juggler of reason 
and authority, as opposed to the representative of either pole (NRH 92).2

Strauss’s criticism of medieval Christianity is both incisive and mild, 
stressing as it does the danger of taking right for granted, or of depicting the 
ideal regime of philosophy as natural, or ready-at-hand. While Strauss does 
not stop at medieval Christianity (NRH 164), neither does he read human 
reason independently of divinity tout court. As apologist of ancient Socra-
tism, Strauss seeks the divine at the very heart of the political (122–23), which 
is to be understood, in turn, in the light of the political’s perfection in speech 
(135, 139). Such a perfection does not depend upon any creation ex nihilo 
(144), for it is compatible with imperfection or evil (139); indeed, it is seated, 
as if in the “twilight,” at the very heart of human imperfection (157).

Turning to the question of miracles, my review addressed a reference 
to “the doctrine of miracles” that in Menon 25 Hobbes subverts. Menon 
had not attributed that doctrine to Hobbes, even as the doctrine described 
entails explicitly an opposition between “a fixed and stable, natural order” and 
nature’s creator (ibid.). Furthermore, in the p. 32 passage that I had referred 
to critically, Menon does not merely recount Gogarten’s position, but presents 
a view that Gogarten is said to have modified, namely that of a creation ex 
nihilo, as if (here is the target of my criticism) Strauss had assumed that such a 
view was affirmed by the Bible. Similarly, the target of my criticism of Menon 
34 is not Menon’s mere reporting, but an assumption that Menon imports 
as fact, namely that for Strauss “soteriology…cannot renounce to the story of 
creation to be understood as historical fact, that really happened.” I object that 
for Strauss what “really happened” is not to be understood as “historical fact.”

Strauss is often viewed as having professed an opposition between reason 
and revelation. Had he done so unqualifiedly, he would have trodden in the 

2  What Strauss writes on p. 29 of The City and Man is best understood in the light of the preced-
ing page, where Strauss defends the fundamental bond between virtue and goodness: you cannot 
be strong unless you are good, nor good unless strong. Surely this implies that praxis and theoria 
cannot be understood apart from each other, and thus that the limits of one cannot be understood 
apart from the other (Menon 45). As for philosophy and revealed religion, both stand for a reality 
transcending political life, or “the cave,” so that when Strauss speaks of “the only serious alternative 
to the philosophical life [being] the political life,” he is not, as Menon’s text seems to suggest, pitting 
philosophy against revelation. As for Menon’s citation concerning the primacy of thought versus that 
of deed, Strauss qualifies said distinction as “open to misunderstandings,” setting out then to praise 
the conflict between thought and deed as “the secret of the vitality of the West.” Of course, the West in 
question is primarily or overall Christian or of Christian derivation. The conflict heralded by Strauss 
is the conflict that Christianity has been far from smothering.
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shadow of Tertullian, rather than of Maimonides—of Spinoza, rather than of 
Lessing. My review has pointed to a Strauss for whom reason and revelation, 
as the human and the divine, or even freedom and authority, are superficially, 
or “historically,” irreducible.3 The irreducibility in question, however, presup-
poses a common ground, which is not merely a problem beyond both the 
human and the divine (such as may be the idea of justice), but a living—or 
philosophically lived-out—crossroads or intersection between the human 
and the divine, that appears on the surface as a tension, even an outright 
conflict, but that is inherently a harmony, even a coincidence. Modernity 
first opposes the human and the divine inviting, more or less explicitly, a 
resolution to the opposition on historical grounds, which is to say, in terms 
of human existence. It is in the context of his opposition to the modern (and 
post/late-modern) resolution that Strauss reaffirms the conflict between rea-
son and revelation, thereby drawing our attention to the dawn of modernity. 
Yet, Strauss’s unearthing of the dawn of modernity points “backwards” to a 
classical (ancient and medieval) answer to the opposition between the human 
and the divine, an answer that is Jewish to the extent that it steps back with 
respect to its Christian revelation, or quasi-universal exposition. For Strauss, 
the “solution” to the opposition between the human and the divine is sacred 
or secret—privatissima, not in the sense that it is “subjective,” but in the sense 
that it is seated at the heart of any and all identity (as the original foundation 
of the modern opposition between subject and object). 

Strauss’s final discovery was not that of exotericism, but of the grounds 
for our ceasing to conceive of the conflict between religion and philosophy 
in terms of the opposition between “belief” and “knowledge.” Religion now 
stands upon faith exposed as a trust inviting comprehension (“inward” vision) 
beyond any mere apprehension (“outward” vision), a knowledge transcending 
modern superficialities. In order to transcend the modern, that is, modernity’s 
bankruptcy, we must regain access to a pietas opening us phenomenologically 
to the self-disclosure of things themselves, or of things as original contents 
of the mind. Hence Strauss’s invitation to reappraise common sense as the 

3  Menon’s citation of Strauss’s text on Genesis is originally framed by the characterization of 
philosophy as “contemplation of heaven.” What is at stake is a superficial conflict between freedom 
and authority, which is overcome with the Socratic “turn,” or where philosophy ceases to be “natural 
philosophy.” Socratic irony renders man’s imitation of the divine (poetic theology) compatible with 
the highest demands of revelation. Hereupon, political philosophy emerges, as per Strauss, as “the 
indispensable handmaid of theology,” not in the sense that philosophy is to be used by theologians, 
but in the sense that all theological authority is to be guided by an internal philosophical principle, at 
work in “the twilight,” between the lines, or beneath “the letter” lest it killeth. 
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foremost question mark. What Strauss ultimately points (us) to is what we 
believe to know, as something that somehow, we know originally. Hence 
Gildin’s reading of Strauss’s Platonism in terms of a return to common sense 
(compare NRH 123), not as a self-evident answer, but as a fundamental riddle. 

Properly understood, religion and philosophy are open to each other, just 
as divinity and humanity are. Religion as such introduces us to the art of 
receiving things as “gifts,” understood in turn as challenges for philosophy. 
As long as we do not regain access to the necessary religious preface to phi-
losophy, we cannot overcome the collapse of modern science as privileged 
knowledge. When properly understood, religion allows us to know the con-
tents of “the world,” not, as it were, from without (in modern terms), but from 
within, or as immediate or intimate disclosures, which is to say, as disclosures 
originally within the mind. The gift we receive here is irreducible to what we 
ordinarily grasp, in the sense that “grasping” blinds us to its target. The gift 
we receive is an “internal” vision that, far from precluding any faith, makes 
sense of it, again in terms of trust. What is more, the philosopher animated 
by “internal vision” sets out by nature to encourage trust in others, as radical 
openness to the language or logos of things themselves, distinguished from 
the “logic” we might otherwise attribute to nature from without, or superfi-
cially (as in the case of those moderns defining the language of nature as that 
of mathematics). 

How then are we to understand Strauss’s invitation of a reason and a 
revelation open to each other? The two are challenges to each other in the 
respect that (A) revelation compels reason to come face to face with things 
themselves, rather than imposing “models” upon things, and (B) a reason 
pointing to the noetic depths (essence) of things compels us to rise above the 
temptation of believing as alternative to knowing—of believing so as not to 
have to think. 
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Many and mixed reviews have made Patrick Deneen’s Why Liberalism Failed 
both famous and infamous. Aptly described in the preface to the paperback 
edition as “impeccably timed,” the book is not just a diagnosis of modern 
liberalism: it is a post mortem—or nearly so, predicting the imminent death 
of the patient. Deneen sets out to prove the eponymous claim that liberal-
ism has “failed” (not “failing”) because it has been “true to itself” and has 
brought about its own demise (3). To argue his case, he enlists an impressive 
range of authors who have identified the consequences of liberal ideas. Yet, 
despite numerous references to Wendell Berry, Robert Putnam, and E. F. 
Schumacher (and emulation of Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue), Why Lib-
eralism Failed does not measure up to its predecessors in social criticism. At 
its best, it offers a list of social woes on which everyone can find something to 
hate—which is likely why readers of such varied political and religious views 
have found it worth reading. But in failing to make a compelling critique of 
liberalism or to offer a coherent alternative, it serves as a cautionary tale to 
those wishing to excel as both scholars and “counter-anticulture” warriors.

To substantiate the paradoxical claim that liberalism has failed “because 
it has succeeded” (3), Deneen proposes to examine the “pathologies” that 
liberalism has generated and that reveal its inner “self-contradictions.” Lib-
eralism’s successes, Deneen asserts, manifest its failure because “its successes 
can be measured by its achievement of the opposite of what we have believed 
it would achieve” (3–4). Foremost among liberalism’s “pathologies” is the 
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redefinition of liberty in accordance with individualism, voluntarism, and 
the “human separation from and opposition to nature” (31). This account is 
plausible, though Deneen might have distinguished liberalism from moder-
nity more broadly understood. (The conquest of nature is a distinctively 
modern project, but liberalism may not be this project’s only—or ultimate—
manifestation.) In any case, he describes how the modern revolt against 
nature allowed liberalism to supplant the ancient conception of liberty, 
which he defines as “the learned capacity of human beings to conquer the 
slavish pursuit of base and hedonistic desires” (37). In place of culture, which 
assists human beings in acquiring this capacity for self-mastery, liberalism 
emphasizes the godlike power of the state to secure human rights—a power 
that Deneen illustrates with the “Life of Julia” ads that the Barack Obama 
presidential campaign ran in 2012.

In subsequent chapters, Deneen elaborates on how liberalism sets the 
state and the individual against nature and culture. In Burkean fashion he 
calls liberalism “a pervasive and encompassing anticulture” that opposes 
“generational customs, practices, and rituals that are grounded in local and 
particular settings” (64). A posited communion between nature and conven-
tion is the basis of Deneen’s argument, and that communion (as well as the 
chapter in which its fullest presentation occurs, “Liberalism as Anticulture”) 
is the most critical for understanding Why Liberalism Failed. Liberalism, he 
writes, does violence to custom—that is, human willful creation—by separat-
ing it from nature. It separates the conventional from the natural and then 
judges the first according to a theoretically contrived natural man, “a cul-
tureless creature, existing in a ‘state of nature’ noteworthy for the absence 
of any artifice created by humans” (67). Deneen thus accuses liberal think-
ers of having been the first to introduce a divide between convention and 
nature, nomos and phusis. He explicitly and emphatically asserts that “while 
today we speak of differences of ‘nature’ and ‘nurture,’ even the possibility of 
a divide between these two would have been incomprehensible to preliberal 
humanity” (68). Deneen further asserts that ancient philosophy and classical 
Christian theology “alike” understood that nature and custom are continu-
ous in the same way that human nature and the natural world are continuous 
(35, 68). That is, custom is grounded in nature through place and one’s local 
community. Deneen’s expansion on this point is worth quoting at length:

“Culture” is a word with deep connections to natural forms and pro-
cesses, most obviously in words such as ‘agriculture’ or ‘cultivate.’ Just 
as the potential of a plant or animal isn’t possible without cultivation, 
so it was readily understood that the human creature’s best potential 
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simply could not be realized without good culture. This was so evident 
to ancient thinkers that the first several chapters of Plato’s Republic 
are devoted not to a discussion of political forms but to the kinds of 
stories that are appropriate for children.…Far from being understood 
as opposites of human nature, customs and manners were understood 
to be derived from, governed by, and necessary to the realization of 
human nature. (68–69)

This claim about the ancient understanding of culture and custom’s relation-
ship to nature is well worth examining.

It is remarkable to say that the first few books of Plato’s Republic—there 
are no “chapters” in the manuscripts that have come down to us—concern 
what kinds of stories are appropriate for children. The first two books are 
“devoted” to a dialectical examination of justice, and the discussions therein 
that concern law and nature do not support Deneen’s trademark claim about 
nature and convention. In particular, Deneen avoids mentioning Thrasy-
machus’s conventionalist attack on justice in book 1, or the distinctions that 
Glaucon and Adeimantus draw in book 2 between what is best by nature 
and what is best by convention (were these three Platonic interlocutors lib-
erals?). From Deneen’s brief interpretation, the reader would not know that 
Socrates’s response to the latter two speakers—which takes up the balance of 
the Republic—begins with the expulsion of all existing stories about the gods 
and heroes, and culminates in the presentation of all “cultures” or customary 
ways of life as the equivalent of life in a cave.

Socrates goes on to characterize the philosopher as someone whose desire 
to know what is by nature requires separation from the homebred and prescrip-
tive, and this characterization is not particular to Plato’s Socrates. Aristotle 
likewise argues in the Politics that while custom is necessary to assist nature, 
no particular custom arises from nature (1254b4–1255a3). The habitual and 
the natural, in short, are simply not one and the same; custom, nomos—as in 
the case of the barbarians’ enslavement of their women (1252b5–9)—often 
warps and runs contrary to nature. To be sure, Burke claimed that human 
custom and law spring genetically from nature and place.1 Yet Aristotle and 
Aquinas thought of human convention as something distinct from and often 
in tension with nature and reason (Politics 1269a4–27; see also Metaphysics 
1074b1–14, Aquinas ad loc. and ST I-II, q. 97 art. 2 ad 1). According to them, 
nature is a standard by which conventions are to be judged. Deneen obscures 

1  See “An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs”; contrast with G. K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong 
with the World, “The Empire of the Insect.”
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this by arguing that “Aristotle’s Ethics and Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae are 
alike efforts to delineate the limits that nature—natural law—places upon 
human beings” (35). For neither of these works is intended primarily to 
delineate natural law. Aristotle discusses natural justice in the Nicomachean 
Ethics, with no mention of natural law, and Aquinas’s presentation of natu-
ral law forms but a small part of the Summa theologiae, the rest of which is 
certainly not accurately characterized as an attempt “to delineate the limits 
that nature…places upon human beings.” At the very least, the relationship 
between law and nature is much more problematic for classical pagan and 
Christian authors than Deneen admits. Without knowing what particular 
passages he has in mind (Deneen offers no direct citations of Plato, Aristotle, 
or Aquinas), the reader unfortunately has no way of giving Deneen’s claims a 
more serious hearing.

Deneen’s easy confluence, bordering on equation, of nature and custom 
or law continues in chapters 4–5, which address how the liberal, modern use 
of technology and education degrades humanity. He there makes a case for 
genuine liberal education, noting at the same time the gradual redefinition of 
such an education from “an education in self-government” to an education 
in “autonomy and the absence of constraint” (111). A truly liberal education, 
he argues, emphasizes “deep engagement with the fruits of long cultural 
inheritance, particularly the great texts of antiquity and the long Christian 
tradition” (110) as a means to learning “the limits and constraints that nature 
and culture rightfully exert” (130). Learning such limits would certainly seem 
to be worthwhile, but Deneen discounts the value of engaging the genuine, 
profound, and numerous disagreements between thinkers on the question 
of nature and the best human life. He may even be said to suggest that what 
justifies the reading of books in the Western canon is their usefulness for a 
broader social agenda. He berates, for example, conservative academics for 
encouraging the study of the Great Books “without recognizing that many 
of these books were the source of the very forces displacing the study of old 
books” (120). It is unclear whether Deneen sees any value in studying what 
he considers the more nefarious books of the West—presumably, the modern 
books—except for the purpose of deriding them. In this way, his vision of 
liberal education strikes one as remarkably partisan.

Deneen concludes the main body of his argument with two chapters 
devoted to the rise of liberal “elites” and the degradation of citizenship. 
Against these, he advocates “a kind of lived ‘Burkeanism’: the way of life 
of much of humanity” (143), which is organized “for the benefit of the 
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ordinary—the majority who benefit from societal norms that the strong 
and the ordinary alike are expected to follow” (148). This society appears to 
be very different from the Republic’s third city in speech, in which only the 
guardians (a select few) receive the rigorous education in virtue described 
therein. One is tempted to say that Deneen’s critique of “elites” is close to that 
of T. S. Eliot’s in Notes towards the Definition of Culture, just as his treatment 
of culture (both here and elsewhere) somewhat resembles Josef Pieper’s in 
Leisure the Basis of Culture. But, strangely, neither of these authors makes 
an appearance in this book, which speaks so often of “elites” and “culture.” 
More’s the pity, since they could be expected to have enriched and given heft 
to Deneen’s account. Instead, he offers a contrast between his “lived Burkean-
ism” and what he calls “liberalocracy.” Liberal democracy, he claims, governs 
through deception by putting into effect Plato’s noble lie: it convinces citizens 
to believe in fundamental equality while creating privileged “liberalocrats” 
(152). A more desirable “illiberal democracy,” Deneen states, encourages self-
governance at the local level (176).

In suggesting a union between the local and the illiberal, Deneen claims 
to echo Alexis de Tocqueville’s thoughts on democracy. He points the reader 
to Tocqueville’s account of the “illiberal democracy” in New England that 
originated with the Puritans and—Deneen argues—manifested itself espe-
cially in the practice of self-rule at the local level: “[Tocqueville] stressed that 
it was the nearness and immediacy of the township that made its citizens 
more likely to care and take an active interest not only in their own fates but 
in the shared fates of their fellow citizens” (175–76). Deneen thus interprets 
Tocqueville’s description of local institutions as an encomium for localism. 
Yet while Tocqueville calls these institutions “the strength of a free people” 
and the “elementary schools” of liberty (Democracy in America, 1.1.5, “On 
the System of Local Government in America”), his account does not imply 
support for anything like a localist project. He does not, for instance, present 
local institutions as a means of bringing about social change. On the con-
trary, Tocqueville is far from optimistic about the prospects of creating local 
independence through local institutions, ex nihilo. He does not offer an exhor-
tation for the widespread creation of local communities, as Deneen later does 
in his conclusion. In fact, Tocqueville remains a (somewhat heavy-hearted, 
but firm) advocate of what he identifies as an emphatically modern democ-
racy. Rather than praise local communities for being premodern or illiberal 
oases, Tocqueville—apparently adopting a version of Whig historiography—
attempts to argue that American democracy grew out of the Puritans’ local 
New England towns. In trying to make this argument, though, he suggests, 
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or perhaps inadvertently reveals, that American democracy departed quite 
decisively from its Puritan foundations to enshrine a liberal understanding 
of individual rights.2 The New England townsman cares about his own free-
dom, Tocqueville says, and this (not virtue, or duty) is why he serves his local 
community—“because union with his fellow men seems useful to him” (1.1.5, 
“Town Life”). To be sure, the townsman jealously protects his community 
from the illiberal administrative centralization that beset European nations 
in the wake of the Enlightenment. But he is just as jealous a guardian of his 
own individual domain against the town, making sure that “in everything 
that regards himself alone, he remains master.” This surely is not the classical 
republican understanding of the good citizen. While Deneen suggests that 
local institutions and cultures are the means to fight liberalism, Tocqueville 
never presents the local as inherently illiberal—and certainly not the local 
as it exists within a modern, liberal regime. He never presents the local as 
self-sufficient, either. He notes that local governments must integrate with 
national ideas and habits in order to protect themselves from “the encroach-
ments of power” and from other, stronger governments (1.1.5, “On the System 
of Local Government in America”). Further, one of the free associations for 
which he praises America is the national temperance movement (2.2.5). For 
all of these reasons, the claim that Tocqueville is a champion of illiberal local-
ism remains dubious.

Why Liberalism Failed concludes with an invitation to look for a humane 
alternative to liberalism. The reflection that Deneen proposes toward this end 
involves three steps, the first of which—surprisingly—entails acknowledging 
“the achievements of liberalism” and recognizing that there can be no return 
to an idyllic past (182, 184). The second step requires that we “outgrow the 
age of ideology” and “focus on developing practices that foster new forms of 
culture, household economy, and polis life” (183). Finally, in contrast with the 
second step’s practical tenor, Deneen calls for “a better theory of politics and 
society,” one that eschews “liberalism’s ideological dimensions yet [is] cog-
nizant of its achievements and the rightful demands it makes—particularly 

2  Contrast John Winthrop’s sermon on sacred and corrupt liberty (cited by Tocqueville at 1.1.2) with 
Tocqueville’s own description of the townsman’s reasons for obeying local authority. In particular, the 
observation that the townsman upholds political union because of its utility for individual purposes 
diverges starkly from Winthrop’s claim that union partakes in a sacred duty. Contrast also Winthrop’s 
promotion of “a liberty for that only which is just and good” (1.1.2) with the liberal or permissive 
liberty that Tocqueville ascribes to the citizen who partakes in the New England town meeting of the 
1830s: “He is free and owes an account only to God. Whence this maxim: the individual is the best as 
well as the only judge of his own interest, and society has the right to direct his actions only when it 
feels injured by his activities or when it requires his cooperation” (1.1.5, “Town Life”).
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for justice and dignity” (183). These three steps illustrate Deneen’s conviction 
that being countercultural is insufficient when one inhabits a liberal anti-
culture: what is needed in such an anticulture, he insists, is the creation of a 
“counter-anticulture” through “conscious effort, deliberation, reflectiveness, 
and consent” (192, 191). In short, Deneen’s work ends with an intentional 
echo of Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, calling for illiberal “counter-
anticulture” warriors to create new forms of community that can support a 
revitalized culture (cf. After Virtue, 263).

Attractive as such a proposal may be to those who are concerned about the 
serious problems that plague liberalism and late modernity, this manifesto of 
a conclusion is the least coherent section of Deneen’s book. The chapter suffers 
from a deep confusion about whether it is calling for “a better theory of poli-
tics and society” (183) or “not a better theory, but better practices” (197)—a 
confusion, it must be said, that plagues the entire book. It taints Deneen’s use 
of liberal and illiberal thinkers alike, making his references to their works (as 
noted above) either strawmen or weapons for his arsenal. Beginning with the 
premise that liberalism is a “pervasive invisible ideology” (179), Deneen inter-
prets authors according to whether they are for or against this great enemy. 
Moreover, the threat of liberalism demands a response in action, not theory—
but what guides this action? Deneen nowhere articulates a substantive notion 
of the good to guide his call to arms. He asserts that we must “rediscover 
old practices, and create new ones,” but he does not provide the grounds for 
discerning what practices (old or new) are good for human beings. He decries 
“trying to conceive a replacement ideology” (183) and he hopes that a better 
theory of politics and society will emerge from better practices. But without 
an understanding of the good, any attempt to set out a plan of action would 
seem to be foolhardy. Rather than address this need, Deneen concludes with 
an invitation to engage in an imaginative act of creation. Acknowledging 
that a self-conscious effort to create new cultures is contrary to the “organic” 
origins of culture that he presented earlier in the book, Deneen excuses this 
voluntarist—that is, liberal—solution by observing that “given the default 
choice-based philosophy that liberalism has bequeathed to us, what might 
someday become a nonvoluntarist cultural landscape must be born out of 
voluntarist intentions, plans, and actions” (192). Deneen demonizes those 
who claim that “identity itself is a matter of choice” (121), but—absent any 
indication of a sure way to deduce good culture from nature—one wonders 
whether this call to create “new” cultures (197) differs from the postmodern 
position that he criticizes. It may be that Deneen has in mind a solid founda-
tion for his use of “nature,” “culture,” and “virtue,” but without having access 
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to this account, even the sympathetic reader of Why Liberalism Failed is left 
at the end of the book scratching his head.

G. K. Chesterton once pointed out that it is easy to agree with other crit-
ics about what’s wrong with the world, but that too often “we do not ask what 
is right.”3 Commendably, Why Liberalism Failed does not romanticize a past 
historical age or outline a radical “option” for completely abandoning modern 
society. Yet Deneen presumes that his easy (and mistaken) elision of “nature” 
and “culture” suffices to ground his damnatio of liberalism. This moves him 
to think that the question of liberalism is open and shut, so that his conclud-
ing discussion of what comes after liberalism reads more like a self-reassuring 
farewell to liberalism than a preview of the next step in a larger argument. To 
be sure, his critique speaks to widely felt frustrations with modern liberalism, 
and it is to his credit that he manages to touch a nerve felt by such a wide 
readership. Yet Why Liberalism Failed fails as a primer for understanding 
the problems in liberal democracy. It echoes others’ complaints about what’s 
wrong with liberalism without offering a serious account of what’s right with 
illiberal culture, or which among its manifold examples is best.

3  G. K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World, “The Medical Mistake.”
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When Heinrich Meier edited some of the more important correspondences 
of Leo Strauss (with Karl Löwith, Gershom Scholem, Jacob Klein, and Ger-
hard Krüger) in 2001 he refrained from adding any commentary, including 
annotations about matters of fact such as bio-bibliographical information. 
This was due to the constraints of time and resources, because otherwise the 
documents could have been published only many years later. The publication 
thus came at the price of insufficient background information, which had to 
be supplied by the readers themselves, many of whom could not be expected 
to know much about the various relevant contexts. 

It is fair to say that when Strauss’s correspondence with Gerhard Krüger 
was published, the latter was no longer a household name for most readers 
even in the field of philosophy. For while Krüger had published two sub-
stantial monographs on Kant and on Plato in the 1930s and a few important 
essays (especially Die Herkunft des philosophischen Selbstbewußtseins, trans-
lated into English only in 2007), his academic career was cut short soon after 
World War II for reasons of health. His most prominent students were Klaus 
Oehler (1928–) and Richard Schaeffler, a prominent Catholic philosopher of 
religion (1926–2019) who wrote his dissertation under Krüger on the ques-
tion concerning faith in the works of Karl Jaspers.1 It was Oehler, himself a 
formidable Aristotle and Peirce scholar who had once paid Strauss a visit, 

1  See Christoph Böhr and Hanna-Barbara Gerl-Falkovitz, eds., Gott denken: Zur Philosophie von 
Religion; Richard Schaeffler zu Ehren (Wiesbaden: Springer VS, 2018).
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who put together Krüger’s most important essays in Freiheit und Weltverwal-
tung (“world administration,” a concept used in earlier times in a theological 
context to describe the way God “manages” or “administrates” the world). 
Another book by Krüger, Grundprobleme der Philosophie, was based on lec-
tures from the postwar period. This rather slender output (in comparison 
to other writers of his generation) should not obscure the fact that Strauss 
held Krüger in high regard, and even though the exchanges after World War 
II lack the philosophical intensity of the earlier years of their relationship, 
he never forgot Krüger’s importance in his dialogues during those years in 
which he went on to transcend the philosophical outlook of his first book. 
For it was Krüger who had been the most incisive critic of Strauss’s Spinoza 
book at the time.

Because of the political events of 1933, which changed the fate of all 
German philosophy, but especially of those who considered themselves Jews 
(such as Strauss) or who were forced to consider themselves such (the case of 
Löwith), the correspondence with Krüger was interrupted in 1935, only to be 
taken up again after the war.2 

Krüger belongs to the intellectual climate of the Weimar Republic in 
which many diverging and conflicting philosophical and theological concep-
tions emerged and became the topic of intense discussions. The theological 
reorientations of the period also became inescapable for the philosophers. The 
Zionist Strauss become involved in studying Barth, Bultmann, and Gogarten, 
not to mention Rosenzweig, while the Protestant Krüger became a lifelong 
friend of Rudolf Bultmann, even though he turned towards Catholicism 
in the 1950s and always regarded Christianity as involving a philosophical 
progress from the ancients. Thus, we can be grateful for every source that 
sheds further light on the philosophical and theological issues with which 
Strauss was confronted and which he confronted in his own thinking.

Although the English edition of the letters is generally to be lauded, 
especially as annotations were added that provide necessary contextual 
information, a few critical remarks must be made before more is said about 
the topics involved. First, I fail to see the rationale for tampering with even 
the formal features of Strauss’s and Krüger’s letters, namely, exchanging 
the typical “Lieber Herr Strauss!” with its exclamation point for “Dear Mr 
Strauss,” with a comma—this sort of editorial normalization subtly operates 

2  The war certainly prevented both from corresponding for many years, but it did not “cut that cor-
respondence short” (1).
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as a dehistoricization which is unnecessary and therefore uncalled for in the 
first place: if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. It should be editorial standard oper-
ating procedure to preserve such features of the original texts that do not 
present any obstacles to present-day readers but rather add to their percep-
tion as objects of history. Second, there are a few places in the translation 
where mistakes have crept in. Thus, “you say that do not” has to read “you say 
that you do not” (60); less relevant are mere typesetting errors such as “Leib-
nizand” instead of “Leibniz and” (59). Sometimes, however, the commentary 
is not as comprehensive and correct as could be wished for. Confusion may 
then arise for those who lack the necessary knowledge about what Strauss is 
referring to. On p. 34, before note 37, the translated text reads “Curtius” (and 
in the annotations actually adds information on someone called Abraham 
Kurtz, a Jesuit astronomer), whereas Meier’s edition has “Crusius.” The latter 
name clearly makes more sense in the context, since Christian August Cru-
sius was one of the most important German philosophers in the middle of the 
eighteenth century, a period with which Strauss was concerned at the time in 
connection with his Mendelssohn studies. As the editors offer no reason why 
they changed the name from the original edition, nor why they think Strauss 
should have referred to Kurtz instead of Crusius, I must assume an erroneous 
attribution due to carelessness instead of a better manuscript reading. (The 
very same sentence also has “anything” instead of the correct “something.”) 
The annotations often do not provide the kind of bibliographical information 
that is only alluded to in the letters but should have been made explicit for the 
reader’s convenience. For example, Strauss asks Krüger whether he knows 
Brochard’s essays on Epicurus (66), but the annotation merely suggests that 
Strauss may have referred to his Les Sceptiques Grecs, even though this book 
does not deal with Epicurus (who was not a skeptic anyway). The correct 
information could easily have been provided, for Strauss actually refers to 
Brochard’s essay “La théorie du plaisir d’après Epicure,” printed in his Études 
de philosophie ancienne et de philosophie moderne (Paris, 1926) (a volume that 
also includes another essay on Epicurus) in Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft 
(ed. Meier, pp. 154–55)! In letter 42, Strauss thanks Krüger for sending him 
his book, which the annotation claims to be Freiheit und Weltverwaltung. 
This is not correct, however, for Strauss clearly refers to Krüger’s Grundfragen 
der Philosophie, published in the same year (!), as not only his reference to 
the critique of Heidegger but also his remarks on the “difference between 
ancients and moderns” (79) in this book make perfectly clear. (Except for a 
brief footnote in Tanguay’s paper, Velkley is the only contributor who pays 
proper attention to this book, of which Strauss explicitly says that he had read 
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it twice [79].) Unfortunately, the incorrect commentary also spills over into 
the papers, such as when Pangle also misidentifies the book (101).

In the appendix to the volume, the reader finds a translation of the only 
text Krüger wrote on Strauss, his important review of the Spinoza book, as 
well as those portions of Strauss’s later preface to his Hobbes book that were 
printed in the 1965 German edition. However, whereas Shell (and others) 
correctly quotes from this preface the phrase that the theological-political 
problem has remained “the theme” of his investigations (8), the printing on 
page 228 regrettably fails to italicize the important definite article.

The key feature of the present volume consists of seven essays in the sec-
ond half of the book by Thomas Pangle, David Janssens, Daniel Tanguay, 
Luc Langlois, Susan Shell, Alberto Ghibellini, and Richard Velkley. These 
address different aspects of the epistolary dialogue between Strauss and 
Krüger, sometimes focusing more on providing the necessary background 
and context, sometimes sticking closer to the text of the letters and drawing 
out connections to Strauss’s later works or his philosophical concerns. Even 
though one can assume that the two thinkers agreed on a number of things 
(about which shortly), it is also obvious that there is a clear parting of the ways 
in their mature thought. This has to do, first, with a different understand-
ing of the question concerning ancients and moderns; and second, with the 
much more fundamental question concerning the relation of philosophical 
reason to religion or rather theology. This theme therefore pops up at various 
points of the discussions.3 As the contributors are mostly Strauss scholars, 
the discussion is understandably tilted towards Strauss.

The themes addressed by the contributors of the volume include the 
following. Pangle reads the correspondence as a source that sheds light on 
Strauss’s development during a crucial period of his life, suggesting convinc-
ingly that already at this early stage Strauss was reaching towards a position 
that went beyond Heidegger in its investigation of the basis of atheism (94–
95). But Strauss also was engaging Krüger in a way that at least in retrospect 
makes clear the more fundamental disagreement in what the “direct con-
frontation with Plato” (53) entails.

3  None of the contributors takes note of the only detailed study on this issue, Frank Lilie’s disserta-
tion Das Verhältnis von Philosophie und Theologie bei Gerhard Krüger (Marburg, 1992). Lilie’s study 
contains discussions of the notion of creation in relation to philosophy and of faith and thinking in 
comparison with Bultmann and Jaspers. 
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David Janssen in a sense takes up this issue by analyzing the early Strauss’s 
effort to gain a proper understanding of what the Socratic approach should 
look like. The quest for the good or just life is in the modern world connected 
to “the possibility of natural right in a world without providence” (29; cf. 107). 
In trying to recover the Socratic question, Strauss leaves Hobbes behind and 
turns to Plato. And here the difficulties become even greater, since Socratic 
questioning about the just life leads to the paradoxical insight that the just 
life consists in questioning about it (109). Whether this really implies that 
political philosophy becomes first philosophy, as Janssen suggests, remains 
doubtful, since the concept of a prima philosophia relates to the first (high-
est) principles, not to that which is first for us. But what becomes clear is that 
the presence of the Socratic question in Strauss’s studies of Hobbes at the 
time is very significant. Not only did he explicitly tell Krüger that he did not 
write about Hobbes as a Hobbesian, but he also maintained many decades 
later, in 1965, how much he was still in agreement with the last sentence of 
Krüger’s Kant book to the effect that “the decisive question remains true, 
even if it finds no answer, that he who questions can learn from the example 
of Socrates” (119; 228–29).

In the course of their discussion of the issue of Socrates the question arises 
of how the modern situation can be analyzed. At this point Strauss introduces 
the strange concept of the second cave, a cave that was constructed below the 
first cave in Plato’s Republic. Strauss took over this image from Julius Ebbing-
haus but modified it to suit his own purposes, as Daniel Tanguay elucidates in 
his article. The philosophical image also serves as a useful point of disagree-
ment between Strauss and Krüger, because it makes a world of difference 
whether this second cave represents only historicism or revealed religion as 
well. For Strauss, a return to Plato was directly impossible, even though he 
believed that Christianity did not represent progress in better understanding 
human nature, whereas Krüger thought that the perfect union of ancient or 
Platonic philosophy and revelation had been achieved in Augustine.

Strauss denied this, but that was due to his tendency to insist on dis-
tinguishing and separating where thinkers like Krüger sought to create a 
synthesis. Therefore, Tanguay regards Krüger as a theologizing philoso-
pher (or vice versa) in whom some form of accomodation would have been 
achieved. Tanguay’s convincing analysis concentrates on the actual dialogue 
in the correspondence, which means that the core of his discussion relates 
to Strauss and Krüger up to 1935. This, however, means that, except for brief 
remarks in Pangle’s paper, there is no extended engagement in the volume 
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with Krüger’s 1938 Plato book Einsicht und Leidenschaft, which Strauss read 
after the war. The most thorough engagement with Krüger as a philosopher 
comes in Luc Langlois’s essay, which deals with Krüger’s interpretation of 
Kant. Krüger presents a metaphysical Kant, in contrast to the way the Neo-
Kantians read his works. The contrast to Strauss is remarkable, inasmuch as 
“one of the persistent puzzles of Strauss scholarship is the absence in any of his 
published works of a thematic treatment of Immanuel Kant,” as Susan Shell 
observes (165). In the light of this fact, it will perhaps not come as a surprise 
that Krüger’s Kant does not directly discuss issues of political philosophy as 
opposed to morality. Krüger read Kant from a position that implied criticism 
of the Enlightenment; he thought that Kant’s real ontology was unmodern 
and on the basis of this attempted to reconstitute an ontology of creation. 
Langlois points out a kind of impasse reached by Krüger’s interpretation: try-
ing to understand Kant historically, but rejecting neo-Kantian suggestions 
that one could understand Kant better than he understood himself, Krüger 
did not—and probably could not—produce the kind of metaphysical knowl-
edge required by Kant’s transcendental method (cf. 159–60). Unfortunately, 
Krüger’s book on Kant was never translated into English: Langlois’s essay 
therefore does a great service to English-speaking readers in at least sketch-
ing what he regards as the deepest among the metaphysical interpretations of 
Kant from the 1920s onward. (Krüger’s book was the abridged print version 
of his Habilitationsschrift; the presentation of Kant’s anthropology especially 
was cut considerably; whether the full manuscript survives is unknown to 
this reviewer.) 

Shell supplies useful links of Strauss to Kant via not only Krüger but 
also Hermann Cohen, Ernst Cassirer, and Julius Ebbinghaus. The latter is 
particularly important, since he not only suggested the image of the second 
cave, but also represented “an intellectually rigorous perspective on Kant” 
with an emphasis on the Hobbes connection (169). Shell captures the com-
plexity of the early Strauss’s attitude towards Kant, going so far as to suggest 
that Kant actually “provided Strauss with a motif that led him to undertake 
serious study of both Spinoza and Hobbes” in his attempt to get at the roots 
of modern liberalism (173). Even later, Strauss repeatedly referred to Kant 
in his own radical rethinking of the relation or tension between reason and 
revelation, rejecting what he regarded as a Kantian reconciliation of the two 
(174). The volume features the transcription of a 1941 note by Strauss on, or 
rather against, Krüger’s interpretation of Descartes in relation to the bibli-
cal tradition (177n15), but a more detailed reading of Krüger’s Descartes in 
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connection with Strauss (but perhaps also with other contemporaries such as 
Karl Jaspers)4 would be well worth the effort. 

The two last essays focus on two key themes in the correspondence con-
nected to natural right and historical consciousness (Ghibellini) on one hand, 
and history and modernity, on the other (Velkley). Of course, there are various 
points at which these essays intersect. Ghibellini notes the pervasiveness in 
the correspondence of the quest for a (natural) standard, a quest that would be 
of almost continual concern for Strauss: this quest revolved around the notion 
of natural right (to be distinguished from natural law linked to the tradition of 
revelation) which had to be recovered against the powerfully effective, though 
not logically convincing, refutation of natural right by positivism and histori-
cism. By intransigently searching for the possibility of such a recovery, Strauss 
also decisively turned toward political philosophy. This, it appears, also marks 
a crucial difference between Strauss and Krüger: although the latter remained 
highly critical of the Enlightenment and the relativism inherent in modernity, 
he did not return to Socrates as a political philosopher, a theme that would 
hold Strauss’s sustained attention to the very last.

According to Richard Velkley, both Krüger and Strauss “received from 
Heidegger’s Destruktion of the philosophic tradition decisive impulses to 
reconsider the history of philosophy and to question the dominant premises 
of modern thought,” though diverging from Heidegger in focusing on “the 
possibility of the enduring authority of biblical revelation and the provoca-
tive example of Socratic inquiry” (200). Velkley explores some implications of 
Srauss’s agreement with Krüger (as well as some later reservations) concern-
ing the latter’s view that the example of Scorates teaches those who engage 
in unconditioned questioning “that the decisive question remains true, even 
if it finds no answer” (201). Velkley takes issue with Gadamer’s claim that 
“both Krüger and Strauss are children of modernity who find rational argu-
ments in favor of antiquity” (202). This view may overestimate the agreement 
between the two thinkers; their dialogue nevertheless provides an intriguing 
starting-point for any discussion of the viability of the Enlightenment (203). 
Velkley is to be commended for his effort to facilitate further discussions of 
this issue by drawing English-speaking readers’ attention to key aspects of 
Krüger’s lectures on Grundfragen der Philosophie. 

4  As the recently published correspondence between Krüger and Jaspers shows, the latter rejected 
Krüger’s radical distinction between paganism and Christianity. Jaspers objected to Krüger’s attempt 
to newly introduce mere reason into theology and he regarded this attempt as dangerously theologi-
cal. See Karl Jaspers, Korrespondenzen: Philosophie, ed. Dominic Kaegi and Reiner Wiehl (Göttingen: 
Wallstein, 2016), 415–17.
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One may say that this book provides an important contribution to the 
contextualization of Leo Strauss in a way that does not reduce his thought 
to these contexts. Rather, paying attention to his exchanges with Krüger and 
the philosophical as well as theological issues they both engage in different 
ways, is crucial for any better understanding of the questions one must ask in 
search of the right kind of life. As a prime exhibit of the philosophical life at 
its most intense moments, the correspondence of Strauss and Krüger repays 
multiple readings—and to follow up the many suggestions that these read-
ings will yield (only some of which could be mentioned here) may well take 
up a few years of one’s life. And if, as one might hope, the book also manages 
to draw some readers’ attention to Krüger, this would be an added bonus.
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Elizabeth Amato’s study focuses on four of America’s many excellent novelists: 
Tom Wolfe, Walker Percy, Elizabeth Wharton, and Nathanial Hawthorne. 
Her book is a fine addition to the steadily growing body of probing scholar-
ship on what American literature can teach us about the American regime 
and, more broadly, about the critical question of human happiness. Amato 
reads these American novelists as political thinkers.1 She explains how each 
illuminates one of the central ideas that lie at the heart of the American 
regime. That regime is founded on the philosophic credo of the Declaration: 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, amongst 
which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The “self-evident truth” 
that all human beings are endowed with the unalienable right to “the pursuit 
of happiness” calls us to ask the questions: What is human happiness? How is 
it to be gained? Is happiness in fact the goal of human life? Amato shows how 
American literature provides a way to thoughtfully consider these questions. 

The liberal democratic regime is one that provides “no guidance” as to 
what constitutes human happiness. To what is a liberal democrat to devote 
his or her life in the belief that such a path will make him or her happy? 

1  Alexis de Tocqueville famously observed in 1835 that America had no literature of its own. It has 
developed a literature along the lines he foresaw, a literature that is democratic. The four novelists 
Amato has chosen for her study nicely epitomize this fact. 



 4 2 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 2

Commerce? Family? Politics? Fame? Wealth? Philanthropy? Virtue? Art? 
Charity? Pleasure? Religion? Science? Philosophy? The range of possibilities 
is even greater than the smorgasbord of programs and pursuits offered at a 
contemporary big university or in a community college. 

Amato ventures down the trail established by Catherine Zuckert in her 
book Natural Right and the American Imagination (Rowman & Littlefield, 
1990). The late Peter Augustine Lawler has written some of the very best inter-
pretations of Walker Percy, and the excellent collection of essays by Christine 
Dunn Henderson deals with a number of the authors covered by Amato.2 
But Amato’s book is distinctive in that it provides a sustained analysis of one 
specific idea: the natural right to the pursuit of happiness. And the focus of 
her book is on the pursuit, and hence the nature, of human happiness more 
than the question of its being a natural right. 

According to Amato, “American novelists are guides on the pursuit of 
happiness who with a critical eye can present the shortcomings of pursu-
ing happiness in a liberal nation but also present alternatives and correctives 
compatible with liberalism” (165). Moreover, they are “more comprehensive 
guides than either contemporary ‘happiness research’ or liberal theory.” Her 
introductory chapter provides a useful sketch of both “happiness research” 
and liberal theory on the question of what constitutes happiness. She argues 
that both provide some interesting insights into the problem, but that neither 
provides much in the way of comprehensive answers. The liberal democratic 
regime confronts us with a problem: its liberal element allows us the free-
dom to pursue happiness in our own way. We are individuals and each of 
us should be free to pursue happiness as unique individuals. But what if the 
pursuit of individual happiness puts us on the path of individualism, thus 
closing off the alternative—that happiness requires a devotion to community 
and to family, and friendship?  

Amato begins her studies of American authors by providing “thematic 
analyses” of Tom Wolfe’s first three novels: Bonfire of the Vanities, A Man 
in Full, and I Am Charlotte Simmons. Wolfe’s novels focus on the problem 
of seeking happiness through acquiring greater social recognition or status. 

2  See Peter Lawler, Aliens in America: The Strange Truth about Our Souls (Wilmington, DE: ISI 
Books, 2002); Peter Lawler, Postmodernism Rightly Understood: The Return of Realism in American 
Thought (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999); and the concluding essay “Walker Percy, Alexis 
de Tocqueville, and the Stoic and Christian Foundations of American Thomism,” in Walker Percy: A 
Political Companion, ed. Peter Augustine Lawler and Brian A. Smith (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 2013). See also Christine Dunn Henderson, Seers and Judges: American Literature as Politi-
cal Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2001).
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America is not a rigid class society but more an ever-shifting set of social 
groups from which status can be derived. Amato explains how Wolfe’s novels 
illustrate the problematic nature of searching for happiness via social status. 
What that search typically demands is that we forgo our own individual-
ity and conform to a particular set of status markers. Are we to act morally 
and in keeping with our own free choices, or do we do what is necessary to 
gain recognition from others? The focus of the chapter is thus on the failure 
of courage and the thoughtlessness involved in chasing happiness as status. 
Wolfe is critical of “liberalism’s incomplete understanding of human beings” 
(38) and points to ideas drawn from preliberal thinkers that can educate us 
about the courage necessary “to counter society’s misleading pursuits that 
fail to satisfy” (32). In Bonfire and A Man in Full, this alternative is provided 
by Stoicism; in I Am Charlotte Simmons, it is provided by the philosophy of 
Plato and Aristotle. The relationship between self-knowledge and intellectual 
courage is thus brought to light. 

Turning to the novels of Walker Percy, Amato places Percy in an inter-
esting dialogue with Wolfe. She develops Percy’s line of thinking by way of 
her analyses of The Moviegoer, Lost in the Cosmos, and The Thanatos Syn-
drome. Where Wolfe turns back to Stoicism and ancient political philosophy 
as providing a remedy to the problem of happiness, Percy draws upon the 
very modern existentialist perspective and the problem of the “self.” The 
Moviegoer, for example, opens with an epigraph  from Kierkegaard. Percy 
rejects Stoicism, but embraces the search for self-understanding. According 
to Amato, Percy’s view is that Stoicism “shies away from discovering what 
unhappiness tells us about ourselves. It evades the self-understanding that 
comes with reflection on human discontent” (64). Human unhappiness, 
especially in the context of contemporary material prosperity, provides us 
with an awareness that there is something missing from our lives. It can thus 
put us on the road to searching for what exactly is missing. Posing a clear and 
present danger to this search is science, and particularly the “science of hap-
piness,” as The Thanatos Syndrome illustrates. For this science, which would 
surely include contemporary “happiness research,” can provide us with new 
ways to feel contented with life lived in “the haze of everydayness” (67). Dis-
traction and self-forgetting allow us ever-more powerful means of avoiding 
unhappiness and hence never taking up the search. Amato argues that Percy 
is especially concerned with the power of science to relieve us of our discon-
tent: “As the world becomes more known and grasped by our principles and 
techniques, these reductionist principles and techniques are the prime sus-
pects that prevent us from knowing ourselves. We remove ourselves from the 
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world we seek to understand, and so the self becomes a leftover” (74). To put 
it another way, the searching journey out of the cave is made more difficult 
if not impossible when we take up residence in the scientifically constructed 
pit beneath the cave. Modern liberalism seems to both allow for the search 
and at the same time promote an understanding of, or faith in, progress that 
makes the search unnaturally problematic. 

In her subsequent examination of the novels of Edith Wharton, Amato 
demonstrates how Wharton would fundamentally reject the alternatives 
being suggested by both Wolfe and Percy. They still focus on the individual 
and her quest to overcome, and perhaps dispense with, societal restraints. 
Both still too highly value the liberal idea of “autonomy.” Amato’s analyses 
of Wharton’s The Custom of the Country and The Age of Innocence focus on 
the idea of finding the mean between the unrestrained pursuit of individual 
gratification and the unreflective adherence to social structures and opinion. 
One must strike a “delicate balance” here, and it depends largely on coming to 
understand the ways in which social traditions can provide “beneficial con-
straints” on the kinds of vulgar hedonism and selfishness liberalism allows, 
if not promotes. One must learn “when to honor social conventions” (113). In 
truth, there is no “spiritual well-being free from the consequences of social 
duty”; we are social beings with duties and obligations that we fail to meet 
at our peril. We learn that our individual good requires that we live morally 
and hence maintain the trust of those we care about (117). The protagonists 
in these novels both serve as lessons—in Undine’s case how not to pursue 
happiness, in Newland Archer’s case how to overcome the thin and selfish 
understanding of happiness at the center of the new progressive liberalism of 
the early twentieth century. 

Amato’s examination of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s fiction focuses on two 
“literary sketches” and two novels. The sketches help to illuminate key themes 
in the novels. The “Custom House,” which serves as the portal to The Scarlet 
Letter, portrays a society much like the one we find in the twentieth-century 
America that provides the setting for the three previous novelists. The rela-
tionship between individuals is thin, and there is little sense of obligation. 
There is a profound lack of any real community, and we are tied to others via 
the relatively weak bonds of self-interest (127). The problem central to this 
kind of society is that it leaves us profoundly unable to deal with “the mystery 
of the human heart.” Friendship, which involves the meeting of sympathetic 
hearts and like minds, is hard.
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The Scarlet Letter presents a cautionary tale of a society that makes com-
munity the highest value, but at the cost of our “inner freedom.” Puritan 
society is based on the view that the human heart is easily read and can be 
made public. It thus fails to see how the heart’s “mystery and freedom are 
the basis of individual freedom” (134). Hawthorne points us towards find-
ing the balance between the excessive individualism of modern commercial 
society and the kind of morally strict society that provides little protection of 
individual freedom. Amato points to the ways in which the truths promul-
gated in the Declaration of Independence provide a healthy corrective to the 
Puritan origins of America. The pursuit of happiness can, we discover, lead 
to happiness. But we must learn that this is a “happiness within horizons and 
mindful of our limitations” (148). We learn of the “fragility” of happiness, 
which makes it even more valuable. “Happiness on earth is fragile, imperfect, 
and subject to the vicissitudes of life” (149). Happiness cannot be brought 
under “human control”—a warning with regard to modern science and our 
quest to conquer nature. According to Amato, Hawthorne illuminates this 
fact in The House of the Seven Gables. 

One sees here an interesting parallel between Percy and Hawthorne. 
Both point to the need for friendship, understood as common quest. Hap-
piness involves finding others with whom one can share one’s heart. “The 
happy life is the life shared with friends engaged in the search to find out how 
we should live.” In the concluding chapter of her study, “Sharing the Pursuit 
of Happiness,” Amato elaborates on this theme. 

America is the regime that proclaims that we each have an unalienable 
right to the pursuit of happiness and that the business of government is to 
secure such rights. One is left wondering how such a regime fares when com-
pared to its European counterparts. The novelist who provides one of the 
most sustained and insightful investigations into this comparison is no doubt 
Henry James. What Tocqueville accomplished in works of political philoso-
phy, James seems to have done in literature. One wishes Amato had included 
James in her study, for he seems such an obvious candidate. I have no quarrel 
with the inclusion of the four novelists she chose, but an explanation of why 
these four and not others would be useful.3

3  Amato does make the claim that the four novelists she examines are “representative” (2), which in 
turn supports her claim about American novelists in general and what they can teach us about the 
pursuit of happiness. Whether these four novelists are in fact representative of American literature 
when it comes to the novel is, one imagines, open to great debate. 
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What Amato’s book clearly demonstrates is that a serious reading of the 
quartet of novelists she has chosen for her study amply rewards the time and 
effort required. They offer a good deal for any thinking person to contemplate 
if they have the good fortune of living in a democratic regime devoted to 
the protection of one’s rights to life, liberty, and property. Locke would no 
doubt be happy that the political order fundamentally based on his political 
philosophy would produce the kind of authors represented in this study. They 
make it possible to educate Americans, at least insofar as their inclinations 
and abilities allow, about the profound problem of happiness. Liberal democ-
racy provides us with the freedom to pursue happiness according to our own 
lights. That freedom leaves us nonetheless facing the permanent question we 
are forced to consider as human beings: What constitutes a good life?
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“Even more pleasing to me is the agreement in our intentions expressed by you, 
that so long as we have to combat the presently reigning idiocy, it is of greater 
significance than the differences, which I also would not wish to deny.”1 Leo 
Strauss’s well-known utterance from his letter to Eric Voegelin would serve as 
the most appropriate motto for Marek Pająk’s book. Substantial disagreement 
between Strauss and Voegelin, strongly emphasized by experts in the field,2 
in this case has been put aside for the sake of political science and its fate. 
Starting from the assumption that political science nowadays finds itself in a 
state of profound crisis, the author looks for ways to restore it, to “make it mat-
ter” again (7, 281). Since Strauss and Voegelin are considered radical critics of 
predominant tendencies in twentieth-century political science, their “political 
philosophies” are thought to be “useful tools in the critical analysis of political 
science’s contemporary predicament” (11, 281).

1  Leo Strauss to Eric Voegelin, March 17, 1949, in Faith and Political Philosophy: The Correspondence 
between Leo Strauss and Eric Voegelin, 1934–1964, trans. and ed. Peter Emberley and Barry Cooper 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2004), 59. 
2  See Thomas L. Pangle, “On the Epistolary Dialogue between Leo Strauss and Eric Voegelin,” in 
Leo Strauss: Political Philosopher and Jewish Thinker, ed. Kenneth L. Deutsch and Walter Nicgorski 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1994), 231–56; Peter J. Opitz, “Seelenverwandtschaften: Zum 
Briefwechsel von Eric Voegelin und Leo Strauss,” in Glaube und Wissen: Der Briefwechsel zwischen 
Eric Voegelin und Leo Strauss von 1934 bis 1964, ed. Peter J. Opitz (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2010), 
157–208.
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Pająk’s enumeration of political science’s drawbacks and sins (243–50, 
283–84) is hard to fault, even though it comes close to a commonplace: mim-
icry of the natural sciences, extensive emphasis on methodology, disregard of 
common knowledge as unscientific, incessant attempts to determine laws of 
social life that predict the future, naive faith in the scholar’s neutrality and his 
outside-the-subject-matter perspective, privileging of institutions and proce-
dures over virtues and values, overestimation of economy and instrumental 
rationality, and the abundance of highly specialized yet meaningless research. 
Political science appears here as a discipline that defines itself as value free, and 
thus as dominated by positivism. Since the Walgreen Lectures that Strauss and 
Voegelin delivered in 1949 and 1951 respectively, they have been both regarded 
as the earliest and most serious adversaries of positivism as expressed above. 
That is why their “political philosophies” are expected to deliver an accurate 
diagnosis as well as a cure for the present crisis. In his reverence for political 
philosophy Pająk goes so far as to grant it the status of “political science’s most 
important subdiscipline,” responsible for its “philosophical (normative) com-
ponent” (280). It goes almost without saying that this effort could succeed only 
at the expense of distorting Strauss’s carefully elaborated concept of political 
philosophy. Given its distance from the standard scholarly meaning of the 
term, political philosophy as understood by Strauss is very unlikely to become 
political science’s subdiscipline, and if it is meant to be of service to anything, 
its task would be to subtly introduce and to secure a philosophical life, a life 
devoted to contemplation.3 Moreover, the notion of political philosophy does 
not have the importance in Voegelin’s thought that it has in Strauss’s. There-
fore, the whole concept of the book as expressed in its title, including putting 
“political philosophy” in the plural, is far more problematic than the author is 
willing to admit or perhaps is even aware of.

Pająk’s implicit intention explains and to some extent justifies his 
endeavor. For he is driven not only by scientific curiosity, but by moral or 
political passion as well. Hence, he directly indicates “the problem of find-
ing a response to the crisis of [Western] civilization” (274) and points to the 
alliance and coherence between value-free political science and liberalism 
in its current shape (265–66). His list of contemporary liberalism’s deficien-
cies (223–33), all of them rooted in its rejection of man’s political nature, 
includes liberalism’s abandonment of universal claims and its replacement 
of them with a mere description of the political culture of Western societies; 

3  Cf. Leo Strauss, “On Classical Political Philosophy,” in What Is Political Philosophy? and Other 
Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 91, 93–94.
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liberalism’s vulnerability to the threat of radical political violence (e.g., on the 
part of Islamic fundamentalism); liberalism’s surrender to market rational-
ity, which results in growing individualization and a crisis of citizenship; and 
finally, liberalism’s adoption of a certain philosophy of history represented 
by Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history” thesis.4 The unique circumstances of 
East-Central Europe are what clarifies somewhat the tendency to look criti-
cally at contemporary liberalism. In the single reference to the experience of 
Pająk’s homeland, he claims that systemic transformation of the former Soviet 
satellite states has eventually proved the priority of moral motivations over 
institutions in the process of political change (125). Indeed, the dogmas of the 
open society, maintaining that the political relies on procedures rather than 
on the definition of common good, were crucial for the establishment of lib-
eral democracies in East-Central Europe at the twilight of the Cold War. These 
ideas have replaced Marxism, after decades of its domination in the region, 
as a new unquestionable blueprint for thought and political action, and until 
recently have overshadowed public life as well as political science. The present-
day crisis of liberalism, since it affects the Western world as a whole, shakes 
the views prevailing until now in the so-called new Europe and urges a search 
for interpretations in previously overlooked sources. Pająk’s disappointment 
with liberalism is accompanied by his hesitation to embrace the agonistic irra-
tionality represented by Carl Schmitt and his followers on the postmodern left 
(221–23, 250–56). He clearly turns to Strauss and Voegelin hoping to find in 
them advocates and restorers of the classical Western republicanism. 

Within the book’s interpretive framework both the crisis of political sci-
ence and the crisis of liberalism are regarded as manifestations of the decline 
of the West, originating in the threshold of modernity and culminating in 
the twentieth-century totalitarian organizations. Against this background, 
Strauss and Voegelin emerge as conservative critics of modern culture seek-
ing to rediscover the ancient model of episteme politike (88) that would pave 
the way to the “absolute truth and objective knowledge of the political” (258). 
A just political order as well as right political goals and choices are supposed 
to be “reflections of the transcendent order existing in the manner of Platonic 
ideas” and investigated through contemplation (258–59). By constant appeals 

4  It is in the discussion of Fukuyama’s thesis that the most embarrassing mistake of the book occurs. 
Pająk is surprised that “Fukuyama never cites Alexandre Kojève” and even wonders about the reasons 
for this “concealment” (231). In fact however, Fukuyama refers to Kojève directly both in his famous 
essay and in the subsequent book, where Kojève’s name appears over a hundred times throughout the 
text and his words serve as the epigraph to one of the chapters. In any case, the influence of Kojève’s 
interpretation of Hegel on Fukuyama is nowadays almost a matter of common knowledge. 
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to “transcendent value hierarchy” (103), “transcendent and eternal values” 
(283), “transcendent common good” (270), and “axiological rationality” (102, 
256), Pająk locates Strauss’s and Voegelin’s “political philosophies,” along 
with his own reflection, within the context of normative political theory 
(21). Both his protagonists are entrusted with the task of defending morality 
against modern relativism and nihilism. 

What falls victim to this way of thinking is the accurate understanding 
of Strauss’s ideas, which become subordinated to the author’s central argu-
ment and are occasionally forced to suit Voegelin’s worldview. Pająk asserts, 
for example, that according to Strauss the core of the modern project mani-
fests itself in its opposition to classical political philosophy rather than in 
its confrontation with revealed religion and political theology (61), for the 
equally justified claims of Jerusalem and Athens stand together against 
“modern utopianism” (130). To defend this interpretation one has to overlook 
Strauss’s own statements on the deeper ground of the ancients-moderns dis-
tinction along with his view of the modern project as embracing the radical 
modification of classical assumptions in response to the challenge of religious 
revelation. This confrontation, which as a conflict between philosophy and 
revealed religion is more fundamental than disagreements between philoso-
phers, defines the modern project’s main features and its evolution, including 
the phenomenon of secularization.5 Indeed, Pająk recognizes Strauss’s efforts 
to trace symptoms of religious fervor in modern thought, but he abandons 
this line of inquiry immediately by saying that Strauss never really inves-
tigated the matter but focused instead on the ancients-moderns opposition 
(87). A mere glance at the recent scholarship, which is very much engaged in 

5  The early evidence of Strauss’s understanding of the opposition between philosophy and revelation 
as more fundamental than the ancients-moderns distinction may be found in the draft of his letter to 
Gerhard Krüger: “‘The second cave’—our difference is grounded in the fact that I cannot believe, that 
I must therefore look for a possibility of living without faith. There are two possibilities of this sort: the 
ancient, i.e. Socratic-Platonic, and the modern one, i.e. the Enlightenment (implying the possibilities 
offered by Hobbes and Kant, above all others). One must therefore ask: who is right, the ancients or 
the newer ones? The querelle des anciens et des modernes must be repeated” (Leo Strauss to Gerhard 
Krüger, December 12, 1932, in The Strauss-Krüger Correspondence: Returning to Plato through Kant, 
ed. Susan Meld Shell [New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018], 47). This intention is confirmed and 
clarified by the later and widely cited passage from the “Reason and Revelation” lecture: “A philosophy 
which believes that it can refute the possibility of revelation—and a philosophy that does not believe 
that: this is the real meaning of la querelle des anciens et des modernes” (Leo Strauss, “Reason and 
Revelation,” in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, by Heinrich Meier, trans. M. Brain-
ard [New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006], 177). On the premises of modernity as stemming 
from the polemic against revealed religion, see Leo Strauss, Philosophie und Gesetz: Beiträge zum 
Verständnis Maimunis und seiner Vorläufer, in Gesammelte Schriften, ed. H. Meier (Stuttgart: J. B. 
Metzler, 2008), 2:88–89; Leo Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1978), 172–73; Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 42–43. 
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discussing Strauss’s examination of modern “atheism from intellectual pro-
bity” (Atheismus aus Redlichkeit), would be enough to refute Pająk’s claim, 
for it ignores the central point of Strauss’s diagnosis of modernity. 

Pająk’s failure to grasp a distinction between Jerusalem and Athens lies 
at the bottom of his underestimation of the Strauss-Voegelin disagreement, 
both its significance and its scope. He entirely misses the point, claiming that 
the difference between belief (Voegelin) and disbelief (Strauss) is irrelevant 
when it comes to studying and reforming present-day political science (143). 
For it is in no way a coincidence that Strauss’s dispute with Max Weber con-
cludes in identifying “the real issue: the issue of religion versus irreligion, i.e., 
of genuine religion versus noble irreligion.”6 His polemic against the “new 
political science” reaches its peak in condemning “dogmatic atheism” and 
in reminding that “intellectual honesty is not love of truth.”7 Perhaps, these 
important details would not have gone unnoticed, if Pająk had paid more 
attention to the Strauss-Voegelin correspondence as evidence of their contro-
versy. He also never mentions Strauss’s notes on The New Science of Politics by 
Voegelin, unpublished during their lifetimes, preserved in Strauss’s private 
archive and since 2010 available in print. Pająk’s opinion, for instance, that 
Voegelin’s emphasis on the meaning of history does not make him a “his-
toricist” in Strauss’s sense (97–98) is at odds with Strauss’s own judgment 
articulated explicitly in the notes.8 Furthermore, Strauss criticizes Voegelin’s 
theory of symbolization for giving up political science’s direct attachment 
to political life, which had been essential for Aristotle’s classical approach.9 
He also rejects Voegelin’s concept of gnosis as an interpretive tool to grasp 
the sense of modernity, for it results in a “web of fantastic assertions” and 
“is apt to discredit political theory rather than to establish it.”10 Labeling 
Voegelin’s understanding of political society “the mixture of theologism…
with historicism,” Strauss exposes its dependence on divine revelation in 
the specific Christian form, which equals, according to him, the “abandon-
ment of the very idea of political science.” In the light of Voegelin’s theory 

6  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 62.
7  Leo Strauss, “An Epilogue,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1995), 218–19. In this case Strauss repeats almost word for word the warning from one of his 
most crucial texts on the confrontation between philosophy and revelation. Cf. Strauss, Philosophie 
und Gesetz, 25. 
8  Leo Strauss, “Anmerkungen zu Eric Voegelins The New Science of Politics,” ed. E. Patard, in Opitz, 
Glaube und Wissen, 135–36, 145–47. 
9  Ibid., 130.
10  Ibid., 133–35, 141–43, 144.
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of representation, a healthy political society rests ultimately on religious 
experience and as such is “a representation of transcendent truth.” What 
Strauss opposes to Voegelin’s “absorption of political things by religions” is 
the intention to perceive political things as “attempts of human beings to 
order their affairs in regard to the happiness = the end of man as knowable 
to man.” This effort is guided by the key concept of regime (politeia), which 
“constitutes a political society and gives it its character.” Unlike symbols or 
representations, regime does not stand for something else, let alone for the 
“transcendent truth” that reveals itself in personal experiences throughout 
history.11 Despite all the more or less superficial similarities and tactical alli-
ances, Strauss’s and Voegelin’s views on political science’s way out of its crisis 
not only differ from but contradict each other. 

The identification of the philosophical with the normative—the assump-
tion sitting at the center of Pająk’s book—is irreconcilable with Strauss’s 
guiding intention to distinguish between philosophy and law, or to perceive 
philosophical life as constantly challenged by the law, the highest order of 
which is the Law revealed by the omnipotent God. The title of Strauss’s early 
book, Philosophie und Gesetz, elucidates this idea as concisely as possible. 
Hence, Strauss cannot be counted among thinkers who recognize tran-
scendent morality to prescribe unconditionally valid commandments and 
put forward universal rules for political order. The quest for the best regime 
and for the best way of life is a process of thinking through all the com-
monly acknowledged rules of conduct, which the ancients called “justice” 
and the moderns name “morality,”12 and then leaving them behind to attain 
the quest’s ultimate goal: the contemplation of the philosophical life itself. 
Therefore, the political philosophy of Strauss escapes all attempts to explain 
it in terms of normative political theory. 

That the book’s central argument is questionable does not exclude some 
interesting and thought-provoking observations the author makes along 
the way—for instance, observations about the most recent debates on the 
present-day crisis of political science and potential ways to reinvigorate it. 
Pająk discusses the main statements of the “phronetic” social science, of the 
Perestroika movement and of Ian Shapiro, among others. They are far from 
being inspired by Strauss’s and Voegelin’s struggles against positivism, but 
they at least recognize that the restoration of political science has to begin 

11  Ibid., 131–32, 139, 144–45. 
12  See, for example, Leo Strauss, “The Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” Independent 
Journal of Philosophy 3 (1979): 111.
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with a careful study of the political as it appears to regular citizens in their 
everyday lives. Examination of what they regard as good and bad or just and 
unjust—contrary to abstract scientific categories on one hand and to “tran-
scendent values” on the other—forms a necessary starting point, but nothing 
more than that, for a serious reflection on the political and beyond. Pająk’s 
considerations on these matters constitute the last chapter of his book and are 
probably its best contribution, one that deserves to be recommended.
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Guidelines For Submissions
Interpretation welcomes manuscripts in political philosophy broadly con-
ceived. Submitted articles can be interpretations of treatises of political 
philosophy as well as literary works, theological works, and writings on 
jurisprudence that have an important bearing on political philosophy.

All submissions must be in Microsoft Word® and sent, as an email attach-
ment, to interpretation@baylor.edu. 

Submissions must be under 8,000 words, including notes and biblio-
graphic references, and must be accompanied by an abstract of no more than 
150 words. Because Interpretation is a double-blind peer-reviewed journal, all 
author identification and all references that would identify an author’s own 
publications must be removed from the document. A separate title page, with 
the author’s affiliation and contact information (including address, postal 
code, email address, and phone number) must be included with your MS.

Contributors should follow The Chicago Manual of Style (16th edition). The 
Chicago Manual of Style offers publications the choice between sentence-style 
capitalization in titles of books or articles and headline-style. Interpretation 
uses the headline style. Parenthetical references no longer use “p.” or “pp.” 
Interpretation has reverted to the traditional form of citation and no longer 
uses the author/date form. Please double space the entire text. Footnotes, 
rather than endnotes, are preferred. 

Words from languages not rooted in Latin should be transliterated to 
English. Foreign expressions that have not become part of English should be 
accompanied by translation into English. 

The editors of Interpretation are committed to a timely appraisal of all 
manuscripts, and expect to be able to have a decision on submissions within 
four to six weeks. 




