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Poetic Justice: An In-Depth Examination of  
Aristophanes’s Portrait of Socrates*

L i s a  L e i b ow i t z

Kenyon College

leibowitzl@kenyon.edu

Abstract: Do great minds think alike? In particular, do the great minds Aristophanes and 
Socrates agree about the most fundamental things? The “ancient quarrel” between philoso-
phy and poetry, mentioned by Socrates in the Republic (607b5–6), would lead one to assume 
that the answer is no. But what are the precise character and grounds of their disagreement? 
This article will consider one plausible first step in the investigation by attempting to state 
as precisely and thoroughly as possible what Aristophanes understood Socrates to believe. 
In other words, this article will attempt to do full justice to Aristophanes’s poetic portrait 
of Socrates.

Pinning down precisely what views Aristophanes attributes to Socrates is 
essential to understanding fully Aristophanes’s genuine criticism of Socrates 
and the alternative that he believes poetry offers to philosophy. Without see-
ing exactly what Aristophanes believes Socrates believes, we cannot be sure 
where or even whether a disagreement exists, and we cannot properly judge 
the quarrel between poetry and philosophy.

The only place Aristophanes offers an account of Socrates’s views is in his 
Clouds. But there are many problems with trying to glean from the Clouds 
what Aristophanes believes Socrates believes. In the first place, the Clouds 
is a comedy, not a philosophic treatise. In fact, the Clouds seems to present 
Socrates as a ridiculous natural scientist, too caught up in the study of flea 
jumps and gnat farts to anticipate, let alone protect himself from, an attack 
by a former student. Nevertheless, Aristophanes calls this his wisest comedy, 

 * I am greatly indebted to Fred Baumann, Abbie Erler, Robert Goldberg, Pamela Jensen, Tim 
Spiekerman, and my three anonymous reviewers for their extremely helpful comments on this paper, 
to Timothy Burns, editor of Interpretation, for his sage advice, and to my husband, David Leibowitz, 
for more than I can ever say.
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implying that there is much more to the Socrates of the Clouds than meets 
the eye (522). But how much more? Does Aristophanes see the same Socrates 
as Plato did? And how can we know? To figure out Aristophanes’s serious 
view, we will have to try to translate the comic depiction of Socrates and 
his views into their noncomic equivalents.1 However, there is an additional 
problem. There is reason to suspect that Aristophanes may be concealing 
some of Socrates’s reasoning in order to do him the least harm. Plato, in his 
Symposium, depicts the two in a friendly exchange in which Aristophanes’s 
interest in speaking to Socrates and his respect for Socrates’s opinion are 
clear (223c–d). Aristophanes’s Clouds and Birds demonstrate Aristophanes’s 
awareness of the city’s hostility to philosophy. A friend of Socrates would do 
what he could to decrease or, at least, not increase this hostility.2 Thus we see 
neither Strepsiades’s nor Pheidippides’s indoor education, nor do we see a 
conversation between Socrates and any of the think tank students. In other 
words, Aristophanes, in order to protect Socrates, hides from his audience 
those depictions of Socratic education that might give us a much more candid 
and indisputable understanding of it. Nevertheless, if Aristophanes is going 
to mock Socrates in his self-described wisest comedy, he must believe that he 
is wiser than Socrates, at least in some things. If not, the joke is on him. We 
therefore expect that he will somehow have to show to the wise, meaning the 
careful and thoughtful, members of his audience his fullest understanding of 
at least the most fundamental of Socrates’s views. We therefore assume that, 
although it will not be easy, we can find Aristophanes’s fullest understanding 
of Socrates’s views in the Clouds. 

Because excavating Aristophanes’s fullest view of Socrates’s beliefs will 
be so difficult, I believe that this undertaking warrants an article devoted to 
it alone.3 Also, owing to this difficulty, I have adopted a different procedure 
from the ones I have found in the scholarship.4 I start by identifying those 

1  Leo Strauss offers several invaluable discussions of this topic. See, for example, Socrates and  
Aristophanes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), 50–51. Aristophanes himself claims to  
be speaking not only to the laughers but to the wise in his audience (see, e.g., Clouds 518–21, 575; 
Assemblywomen 1155–57).
2  See Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 5, and Devin Stauffer, “Leo Strauss’s UnSocratic Aristo-
phanes?,” in The Political Theory of Aristophanes, ed. Jeremy J. Mhire and Bryan-Paul Frost (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2014), 332.
3  While most of this article is devoted to presenting only the views Aristophanes attributes to his 
Socrates, one argument I make requires that I also consider Aristophanes’s opinion of Socrates’s  
view. More on this below.
4  Devin Stauffer considers what we can learn about Socrates from Aristophanes in his examina-
tion of Socrates and Aristophanes: “Leo Strauss’s UnSocratic Aristophanes?,” 331–51. But Stauffer is 
examining Strauss’s entire book, and Aristophanes’s own opinions of philosophy and poetry. His 
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opinions or conclusions of Aristophanes’s Socrates that seem most impor-
tant to the question of the best way of life for a human being and I look for 
Socrates’s arguments supporting those opinions and conclusions. When 
Socrates’s own statements in the Clouds fail to offer a sufficient justification 
for his conclusions, I look for other evidence in the play that supports them. 
In order to demonstrate that he understands Socrates’s deepest arguments, 
without increasing the danger to Socrates, Aristophanes will sometimes have 
to put those arguments in the mouths of other characters. But he will have to 
use the details of the play to signal subtly which of these characters he means 
to link to Socrates. The need to use these Socratic surrogates will become 

description of Aristophanes’s account of Socrates’s deepest opinions and especially the grounds of 
those opinions is therefore necessarily limited. Paul A. Rahe also offers an interpretation of Aristo-
phanes’s Socrates’s philosophy in “The Aristophanic Question,” in Recovering Reason: Essays in Honor 
of Thomas L. Pangle, ed. Timothy Burns (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010), 67–82. But, contrary 
to my interpretation, Rahe claims that the Aristophanic Socrates “betrays no interest at all in moral 
and political questions” (69; see also 71). He therefore argues that according to the Aristophanic 
Socrates the world is governed by necessity, matter and motion, and that the debate between Just and 
Unjust Speech shows that human actions are merely the product of our passions (see 72–75). David 
Konstan, “Socrates in Aristophanes’ Clouds,” in The Cambridge Companion to Socrates, ed. Donald 
R. Morrison (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 75–90, focuses on the similarity of such 
things as the habits, subjects of interest, methodology, and word use of the Aristophanic and Platonic-
Xenophontic Socrates. He does not consider the basis of Aristophanes’s Socrates’s impiety and 
contempt for law. In “Rethinking the Quarrel Anew: Politics and Boasting in Aristophanes’ Clouds,” 
in Mhire and Frost, The Political Theory of Aristophanes, 47–66, Jeremy J. Mhire argues that Socrates’s 
impiety is the product of his study of nature. He implies that this study requires confronting conven-
tion (53). But although he exposes a contradiction in Athenian political beliefs, he does not explain 
how this contradiction could be used to prove that Zeus does not exist (see esp. 59). In fact, he ques-
tions whether Socrates has the necessary evidence for his claim that Zeus does not exist (56). Michael 
Zuckert argues that Aristophanes criticizes Socratic philosophy for undermining the teachings that 
the city needs to survive, particularly those concerning traditional piety and justice: “Rationalism 
and Political Responsibility: Just Speech and Unjust Deed in the Clouds and the Apology of Socrates,” 
Polity 17, no. 2 (1984): 271–97. But owing to the larger plan of the article, Zuckert offers only a brief 
account of the Aristophanic Socratic arguments challenging justice and traditional piety (see, e.g., 
280–81). Martha Nussbaum defends the accuracy of Aristophanes’s picture of Socrates: “Aristophanes 
and Socrates on Learning Practical Wisdom,” Yale Classical Studies 26 (1980): 43–97. But her discus-
sion does not include an account of the basis of Aristophanes’s Socrates’s impiety. Further, she claims 
that the Clouds attributes no “positive program” to Socrates (see, e.g., 75, 81, 89). Christopher Moore, 
“Socrates and Self-Knowledge in Aristophanes’ Clouds,” Classical Quarterly 65, no. 2 (2015): 534–51, 
argues that Plato agrees with the picture of Socrates offered in the Clouds, in particular the sugges-
tion therein that Socrates is most interested in self-knowledge. But his account does not include an 
examination of the precise character or grounds of Socrates’s self-knowledge. He gives his reader a 
general picture of Aristophanes’s Socrates’s self-knowledge: it is not “concerned explicitly with general 
anthropological, psychical or metaphysical knowledge of the human being per se, but rather with one’s 
commitments and the skills appropriate for meeting those commitments” (548). Khalil M. Habib, 
“The Meaning of Socrates’ Asceticism in Aristophanes’ Clouds,” in Mhire and Frost, The Political 
Theory of Aristophanes, 29–45 (see esp. 36–38 and 41), explains Aristophanes’s Socrates’s impiety and 
contempt for convention including justice as a product of his natural science. But he does not consider 
the problem that natural science cannot disprove the existence of the gods or fully refute the claims of 
justice, nor does he consider the significance of the refutations found in the debates between Just and 
Unjust Speech and between Strepsiades and Pheidippides. 
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clearer once we see the particular conclusions the surrogates’ arguments are 
meant to support. I begin this part of my interpretation by trying to identify 
Socrates’s closest surrogate and mine his statements for further justification 
of the Socratic opinions and conclusions. When these statements prove to be 
incomplete, I look for further evidence. At each point, I will defend my steps 
in the argument including the need to proceed in a nonchronological order 
through the text of the Clouds. This process will sometimes require referring 
to the Platonic Socrates to support my claims. This procedure has its risks 
as one must avoid making Aristophanes into Plato and thereby undermin-
ing the project of identifying the difference between poetry and philosophy. 
However, while the evidence that Aristophanes’s Socrates is a natural scien-
tist is crystal clear, the evidence that he also examined political and moral 
phenomena is largely obscured.5 But the Clouds was produced in 423 BC, at 
which time Socrates would have been around forty-six years old. Accord-
ing to Plato’s depiction of Socrates, this would have been almost ten years 
after Socrates began having dialectical arguments about moral and political 
phenomena with interlocutors in private and public.6 The only access we have 
to these dialectical arguments is in the works of Plato and Xenophon. Since 
it is not unreasonable to assume that Aristophanes chose to mock Socrates 
because he was a figure whom both Aristophanes and many in his audience 
knew relatively well, it does not seem unjustifiable to use Platonic evidence, 
carefully, to help translate Aristophanes’s comic account of Socrates’s argu-
ments into their noncomic equivalents. In fact, without such evidence, it may 
be very difficult for an audience who did not know Socrates (as Aristophanes’s 
audience would have) to be able to pick up on Socratic arguments at which 
Aristophanes only hints. 

Aristophanes’s Claims about Socrates

In the Clouds, Strepsiades, a rustic farmer, is in deep debt owing mainly to 
the purchases of his horse-racing son, Pheidippides. He plans to get out of 
his debts by sending his son to learn a speech from Socrates that is reputed 
to allow one to win court cases unjustly. When Pheidippides refuses to go, 
Strepsiades must go himself. But when Strepsiades proves to be ineducable, 
he is ejected from Socrates’s school and has no other choice but to force 

5  In fact several scholars take Aristophanes’s Socrates to be merely a natural scientist. See, for exam-
ple, John Zumbrunnen, Aristophanic Comedy and the Challenge of Democratic Citizenship (Rochester, 
NY: University of Rochester Press, 2012), 44. Also Rahe, “The Aristophanic Question,” 69, 71. 
6  For a similar account of the Socrates that Aristophanes knew and depicted in the Clouds consider 
Stauffer, “Leo Strauss’s UnSocratic Aristophanes?,” 332.
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Pheidippides to go. In the course of the play, both Strepsiades and Pheidip-
pides receive Socratic educations, parts of which are given indoors and not 
reported to the audience. We see more of Strepsiades’s failed education than 
we see of Pheidippides’s successful one. But examined carefully, they reveal a 
consistent picture of Aristophanes’s Socrates’s conclusions and the grounds 
of those conclusions.

We gather from such an examination that Aristophanes’s Socrates is an 
atheist and a scofflaw. He declares unqualifiedly that Zeus does not exist (367). 
And the thin veil of seeming piety found in Socrates’s claim to worship the 
Clouds is torn away during the course of the play. Socrates makes the claim 
that he worships the Clouds only to Strepsiades. Socrates uses his account of 
these cloud-goddesses, who form the chorus of the play, as part of his demon-
stration to Strepsiades that Zeus does not exist. But after Strepsiades’s indoor 
education, the Clouds are never called, or treated like, goddesses by anyone 
but themselves. Pheidippides shows no signs of having been instructed to 
worship the Clouds as part of his Socratic education. And after his indoor 
education, Strepsiades calls Socrates “the Melian” (830).7 All of this implies 
that during Strepsiades’s indoor education, Socrates revealed that he does not 
believe in any gods, including the Clouds. As for Socrates’s view of law, we 
see consistent evidence throughout the play that he does not respect it. Upon 
presenting himself as a would-be student, Strepsiades is regaled by a think 
tank member with stories of Socrates’s many feats, including a clever use of 
geometry to steal a cloak. Further, Socrates is willing to give Strepsiades, and 
then Pheidippides, an education that they plan to use to defraud their credi-
tors. Socrates’s claims about Zeus and his investigation of the sun and moon 
are contrary to Athenian law. On what grounds does Aristophanes’s Socrates 
justify these opinions and this behavior?

Let me first discuss Socrates’s atheism. The reader might conclude, based 
on an initial examination of the proofs Socrates offers to Strepsiades, that the 
grounds of his atheism are supplied by natural science. For example, if by Zeus 
we mean a being with supernatural or miraculous powers, why can he not 
make rain without the clouds (370–71)? Socrates’s characterization of some of 
these proofs, however, leads the reader to wonder whether the comic poet is 
not comically pointing to Socratic dialectic. Socrates says to Strepsiades that 
he will “teach [him] from [himself]” (385).8 The Platonic Socrates teaches his 

7  See K. J. Dover, Aristophanes Clouds (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), 200–201. This is a 
reference to Diagoras of Melos who became “proverbial for impiety.”
8  Translations from the Clouds are from Thomas G. West and Grace Starry West, Four Texts on 
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interlocutors from themselves by examining the interlocutors’ own opinions 
dialectically (see, e.g., Euthyphro 6e–8b). Aristophanes’s Socrates teaches 
Strepsiades from himself by examining Strepsiades’s own bodily functions 
(385ff.). While this examination seems like a comic equivalent of Plato’s 
Socratic dialectic, it is not equally persuasive. Aristophanes shows his reader 
that even someone with intellectual abilities as limited as Strepsiades’s can 
see that these and similar arguments cannot definitively refute the existence 
of the gods. They cannot eliminate the possibility of the gods as ultimate 
causes of seemingly natural phenomena (see, e.g., 374–81). The subject of 
Aristophanes’s wisest comedy must have a more compelling argument for 
his impiety. Moreover, when confronting Strepsiades’s deepest concern with 
respect to the gods—divine punishment—Socrates merely denies the gods’ 
role and mocks Strepsiades’s foolish, old-fashioned beliefs (398–402).9 He 
does not offer sufficient proof that the gods do not punish human beings for 
their injustice in this life or the next. Given the deficiencies of these proofs, 
and their pointing to Socratic dialectic, we are justified in examining other 
parts of the play for hints about the substance of the dialectical support for 
Aristophanes’s Socrates’s atheism. 

As for Aristophanes’s Socrates’s disrespect for the law, one might assume 
from his mocking Strepsiades’s fear of divine punishment that Socrates’s 
atheism is at least partly responsible for his attitude to the law. More investi-
gation will be needed to confirm this, but it is reasonable to begin by testing 
the possibility that his atheism and lawlessness are linked. His disrespect for 
the law may also be connected to his reputed ability to use rhetoric to avoid 
human punishment for breaking the law (see, e.g., 112–18). But being able to 
avoid human and divine punishment would not give us a reason to break the 
law unless doing so was sometimes beneficial. The argument explaining the 
benefit of not following the law will have to be seen as well. 

So where in the play should one look for compelling arguments justifying 
Socrates’s atheism and lawlessness? A natural choice would be to look at the 
rest of the things that Socrates himself says. We do not, however, find in any 

Socrates (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984), 115–76. Other scholars also notice the similarity 
between this procedure and the Platonic Socrates’s distinctive conversations with his interlocutors: 
Konstan, “Socrates in Aristophanes’ Clouds,” 83; Moore, “Socrates and Self-Knowledge in Aristo-
phanes’ Clouds,” 537 with 548–89; Nussbaum, “Aristophanes and Socrates on Learning Practical 
Wisdom,” 73–74. 
9  Socrates offers a natural explanation of lightning which weakens the claim that it is an instrument 
of divine punishment. But Socrates never proves that the gods do not punish perjurers, either with 
lightning or otherwise. 
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of his speeches either anything dialectical or anything that offers a sufficient 
justification for atheism or lawlessness.10 We are going to have to look for 
Socratic surrogates. At this point it should be much clearer why someone 
friendly to Socrates, as we think Aristophanes is, would use surrogates to 
articulate his understanding of Socrates’s views. If only those in the audi-
ence who scrutinize the play carefully—putting Socratic conclusions together 
with reasoning from Socratic surrogates—discover the complete view Aris-
tophanes is attributing to Socrates, Socrates will be better protected from 
the anger of the many. Solid or plausible reasoning that justifies atheism and 
lawlessness is much more corrupting, and therefore more galling to the city, 
than one kooky guy flying around in a basket who claims not to believe in 
Zeus and who is so poor he has to steal to pay for his supper. 

Could Just and Unjust Speech Be Socratic Surrogates?

One reasonable place to look for more clues to the grounds of Socrates’s 
beliefs is the debate between Just Speech and Unjust Speech. After Strepsiades 
is ejected from the think tank, he returns with a very unwilling Pheidip-
pides. Socrates announces that Just Speech and Unjust Speech will introduce 
Pheidippides to the art Strepsiades wants him to learn. It is plausible that 
Aristophanes wants us to regard the debate between the Speeches as a sur-
rogate for Socratic reasoning because the content and manner of the debate 
remind us both of things Socrates says and of the manner in which he con-
ducts himself. Like Socrates’s declaration that “Zeus doesn’t even exist,” 
Unjust Speech denies that “Justice even exists” (367, 902). And like Socrates, 
Unjust Speech plans to prove this with an argument he will base on what 
Just Speech says (385, 901, 941–44, 1031–40). He will use Just Speech’s opin-
ions, not his bodily functions, to persuade him from himself. The Clouds, of 
whom Aristophanes at one point acts as leader, claim that in this debate “the 
whole hazard of wisdom is being risked” (954–55; see 518–62). This sounds 
very much like the comic equivalent of a treasure map’s injunction to dig 
here. Finally, the two speeches seem to live in Socrates’s think tank, imply-
ing that they are somehow a part of that way of life. All of this leads one to 
expect that the debate will tell us what Aristophanes believes are the genuine 
grounds of Socrates’s beliefs.

However, there are problems with trying to use this debate in this way. 
First, Socrates leaves the stage during the debate, allowing the Speeches to 

10  We will, however, see in some of Socrates’s statements agreement with the arguments attributed to 
the Socratic surrogates.
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speak for themselves, thereby implying that he does not simply endorse 
the views of either. Second, neither Speech’s understanding of the good life 
pointed to by their arguments matches Socrates’s way of life, which raises 
further doubts about Socrates’s agreement with their arguments. Even more 
importantly, both Speeches’ arguments seem to presume the existence of the 
gods (although Unjust Speech may merely be adopting Just Speech’s view for 
rhetorical reasons).11 How could there be an argument supporting Socratic 
atheism here? Perhaps most important of all, the one successful Socratic stu-
dent of whose education we get to see the start and finish (although nothing 
in between) is not impressed by the debate. After witnessing it, Pheidippides 
has as much contempt for Socrates and his education as he did at the begin-
ning of the play (compare 102–4, 1112). The debate does not seem to present 
the arguments that converted Pheidippides to Socrates’s views about justice 
and the gods.12 So maybe we need to look elsewhere to find a better surrogate 
to show us the grounds of Socrates’s beliefs.

Pheidippides Is Our Best Socratic Surrogate

In spite of his objections, Pheidippides is forced to attend Socrates’s school. 
When Strepsiades comes to pick him up, after a course of study that has 
lasted long enough for Pheidippides to lose his tan, Socrates tells Strepsiades 
that Pheidippides has successfully completed his education (1149). The boy is 
taken home for a celebratory feast during which a fight breaks out between 
father and son which ends in Pheidippides beating his father. Pheidippides 
offers to use his new education to prove to Strepsiades that father beating is 
just. Perhaps the closest thing that we get to seeing Socrates’s actual argu-
ments for his way of life are the arguments made by his successful student in 
a debate with a former, although failed, fellow student. Pheidippides’s role as 
a surrogate is further confirmed by his plans to make radical and decidedly 
Socratic changes to his life (1399–1405). Also, during this debate, Pheidip-
pides appeals to what Socrates himself would think (1432). Pheidippides is, of 
course, not a perfect representative of Socrates, but all the indications in the 
Clouds suggest he is Socrates’s closest surrogate.13 

11  Compare Zuckert’s claim that Unjust Speech’s arguments are “unphilosophic and traditionalist” 
(“Rationalism and Political Responsibility,” 291).
12  See Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 50. Strauss’s claim here that Pheidippides has been con-
verted “by Socrates to Socrates” is provisional (compare 52). But it is clear that Pheidippides has made 
a profound change in his life owing to his Socratic education and therefore it is reasonable to consider 
his opinion of this debate. 
13  Consider also Stauffer’s claim that the “Pheidippides-Socrates saga is the most important part of 
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So how do Pheidippides’s arguments support atheism and lawlessness? 
Unlike Unjust Speech, who practically begins by denying Justice’s existence, 
Pheidippides begins by offering a proof that father beating is just, a proof 
that seems to assume the existence of justice (902, 1405). In other words, 
Pheidippides begins where we often see the Platonic Socrates begin. Instead 
of rejecting ordinary opinion, he starts with it and tries to show what con-
clusions are reached when that opinion and its implications are thoroughly 
examined. Pheidippides gets Strepsiades to admit that he beat Pheidip-
pides when he was young. Strepsiades claims that he did so because he was 
well-intentioned toward Pheidippides. Using and expanding on this claim, 
Pheidippides’s first three arguments appeal to what one might call the class 
characteristics of justice or, to use the parlance of the Platonic Socrates, to 
the idea of justice. Strepsiades introduced one of these characteristics him-
self when he implied that his beating of Pheidippides was just because it was 
well-intentioned. When we call an action just, some of the things we mean, 
Pheidippides implies, are that (1) the actor is well-intentioned, (2) equals 
are treated equally, and (3) each individual gets what he deserves (1410–19). 
Using this account of what justice requires, part of which was derived from 
Strepsiades’s own statements and the implications of his statements, it is not 
difficult to envision an instance in which a wise and well-intentioned son 
might beat his foolish and vicious father in order to benefit the father and 
perhaps also the community. In fact, Aristophanes’s Wasps is the story of 
just such an instance. In other words, using these standards, one can justify 
ignoring certain Athenian laws when following them would not produce a 
simply just result. From this we can see not only a reasonable but a morally 
respectable ground for Socrates’s failure to obey Athenian law. 

These arguments also offer support for the next step in Pheidippides’s 
proof, a step that seems to link the question of justice to the question of the 
gods’ existence. In response to Strepsiades’s assertion that the law everywhere 
forbids father beating, Pheidippides claims that this law is merely the work of 
one man who persuaded others, that is, merely conventional and not divine, 
and so he could make a new law allowing sons to beat their fathers. If the law 
forbidding father beating, and plausibly all laws, fail consistently to meet the 
standards of justice outlined in Pheidippides’s initial arguments—if all laws, 
therefore, are at best imperfectly just—it is at least a question whether any 
law is divine. 

the Clouds” (“Leo Strauss’s UnSocratic Aristophanes,” 335–36).
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Now one could argue that gods, dealing with flawed beings like men, had 
no choice but to give them laws that provided imperfect guidance but better 
guidance than they could provide for themselves. A law prohibiting father 
beating (and allowing fathers to beat their sons) in most instances meets the 
standards appealed to in Pheidippides’s arguments. It supports the authority 
that the father needs to discipline his son effectively and thereby produce 
a good man and citizen. Thus this law benefits the son, the family, and the 
community at large. In short, this law produces just results most of the time 
and therefore might plausibly still be a divine law. But if this were the truth 
about the law against father beating—that it is merely a good rule of thumb—
it would not be reasonable for the gods to expect wise men to obey it, or any 
other such law, when doing so would not be just. In other words, no such 
law could reasonably command absolute obedience or be sacred. This raises 
the question, which the city might consider corrupting, of when we should 
obey the law, or what standard we should use to determine when we should 
obey the law. Pheidippides’s first three arguments suggest that the answer 
should be that we use the class characteristics of justice, the idea of justice, 
to determine our behavior. For example, we should act so as to benefit others 
or the common good. But that is not the step he takes next in the argument.

Instead, he seems to want us to take the chicken and the rest of the beasts 
as our model. Pheidippides says, “Consider the chickens and the other beasts: 
they defend themselves against their fathers. Yet how do they differ from us, 
except that they do not write decrees?” (1427–29). The context of the argu-
ment provides some support for this move. It makes some sense to look to 
what is universally true to determine the just course of action. This must be 
what Strepsiades had in mind when he appealed to the universal practice 
of outlawing father beating to counter Pheidippides’s arguments. And this 
is also what Pheidippides’s initial arguments seem to appeal to in principle: 
those qualities that are universally true of justice. If what is universally true 
is the right standard to guide us, then looking to the facts of nature, which 
are more universal than any human law, makes some sense. If something 
is natural to all beasts, it may very well be natural to the animal, man, too. 
And as Pheidippides’s comment here implies, since the beasts do not write 
decrees, what is natural for them is not in dispute, as it is in the case of human 
beings, owing to our decree writing. So looking to chicken or beast nature to 
determine how we should act is not entirely unreasonable. 

But there are two problems with this move that suggest Pheidippides 
might be leaving out part of the argument that supports his conclusion. First, 
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chickens and the other beasts do not beat their fathers out of a concern to 
benefit their fathers or the community (and they surely have no concept of 
treating equals equally, nor a concept of deserving). They beat their fathers 
to “defend themselves,” to benefit themselves (1428). This contradicts the first 
principle—concern for the welfare of others—of his initial arguments sup-
porting father beating. Pheidippides has not given sufficient justification for 
replacing this principle with what seems to be the principle that one should 
put one’s own good first. Second, it is not true that all beasts beat their fathers. 
On the contrary, those unique qualities that contribute to making distinct 
species prevent certain beasts from doing so.14 This leads the reader to wonder 
about the true implications of that unique quality that makes human beings a 
distinct species according to Pheidippides: decree writing. Do decrees merely 
restrain obviously natural desires, or do they reshape our desires in a per-
manent way that must be considered when determining the best way of life?

We will treat each of these problems in turn. Having pointed out the 
selfishness of beast father-beating, we cannot help but notice that many 
of Pheidippides’s arguments or offhand comments during the debate have 
implied that one should put one’s own good first. For example, although 
he starts by speaking of well-intentioned beating, he insists that if children 
weep, fathers should too, implying that his chief interest in beating his father 
is something other than benefiting his father (1415). Moreover, this line is an 
allusion to a line in Euripides’s Alcestis, in which a father defends his selfish 
decision to live instead of dying in place of his son.15 And in his last argu-
ment, Pheidippides states that he should get to beat his father because if he 
does not have a son he will miss out on the good of beating someone. Either 
Pheidippides, free of the belief in absolute obedience to the laws, has taken 
the insufficiently justified step of guiding himself by his own good alone, or 
we are missing that part of Aristophanes’s understanding of Socratic educa-
tion that supports this step.

The only part of Aristophanic Socratic education that we saw Pheidip-
pides get was his exposure to the debate between Just and Unjust Speech. But 
we noted above all the problems with using the debate to discover Socrates’s 
opinions, including the fact that it did not impress Pheidippides at the time. 
However, after his indoor education, Pheidippides reacts to insults like those 
hurled at Unjust Speech in much the way that Unjust Speech does (compare 

14  To offer one extreme example, among some species of black widow spiders, the female eats her mate 
immediately after mating, making father beating impossible.
15  See Dover, Aristophanes Clouds, 259; Euripides, Alcestis, 691. 
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909–14 with 1327–30). He acts like a proud member of team Unjust Speech. 
It seems that after his indoor education Pheidippides has reevaluated the 
debate and Unjust Speech’s victory.16 If we try to translate the comic argu-
ments we see in the debate between Just and Unjust Speech into arguments 
we could imagine Socrates making during the indoor education, we can 
discern the grounds of the conversion we are looking for, and the missing 
steps in Pheidippides’s argument. It is only in light of our fuller understand-
ing of Pheidippides’s conversion, which we acquire through examining his 
posteducation arguments, that we can imagine how he might reevaluate the 
debate. Turning back to the debate now will give us the clearest view of the 
contribution it ultimately made to Pheidippides’s understanding. 

Just and Unjust Speech Revisited

The debate between Just and Unjust Speech might initially have seemed com-
ically inadequate to Pheidippides because the crucial evidence depended on 
behavior ascribed by the poets to gods and heroes. As we can now see from 
the debate between Pheidippides and Strepsiades, however, Pheidippides is 
trained in dialectics and therefore has come to recognize the importance of 
the significant moments of agreement between Just and Unjust Speech. These 
moments of agreement, brought out by Unjust Speech’s questioning of Just 
Speech, point the viewer to a dialectical analysis of the motives behind just 
action. This analysis supplies the missing pieces of Pheidippides’s argument. 
Unjust Speech asks Just Speech, “Whom have you ever seen anything good 
happen to because of being moderate?” (1061–62). Instead of claiming that 
moderation is good in itself or serves the common good, Just Speech gives 
an example of someone who was rewarded and the rewards he received.17 In 

16  Strauss claims that Pheidippides has been converted by Socrates “only to the way of life recom-
mended by Unjust Speech” (Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 52). Zuckert also equates Pheidippides 
and Unjust Speech (“Rationalism and Political Responsibility,” 279). Nussbaum claims that Pheidippides 
has been converted to the views of Unjust Speech by the more charming, but not philosophically dif-
ferent, arguments of his boss, Socrates (“Aristophanes and Socrates on Learning Practical Wisdom,” 
66). She further argues that Socrates’s leaving the stage at the time of the debate cannot be taken as 
evidence either of his disapproval of Unjust Speech’s victory or of his disassociation with the content 
of the debate (48). But see Habib, “Meaning of Socrates’ Asceticism,” 39.
17  In the Clouds there is no one who explicitly expresses the view, let alone defends the view, that jus-
tice or moderation is good in itself, and chosen for that reason. Just Speech describes the habituation 
that was used to inculcate moderation and justice in the past. And one could certainly conclude, as  
no other defense is given, that those things inculcated were thought to be good or noble in themselves. 
But Just Speech never makes this claim explicitly. And he certainly does not use such a claim to defend 
his education when it is attacked by Unjust Speech. For more on the character of the education offered 
by Just Speech, see Nussbaum, “Aristophanes and Socrates on Learning Practical Wisdom,” 54–58. 
Similarly, neither Just nor Unjust Speech considers the kind of moderation that has intrinsic benefits, 
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so doing, Just Speech tacitly agrees with Unjust Speech that moderation—
which, according to Just Speech’s presentation of the good old times, is the 
core of the just life—requires a reward. Unjust Speech then claims that the 
rewards of immoderate behavior are greater. Rhetorically this makes a cer-
tain sense. If one is acting for the sake of rewards, the greater rewards ought 
to determine the correct action. But the examples Unjust Speech gives of the 
rewards for immoderation ignore the implication of Just Speech’s examples. 
Just Speech’s examples of the rewards that moderation brings are the sword 
that Peleus received from Hephaestus just in time to protect him from certain 
death and his marriage to Thetis, an immortal being (1063–67). It is reason-
able to infer, then, that the noncomic equivalents of the rewards Just Speech 
believes one earns through moderate or just behavior are the protection 
and love of the gods: protection from danger and death.18 Unjust Speech’s 
response here is clearly insufficient. Perhaps one can obtain greater earthly 
goods, such as money, through immoderation or injustice, but people do not 
ordinarily believe one can earn divine protection this way. And the love and 
protection of the gods outweigh any earthly good. By Unjust Speech’s own 
standard—reward—Just Speech has won the argument. However, a careful 
consideration of Unjust Speech’s whole presentation, and its agreement with 
Just Speech’s views, offers a further refutation of Just Speech’s case. 

Unjust Speech counts love and adultery among the necessities of nature 
(1075–76). And he claims that this fact makes committing adultery no injus-
tice since it cannot be unjust to do what we cannot avoid doing, what we 
are naturally compelled to do, what even the gods, who are far greater, can-
not help themselves from doing (1080–82). Many statements by Just Speech 
seem to confirm an intense, natural desire for extramarital, erotic encounters 
(973–83, 996–97). But what we are compelled to do does not deserve punish-
ment because we are not free to act otherwise. 

But perhaps we have been too quick to conclude that the behavior dis-
cussed by Just and Unjust Speech is irresistible. Just Speech’s description of 
the good old times implies that back then men did in fact resist their unjust 
sexual desires (973–83). These desires may be natural and intense according 
to Just Speech, but they are not irresistible. If one can resist one’s natural 
desires, then giving into them is voluntary and, when giving in results in 
an unjust act, deserves punishment. One might say everyone is free to 

such as eating moderately so as to avoid a stomach ache.
18  See also Just Speech’s claim that with his education Pheidippides will “be saved” (930). The Greek 
sōthēnai can mean to save from death.



 4 5 6  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 3

choose between what he knows is right and what he knows is wrong, and 
those described by Just Speech chose what they knew was right, and those 
described by Unjust Speech chose what they knew was wrong.19 However, we 
can see by comparing the claims of Just Speech and Unjust Speech that this 
is not an accurate account of the decision-making process they are describ-
ing. Rather, Just Speech seems to encourage resistance to immoderate desires 
because he ultimately believes that punishment and shame are greater evils 
than the satisfaction of these desires would be good (see, e.g., 972, 1083–84, 
1086–88). Put otherwise, avoiding punishment and shame is, in his opinion, 
the greater good. What might look like an admirable sacrifice of tempting 
pleasures is actually the means to a greater good. In that case, both the men 
described by Just Speech and those described by Unjust Speech are doing 
what seems, at the moment, best for them; both are acting to benefit them-
selves. To those influenced by Just Speech, it seems best to avoid punishment, 
and to those influenced by Unjust Speech it seems best to “use [their] nature” 
and enjoy those things without which life would not be worth living (1078, 
1074–75). If one of them is wrong about what is best, he might benefit from 
education, but he does not deserve punishment. This helps explain the end of 
the debate between the Speeches. When Unjust Speech convinces Just Speech 
that punishment and shame are not really bad, Just Speech gives in and joins 
Unjust Speech (1085–1104). This implies that Just Speech’s only reason for 
resisting temptation was his opinion that the punishment and shame were 
greater evils, not that resistance itself, or behaving in a so-called just manner, 
is in and of itself good. 

This conclusion is further supported, and its broader implications pointed 
to, in the claim of Unjust Speech: “if you consort with me, then use your 
nature, leap, laugh, believe that nothing is shameful! For if you happen to be 
caught as an adulterer, you’ll reply to him that you’ve done him no injustice” 
(1077–80). On one hand, Unjust Speech is claiming that consorting with him, 
that is, learning the unjust speech or clever rhetoric, will allow one to escape 
human punishment by outsmarting one’s accusers whenever one does a deed 
generally deemed to be unjust. Unjust Speech is in this way like Glaucon’s 
ring of Gyges (Republic 359b–360d).20 But Unjust Speech’s claim actually has 
a broader implication, just as the ring of Gyges story does. What the ring of 

19  In fact, Unjust Speech even refers to the adultery he is encouraging listeners to commit as a wrong 
(hēmartes, 1076).
20  For a similar interpretation of this general point in Unjust Speech’s victory see Rahe, “The Aris-
tophanic Question,” 74, and J. Peter Euben, Corrupting Youth (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1997), 127.
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Gyges story is meant to show is that so-called just people are just only to avoid 
punishment; they are not morally different from the unjust. This insight in 
itself allows one to enjoy one’s so-called unjust activities since there would no 
longer be feelings of guilt in acting in a way that is not morally different from 
the way so-called just people act. Hence, consorting with Unjust Speech, that 
is, learning the truth about justice and injustice found in his speech, frees one 
from an especially deep and difficult-to-escape kind of punishment—what 
we call a guilty conscience. For this reason, those who consort with Unjust 
Speech are able to obtain and fully enjoy what is genuinely good.

But as we saw above, so-called injustice, even injustice protected from 
punishment and feelings of guilt, cannot provide the greatest goods human 
beings hope for. It cannot provide the particular goods that we hope justice 
will help us achieve, goods for which we are prepared to sacrifice unjustly 
acquired goods, goods pointed to by the examples of the rewards earned by 
Peleus from the gods. But Unjust Speech’s argument and Just Speech’s agree-
ment have implications for these hopes as well. If the just are just to avoid 
punishment, or to earn rewards, or in other words, if just and unjust alike do 
what seems, at the moment, best for them, the unjust do not deserve punish-
ment and the just do not deserve rewards—including the rewards Just Speech 
has in mind: the protection and love of the gods or, to simplify, immortality.21 

This argument is presented in a comically crude way. Unlike your aver-
age just man, Just Speech is blatantly mercenary. His hopes for reward and 
fear of punishment are right at the surface of his thinking. But by putting 
these arguments in the mouth of a character named Just Speech, who lives in 
Socrates’s think tank, Aristophanes is suggesting that the Socratic education 
reveals that the same concerns exist in the half-conscious hopes and fears 
of even the most refined just people. Most of the time, these people think 
or feel that their justice is ultimately good for them without making con-
scious the character of that goodness. But whenever they make a just speech 
to themselves to explain their just actions and just sacrifices, they inevitably 
have recourse to more or less clear notions of punishment and reward. And if 
they are ultimately acting to avoid punishment or receive reward, including 
punishments or rewards from the gods, their sacrifices are not really sacri-
fices. They are means to achieving what the just believe will be much greater 
goods. The just are, then, not morally different from the unjust. This comic 

21  This does not prove that the gods would not benefit the just and harm the unjust, only that this is 
not a requirement of justice.
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exaggeration we get in the character of Just Speech makes the noncomic and 
subtler instances of the same phenomena easier to see. 

In any case, we can now see the true grounds of Unjust Speech’s claim that 
Justice does not exist (902). He seemed to prove it by pointing out that Zeus 
was not punished for beating his father as justice, if it existed, would demand. 
That Aristophanes knows this is not sufficient proof is demonstrated by the 
fact that Pheidippides’s initial arguments proving the justice of father beating 
could be used in Zeus’s case. The real grounds of Unjust Speech’s claim that 
Justice does not exist are found in an examination of the complete debate. 
If the just and the unjust are both acting ultimately to benefit themselves, 
then there is not a moral difference between them. But in that case, justice, 
understood as the virtue that distinguishes the good man and makes him 
deserving of reward, does not exist.22 But how can we be sure that Aristo-
phanes believes this is Socrates’s view? Considering the trouble Aristophanes 
has taken to distance his Socrates from this argument, we could expect only 
the very slightest hint from Socrates’s own mouth. During their initial meet-
ing, Strepsiades explained that he needed to study with Socrates in order 
to deal with his great debts. Thereupon Socrates asks, “How is it that you 
were unaware of yourself becoming indebted?” (242). The question makes 
Socrates look like an out-of-touch scientist who does not realize that becom-
ing indebted is likely the product of lack of will or lack of sufficient income, 
not lack of awareness. However, translated into a noncomic argument, we 
see a very slight hint of agreement with the results of the debate between Just 
and Unjust Speech. Socrates’s question implies that if Strepsiades had only 
known he was becoming indebted, meaning if he had fully acknowledged 
that his debts were becoming too big to repay, he would have avoided it; it 
implies that Socrates believes we do not knowingly harm ourselves (e.g., by 
becoming indebted beyond our ability to repay). And this in turn implies 
that he believes we always act to benefit ourselves: we always do what seems, 
at the moment, best for us.23 Furthermore, an examination of the debate 
offers the evidence linking Unjust Speech’s claim that Justice does not exist 
and Socrates’s claim that Zeus does not exist. If there is no moral difference 
between the just and the unjust, then Zeus, understood as a god who gives to 

22  One could wonder whether there remains a moral difference between the man who pursues his 
own good in such a way as to benefit others or the common good, or at least not to harm them, and 
the man who is indifferent to these concerns. One can see from an examination of the Clouds that 
the difference between these men would not be a moral difference but rather a difference in what they 
understood to be truly good for a human being. 
23  A very similar case is made by the Platonic Socrates at Apology 25d–26a.
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the just the rewards and to the unjust the punishments that they deserve, in 
this life or the next, does not exist. 

What Is Truly Good for Human Beings?

A close examination of the debates between Strepsiades and Pheidippides 
and between Just and Unjust Speech has explained why Pheidippides seems 
ultimately to believe he should guide himself by putting his own good first. 
That examination suggested that this is what everyone in fact does, the only 
difference being that some are mistaken about what that good is. This leaves 
us with the momentous question: What is genuinely good for a human being? 
And in the first place, what does Aristophanes’s Socrates believe is good for 
a human being? To judge from Aristophanes’s depiction of Socrates’s way of 
life, what Socrates believes is best for a human being is the single-minded 
study of the nature of things,24 a study that either requires the sacrifice of, 
or inspires the indifference to, sensual pleasures and the family. But how 
did Socrates come to this conclusion according to Aristophanes? Obviously 
one cannot reach this conclusion by looking at a scientific account of the 
similarity between humans and beasts. Aristophanes gives us a pointer when 
Pheidippides, Socrates’s closest surrogate, says that what makes us distinct 
from the beasts is our decree writing. 

Let us consider what the Clouds implies about Socrates’s understanding 
of this distinctively human characteristic. In the first place, decrees or laws 
clearly restrain our nature. The evidence from the debate between Just and 
Unjust Speech points to a natural desire for a degree of sexual freedom that 
the law seeks to check largely for the sake of the family. In fact, the laws that 
receive the greatest scrutiny in both the debates between Just and Unjust 
Speech and between Strepsiades and Pheidippides are those that create 
and protect the human family, laws prohibiting adultery, incest, father and 
mother beating. And we see that after his Socratic education, Pheidippides 
seems particularly eager to display his freedom from the restraint of the laws 

24  Although the loudest message of the Clouds is that Socrates spends all of his time studying only 
those things that we would today classify as natural science, there are many suggestions that his 
studies are much broader. For example, he offers to teach Strepsiades about poetry (638). His comical 
lessons on the precise use of words could be pointing to the Platonic Socrates’s tendency to bring out 
confusions in his interlocutors by examining their imprecise use of words (e.g., Republic 338b–d and 
context). Pheidippides seems to have learned from Socrates that father beating, mother beating, and 
incest are not unjust—which is not to say that Socrates would not disapprove of these activities on 
prudential or other grounds.
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and customs governing family.25 The focus of the Socratic surrogates on these 
laws in particular implies that these laws show us something fundamental 
about Socrates’s understanding of the effect of laws or decree writing on our 
nature and how this in turn affects our understanding of our genuine good. 

But if the only effect of decree writing were restraining our nature, 
recognizing our natural desires and genuine good would seem to be easy, 
and would not require the extensive cross-examinations and refutations for 
which Socrates is famous. The Clouds suggests that there is more to the effect 
of decrees or laws.

The only character in the play who is clearly failing to achieve his own 
good is Strepsiades, and the reason for his failure is his devotion to his son. 
We need to look at Strepsiades to see the full effect of the laws that create 
and protect the family. But using Strepsiades in this way is not without its 
problems. Socrates was unable to educate Strepsiades and eventually Strepsi-
ades turns violently against Socrates and his education. In the character of 
Strepsiades we are much more likely to see suggestions of Aristophanes’s 
criticisms of Socrates: suggestions of what Aristophanes thinks Socrates fails 
to understand. But many characters in Aristophanes’s comedies do double 
duty.26 It is therefore possible that Aristophanes is using Strepsiades to show 
us both what Socrates understands about the effect of decree writing on our 
nature and where precisely Socrates’s understanding fails. 

While Strepsiades is eager to break some laws, and even to train his son to 
do so with impunity, he is horrified at the mere suggestion that certain other 
laws might be broken, such as the laws prohibiting father beating, mother 
beating, and incest.27 In fact, most people feel in their bones that incest, for 

25  Of all the Euripidean verses that allow Pheidippides to enjoy looking down on established laws, 
why pick one in which incest is depicted without criticism (1371–72)? Why is Pheidippides willing to 
beat his father for not appreciating this particular piece of Euripidean wisdom? Why is he so keen to 
defend father beating and mother beating? And why is he envisioning a life without a son? Freedom 
from attachment to the family seems to be a key part of Pheidippides’s education and new life. 
26  For example, Strauss argues that Pheidippides has been converted to Socrates, but he also argues 
that he is a comic equivalent of Aristophanes (Socrates and Aristophanes, 50 and 52). Strauss also 
claims that the Clouds are “in different ways, Socrates’ divinities and Aristophanes’ divinities” (46).
27  Strepsiades is at first horrified and outraged by his son’s beating him. But he is persuaded to hear 
the case for the justice of father beating and even to accept it. He ultimately and violently rejects it, 
however, together with all of Socrates’s teaching, when that teaching is linked to mother beating. And 
his violent fight with Pheidippides began over Euripides’s uncritical depiction of incest. Although we 
do not see Strepsiades restrained by the laws forbidding father beating, mother beating, or incest dur-
ing the Clouds, we see the final effect these laws have had on his soul and his opinions. How they came 
to have this effect is the subject of this section. 
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example, is simply wrong. So the law prohibiting incest calls attention to and 
seems to satisfy something distinctive in human erotic nature. It responds to 
a concern we do not share with the beasts. But this cannot be the whole truth, 
since we do not need laws that prohibit things everyone is naturally unwill-
ing to do. There is no law prohibiting people from eating gravel. It would 
seem that the law prohibiting incest both fulfills and restrains something in 
our nature. But what precisely is fulfilled? While Strepsiades was willing to 
turn his back on justice and even piety when what they demanded would not 
benefit him, he never turns his back on his son no matter the cost to himself.28 
It seems he is willing to sacrifice his own good for the sake of his son. For 
example, he has ruined himself financially to give the boy whatever he wants 
(consider 437–43, and 451–56 where Strepsiades lists everything he is will-
ing to endure, all ultimately for his son). And he is not alone in this. Many 
parents, if pushed, are willing to bend or break the law, including religious 
laws, to benefit their children, and most are willing to sacrifice their good for 
the sake of their children. This appears to be an exception to the Socratic view 
that we always do what seems best for us. The laws—against incest, father 
beating, and mother beating—that help create and protect the human fam-
ily seem to reveal and fulfill a natural selflessness, connected to distinctively 
human eros, when it comes to family and especially children. 

But do they reveal that? Why is Strepsiades willing to make these sac-
rifices for Pheidippides? The suggestion the Clouds offers comically is that 
Strepsiades hopes somehow to live on through Pheidippides. Pheidippides 
is named partly after Strepsiades’s father whose name means thrifty (65). 
Strepsiades encouraged Pheidippides to live an economically moderate life 
like Strepsiades did when he was young (70–72). Strepsiades tells the audi-
ence these things as part of the history of his indebtedness which includes 
battles with his extravagant wife who encouraged Pheidippides’s upper class, 
luxurious tastes. One could therefore conclude that these things are merely 
part of Strepsiades’s effort to raise Pheidippides to be frugal, thereby protect-
ing Strepsiades’s household from yet another big spender. But this comically 
inept plan to influence Pheidippides also points to something deeper. Strepsi-
ades does not want Pheidippides given just any name that implies thriftiness. 
He wants him to have a name that would identify him as part of the fam-
ily line. And he does not want Pheidippides to adopt just any frugal life, he 
wants Pheidippides to follow in his footsteps. Moreover, Strepsiades is proud 

28  Amy L. Bonnette makes a similar observation in “Family and Politics in Aristophanes,” in Poets, 
Princes, and Private Citizens, ed. Joseph M. Knippenberg and Peter Augustine Lawler (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), 121–41. See esp. 124. 
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of, and eager to take responsibility for, Pheidippides’s accomplishments (see, 
e.g., 1206–12, 1338–41). All of this suggests that what is ultimately motivating 
Strepsiades’s sacrifices is the perhaps only half-conscious belief that through 
his son, and perhaps his descendants, he will achieve a kind of immortality.29 

In the first place, if this is so, his apparent sacrifices for his son do not 
contradict the view that human beings do what seems best for them, and are 
not evidence of a natural selflessness. But as the Clouds also makes clear, the 
belief that informs Strepsiades’s action is false and, in this particular case, 
even ridiculous: Strepsiades and Pheidippides share little more than blood. 
And Strepsiades’s seeming devotion to his son has been very bad for him: 
he is in terrible debt and certain to be sued. His sacrifices have not brought 
him and will not bring him a genuine good. And this in turn shows, in the 
second place, the full effect of our decree writing on our nature. Somehow the 
laws that create the distinctively human family ultimately lead us to believe, 
falsely, that we can fulfill our desire for immortality though sacrificing our 
good for the family and especially for our children. 

But how does this happen? As we have already seen from our investiga-
tion of the Clouds, human beings have a natural concern for themselves and 
a natural desire for immortality. The Clouds also depicts our natural sociality, 
and our particular attraction to those who are akin. The think tank mem-
bers, who share an intellectual kinship, live together, study together, and eat 
together. Strepsiades and Pheidippides, who share a kinship through blood, 
sleep in the same room. And one can imagine much more successful feasts 
of father and son, before Socratic instruction changed Pheidippides’s taste in 
poetry and his view of the world. The bonds of the fellow knowers of the think 
tank seem to be on firmer ground. But the law prohibiting incest, by causing 
us to restrain our sexual activities with respect to our family members, and 

29  If this is the case, one could wonder why he does not seem upset by Pheidippides’s suggestion, made 
during his case proving the justice of father beating, that he may not have a son (1435–39). Perhaps 
Strepsiades is upset by this suggestion and chooses that very moment to concede the father beating 
argument in order not to force Pheidippides to say anything worse. After all, his grounds for conced-
ing are not that sons will miss out on the joys of beating if they do not have sons of their own. Habib 
also sees in Strepsiades the desire to live on through procreation (“Meaning of Socrates’ Asceticism,” 
38, 42). And as we will see below, both Socrates’s and Pheidippides’s efforts to educate Strepsiades 
end because of Strepsiades’s inability to see, to remember, or to accept his mortality. These instances 
lead the reader to wonder if Strepsiades expects to achieve immortality through living on through his 
son, or through being rewarded by the gods for his devotion to family. Because these hopes are only 
half-conscious, Strepsiades may sometimes expect one, sometimes the other, or even both at the same 
time. Because of this lack of clarity, which may be common to many parents, the Clouds sometimes 
points to one and sometimes the other (see note 31 below). As we will see, what unites both expecta-
tions is the belief that immortality is achieved through devotion to and sacrifice for the family.
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only our family members, creates a relationship and bond among the family 
members that is unique. The members of our family are our own in a way 
that no one else is. By restraining our sexual desires, or sacrificing our sexual 
freedom, in the case of family we fulfill our natural desire for kinship with 
those who seem to be most fully and profoundly our own. But this experience 
of fulfilling one natural desire by restraining another may lead us to associate 
the restraint with deeper fulfillment. From this experience we may develop 
a hope, or a half-conscious hope, that we can achieve other kinds of fulfill-
ment through other kinds of restraint or sacrifice. From this we may come 
to believe falsely that our greatest fulfillment is achieved through the greatest 
restraint or sacrifice. And thus we may come to believe that sacrificing for 
our children is somehow our own greatest fulfillment, our own greatest good. 
Moreover, we also come to confuse the good of our children with our own 
good. This confusion is further supported by the natural characteristics of 
children and of child rearing. It is very rare for a child not to resemble its 
parents in something—for example, in looks, gestures, or turns of phrase. If 
one adds to this the fact that parents do everything for their children for years 
(1380–85), one could wonder how one would avoid regarding one’s child as 
one’s accomplishment: a living, breathing, second and younger self who will 
carry on after oneself. And thus the laws that help create and support the 
family through restraining and fulfilling something in our nature ultimately 
contribute to obscuring our true, mortal nature and our genuine good. One 
could wonder how many other laws have similar effects on us.

What evidence do we have that Aristophanes’s Socrates appreciates this 
effect of decree writing on human beings? When Pheidippides sets out to 
prove that father beating is just, he asks Strepsiades to “choose which of the 
two speeches you wish to be spoken” (1336). Strauss maintains that this offer 
cannot refer to the Just and Unjust Speeches because the statements of Just 
Speech could not possibly be used to defend father beating.30 He suggests 
that it refers instead to poetic and physical (meaning scientific) speeches. But 
Pheidippides’s offer implies that he knows the poetic speech to defend father 
beating. And he must have learned this from Socrates if we are to believe 
his claim that prior to his Socratic education he could not “utter more than 
three phrases before going wrong” (1401–5). If we add to this Pheidippides’s 
newfound appreciation of Euripidean wisdom regarding the family and his 
ability to use this wisdom in defense of father beating, we are led to con-
clude that the Socratic education includes a poetic account of the family and 

30  Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 38–39.
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its capacity to obscure our genuine good (1371–77 and 1415). Pheidippides 
alludes to the part of Euripides’s Alcestis in which the father and son are 
arguing about whether a father qua father should be willing to die for his son. 
The play shines a bright light on the almost universal view that a father who 
is unwilling to die for his son is not really a father, that a father somehow feels 
that he is fully a father when he experiences the willingness to make the ulti-
mate sacrifice for his child (see, e.g., 636–68). But in the precise line to which 
Pheidippides refers, this particular father, Pheres, is arguing that his son, in 
asking his father to die for him, has demonstrated that the genuine good for 
either father or son is to continue living (691 and context).31 The play leads us 
to believe that ordinarily fatherly love and devotion obscures the father’s view 
of his own genuine good, making the father willing to sacrifice his life for 
his son. In other words, we are led by Pheidippides’s reference to this passage 
to conclude that Aristophanes’s Socrates, like Aristophanes himself, under-
stands that and why Strepsiades does not see his genuine good clearly. But in 
spite of this understanding, neither Socrates, nor his surrogate Pheidippides, 
can fully educate Strepsiades. What this failure implies about the views Aris-
tophanes attributes to his Socrates will be partly explored below. 

For now we can see how the effect of our decree writing explains Aristo-
phanes’s Socrates’s conclusions about the best way of life for a human being. 
On one hand, a being like ourselves, who seeks its own good, but whose vision 
of the good has been profoundly obscured by the interaction of laws and our 
own nature, will need a thorough study of the nature of things, including its 
own nature, to see its situation clearly. This would have to be at least a first 
step in living a genuinely good life, although there is also evidence in the 
Clouds that seeing clearly is in and of itself pleasing to beings like us. After 
graduating from the think tank, Pheidippides spontaneously explains how 
pleasant he finds his new and higher level of understanding (1399–1405)— so 
pleasant, in fact, that he plans to give up a way of life to which he was so 
devoted that he bankrupted his father. This implies a deep natural desire to 
see ourselves and the world clearly.

On the other hand, the Socratic education that allows us to see ourselves 
clearly also reveals our deep natural desire for immortality. Some scholars 

31  The Alcestis makes some references to the belief that one lives on or achieves a kind of immortality 
through one’s children (see, e.g., 654–57). But the play makes regular references to the belief that 
sacrificing one’s life for family earns one the greatest rewards, perhaps from the gods (see, e.g., 301, 
436–37, 619–20, 625–27, 744–46). In other words, it emphasizes the other way, as many hope, of 
achieving immortality through sacrifice for the family (see note 29 above). The play also raises  
doubts about the possibility of divine reward (see, e.g., 142, 527–28, 541, 712).
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argue that even Aristophanes’s Socrates has, through his study of nature, per-
suaded himself that he has escaped the limitations of mortality.32 However, 
I think the Clouds shows the opposite. It shows that seeing clearly, accord-
ing to Socrates, requires first and foremost that we see ourselves as mortal. 
Hence Socrates harshly expels Strepsiades from his school when Strepsiades 
comes up with a plan to get out of his debts that shows he has forgotten that 
there is no afterlife (776–85). This suggests that remembering our mortality 
is the most important lesson of the Socratic education, and forgetting this 
proves that one is utterly hopeless.33 And this makes some sense. The Socratic 
education also teaches how easily false hopes of immortality arise. It teaches 
that the hopes we have of achieving immortality through justice or the fam-
ily are based on contradictory or confused beliefs, beliefs that are extremely 
common but rarely examined. One might even say that it teaches that it is 
our deep desire for immortality, together with the effect of decree writing on 
us, that is responsible for the false hopes, conscious or half-conscious, that 
obscure our true nature and genuine good. If this is so, then Socratic educa-
tion shows that these two deep desires, perhaps our two deepest desires, are 
in conflict. Our desire for immortality threatens our clear-sightedness. 

This leaves us with further problems. First, which desire is in fact deeper 
in us, our desire for immortality or our desire for clear-sightedness? And if 
our desire for immortality is deeper, but immortality is impossible, would a 
sensible man prefer to believe falsely that we can become immortal, rather 
than to see clearly that we cannot? Is it obvious that Aristophanes consid-
ers Strepsiades’s rejection of the Socratic education foolish? Socrates’s and 
Pheidippides’s failure to educate Strepsiades seems to be attributable in part 
to Strepsiades’s hopes, probably no more than half-conscious, that he can 
earn or otherwise achieve immortality. Pheidippides’s effort to educate his 
father ends when he offers to prove the justice of mother beating. Strepsiades 
should have accepted this argument on the same basis that he accepted the 
argument for the justice of father beating. Instead he is outraged for reasons 
he cannot seem to put into words. Strauss explains that if a son can justly 
beat his mother, he could also justly have sex with her, thereby destroying 
the family.34 One could say that by accepting the justice of mother beating 
Strepsiades would be accepting the death of his son, understood as his son 

32  See, for example, Rahe, “The Aristophanic Question,” 69–71; Habib, “Meaning of Socrates’ Asceti-
cism,” 33.
33  Consider Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 26–27, 82. 
34  See ibid., 43.
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and only his son.35 Unlike Pheres, who was willing to accept the death of his 
son, Strepsiades chooses instead to make a grand sacrifice of his own good. 
He does not sacrifice his life, but he does sacrifice perhaps the grandest thing 
appropriate to sacrifice in a comedy, and surely something very dear to him: 
his one chance for financial salvation which can be achieved only through 
Socratic education. He clearly believes this sacrifice will be approved by the 
gods and in particular by Zeus (see 1468, 1476–77 and context). One could 
therefore say that he makes this sacrifice owing to the feeling “in his bones” 
that the Socratic education will cost him what he half-consciously hopes to 
receive through his devotion to his son and the support that such devotion 
receives through ancestral Zeus.36 At the very least, Socrates and Pheidip-
pides, in trying to educate Strepsiades, seem to believe, wrongly, that the 
desire for clear-sightedness would triumph over other desires in Strepsiades. 
Because it does not, we are led to wonder how Aristophanes might rank our 
desire for immortality and our desire for clear-sightedness.

Second, the arguments and conclusions that Aristophanes attributes to 
Socrates do not, in fact, prove that gods do not exist, nor do they prove that 
gods, if they exist, would not make us immortal. They only raise doubts about 
the evidence of the gods’ existence and show that justice does not demand that 
the good be rewarded and the bad punished.37 Clear-sightedness, then, requires 
that we keep in mind that while there is no evidence that immortality is pos-
sible, there is also no basis for the certainty that it is impossible. Given the depth 
of our desire for immortality, it may be harder to keep our true situation fixed 
in our minds than it would be if we had certain knowledge we were mortal. 
And, given this lack of certainty about our mortality, one could wonder about 
the best way to live one’s life. Aristophanes’s Socrates, as shown by his ejection 
of Strepsiades from his school, and his addressing Strepsiades as “ephemeral 
one,” seems to treat our mortality as a certainty (223). Perhaps he overstates 
the case to forestall the all too easy rise of false and distorting hopes in the 
souls of his students. Or is this Aristophanes’s way of implying that Socrates is 
a boaster: that Socrates claims to know more than he actually does?

35  See also Timothy W. Burns, “Anger in Thucydides and Aristophanes,” in Mhire and Frost, Political 
Theory of Aristophanes, 245–46. 
36  See Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 45. For a different interpretation of who is meant by the 
“man who has felt in his bones what the denial of ancestral Zeus means,” see Stauffer, “Leo Strauss’s 
UnSocratic Aristophanes?,” 335. For an account similar to mine see Habib, “Meaning of Socrates’ 
Asceticism,” 37–38.
37  See note 21 above.
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If one assumes, as Aristophanes’s Socrates seems to do, that clear-sight-
edness is the object of our deepest desire, or that seeing ourselves and the 
world clearly is our greatest good, one can understand why the think-tankers 
do not have families. Freed from the irrational hopes associated with family, 
one would be likely to seek out the company of those who would be most 
likely to contribute to one’s own genuine good: fellow knowers.38 One might 
even go out of one’s way to avoid extensive family participation, knowing the 
danger it may pose to clear-sightedness. This seems to explain why Pheidip-
pides is so eager to display his freedom from irrational attachment to family. 

But what about the absence of sensual pleasure in the life of the think-
tankers?39 The enjoyment of sensual pleasures, and acquiring the means to 
supply oneself with such pleasures, distracts one from the single-minded 
study of the nature of things (see 221). But the think-tankers endure a level 
of depravation that has Strepsiades comparing them to Spartan prisoners of 
war (186). Aristophanes’s Socrates seems to regard sensual pleasures as more 
threatening than an ordinary distraction. Sensual pleasures, especially those 
that are intense, can take our mind off our mortality, if only temporarily. 
So what? As long as we return to recognizing our mortality, is it absolutely 
necessary, even for a clear-sighted life, that we never take a break from this 
awareness? Perhaps Aristophanes’s Socrates would say that such breaks are 
no doubt pleasant in themselves (not just because of the sensual pleasure 
enjoyed, but because of the respite from the pain of the awareness that we are 
mortal). Too many such breaks might, in his view, undermine the endurance 
needed for the clear-sighted life. Perhaps this is why Aristophanes’s Socrates 
does his thinking on a flea-infested mattress. This is the comic equivalent of 
the endurance one needs to live a clear-sighted life. The only way Socrates 
can continue to enjoy the satisfaction of our deep longing to see clearly is by 
constantly enduring the flea bite of mortality. We wonder why Aristophanes 
has Pheidippides decisively reject this aspect of the Socratic way of life. What 
Pheidippides does not reject is the great pleasure of seeing clearly itself (1399–
1405). This points to another possible interpretation of the absence of sensual 
pleasures in the life of the think-tankers. It could be that the great desire 
to expand one’s understanding of oneself and of the world and the great 

38  While the Platonic Socrates is depicted as having children, he is never shown interacting with 
them. On the contrary, the strong suggestion of the Platonic corpus is that he spent all of his time with 
other people’s children.
39  Habib maintains that Socrates’s asceticism is a symptom of his lack of self-knowledge (“Meaning of 
Socrates’ Asceticism,” 30, 42).
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enjoyment of achieving that goal eclipse the desire for sensual pleasures. At 
least, this could be the case for some people, if not for Pheidippides. 

Conclusion

By focusing almost exclusively on what Aristophanes believes Socrates 
believes, and by piecing his view together both from the things he attributes 
directly to Socrates and those he conveys through Socratic surrogates, this 
article has offered a detailed account of the conclusions and the supporting 
arguments that Aristophanes attributes to his Socrates. In doing so it has 
sought to offer a more complete and explicit picture of what Aristophanes 
believes Socrates believes than was previously available. It has shown that 
according to Aristophanes’s Socrates our decree writing together with our 
deep desire for immortality has given rise to half-conscious hopes and 
beliefs concerning justice and the family that are contradictory or false. 
These half-conscious hopes and beliefs obscure our true nature and genuine 
good. According to Aristophanes’s Socrates, the only way we can achieve 
our genuine good, which is to satisfy our deep desire for clear-sightedness 
or knowledge, is through a life devoted to the study of the nature of things, 
which exposes these contradictions and errors and extends our under-
standing of the world and of ourselves. This life also requires, according to 
Aristophanes’s Socrates, practices that help preserve this hard-won clear-
sightedness against the threat posed by the distorting hopes that arise so 
easily in our souls. It requires limiting one’s participation in family and sen-
sual pleasures. 

If this is an accurate account of the views that Aristophanes attributes to 
Socrates, our next question must be, What does Aristophanes think of these 
views? Where, if anywhere, does he agree, and where, if anywhere, does he 
disagree? To say it in another way, precisely what is the difference between 
the teaching of Aristophanes’s poetry and the teaching of his Socrates’s phi-
losophy? While this article has not focused on this question, it has brought 
to light several possible starting points for looking into it. Let me mention 
three. First, as I suggested above, Socrates’s and his surrogate Pheidippides’s 
failure to educate Strepsiades seems to indicate a failure to understand that 
different human beings have different natures. Second, Socrates’s calling 
Strepsiades “ephemeral one” and ejecting him from the think tank when he 
forgets Socrates’s teaching that there is no afterlife raises the possibility that 
Aristophanes thinks Socrates has more confidence than the evidence war-
rants that there is no life beyond this one. Third, Pheidippides’s rejection of 
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the life of continence and endurance practiced in the think tank raises ques-
tions about whether Socrates is right about the character of the best way of 
life. These and other indications found in the Clouds and in Aristophanes’s 
other plays would have to be considered thoroughly for one to form a com-
prehensive picture of Aristophanes’s agreements and disagreements with his 
Socrates. Doing justice to this part of the poet’s understanding is the work of 
another article.
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Abstract: This article analyzes Leo Strauss’s interpretation of the political thinker Marsilius 
of Padua advanced in the only piece that he wrote on the Italian author. At first glance, Strauss 
appears to characterize Marsilius as possessing an anticlerical temperament. Yet, upon 
deeper analysis, Strauss’s account of Marsilius presents him as a more controversial figure. 
First, Strauss’s analysis suggests that Marsilius’s anticlericalism actually disguises an anti-
theological attitude, bringing him closer to Machiavelli. Second, Strauss claims that Marsilius 
has an unusual notion of contemplation and “lowers his sights” prior to Machiavelli. Read-
ing between the lines, one can see that for Strauss, Marsilius ends up being the last classical 
philosopher while also setting the stage for Machiavelli’s modernity in a disguised manner.

Leo Strauss did not write much on the Italian political thinker Marsilius of 
Padua. We have one piece that he published on Marsilius in History of Politi-
cal Philosophy (henceforth HPP) in 1963. This same piece was republished 
without any major modifications in the edited collection Liberalism Ancient 
and Modern in 1968. The text is dense, difficult to follow, far from a smooth 
read, and as we will see, presents what a careful reader might describe as 
some intended contradictions. Strauss also makes a few references to Mar-
silius that are scattered across several texts dating from 1943 to the 1960s, a 
period throughout which Strauss’s views on Jewish-Islamic philosophy and 
political philosophy evolved considerably.1 One could say that few scholars 

1  Daniel Tanguay talks about a “Farabian turn” to describe Strauss’s change of ideas on esotericism 
and political philosophy in Maimonides towards the end of the 1930s. See Reorientation: Leo Strauss 
in the 1930s, ed. M. Yaffe and R. Ruderman (New York: Palgrave, 2014); D. Tanguay, Leo Strauss: An 
Intellectual Biography (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007). In his discussion of Strauss’s 
analysis of Jewish-Islamic philosophy, Joshua Parens underlines a development from pure theoretical 
philosophy in the mid-1940s to political philosophy in the period between the late 1940s until the 
1960s. See J. Parens, Leo Strauss and the Recovery of Medieval Political Philosophy (Rochester, NY: 
University of Rochester Press, 2016), esp. 6 and 119–24. 
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have engaged with Strauss’s analysis of Marsilius because he wrote so little 
about him. Indeed, there are only a few studies of Strauss’s interpretation 
of Marsilius2 and, beyond these, there is, strikingly, almost no mention of 
this topic among Straussian scholars.3 Considering the many political phi-
losophers about whom Leo Strauss wrote, one would not be exaggerating in 
saying that Marsilius of Padua is probably among those to whom scholars 
have devoted the least attention.

There is also a serious lack of engagement with Strauss’s account within 
the broader scholarly literature on Marsilius.4 There is an obvious imbalance 
between engagements with Strauss’s works on Jewish and Islamic medieval 
philosophy and his works on Christian medieval philosophy.5 One reason for 
this, of course, is that Strauss simply wrote much more on medieval Jewish 
and Islamic philosophers than he did on Christian ones. If one were to com-
pare Strauss’s lengthy work on Moses Maimonides with those on Thomas 
Aquinas or Marsilius of Padua, one might understand the complete absence 
of any reference to his work in studies on the Christian Middle Ages. One 
could conclude, then, that so little has been written about Strauss on Mar-
silius simply because Strauss did not write much about him. By contrast, 

2  M. Merlo, “La catástrofe de la felicidad. Marsilio de Padua en la lección de Leo Strauss,” Res publica 
8 (2001): 71–92; S. Kaye, “Against a Straussian Interpretation of Marsilius of Padua’s Poverty The-
sis,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 11, no. 3 (1994): 269–79. 
3  Three notable exceptions of accounts informed by a Straussian perspective are S. Torraco, Priests  
as Physicians of Souls in Marsilius of Padua’s “Defensor Pacis” (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1992), 
with an interesting review of the book in J. Parens, “Theory and Practice in Medieval Aristotelianism,”  
Polity 26, no. 2 (1993): 317–30; Michael P. Zuckert and Catherine H. Zuckert, Leo Strauss and the  
Problem of Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014). The Zuckerts’ interpre-
tation of Strauss’s view of Marsilius is among the best analyses on this topic that I have found. As I 
will show, even if my interpretation partly agrees with theirs, it diverges in some important respects. 
A third exception is Harvey C. Mansfield, Taming the Prince: The Ambivalence of Modern Executive 
Power (New York: Free Press, 1989), esp. 100–134. Marsilius is seldom mentioned in one of the best 
reconstructions of Strauss’s approach to medieval philosophy (Parens, Leo Strauss and the Recovery  
of Medieval Political Philosophy).
4  Some scattered remarks on Strauss’s views of nature and grace in Marsilius can be found in M. 
Sweeney, “The Spirituality of the Church,” in A Companion to Marsilius of Padua, ed. C. Nederman 
and G. Moreno-Riano (Amsterdam: Brill, 2011), 185–86. Two rebuttals of Strauss’s interpretation 
of Marsilius can be found in Kaye, “Against a Straussian Interpretation,” and V. Syros, Marsilius of 
Padua at the Intersection of Ancient and Medieval Traditions of Political Thought (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2012).
5  The opposition between Jewish-Islamic and Christian philosophy features prominently in Parens, 
Leo Strauss and the Recovery of Medieval Political Philosophy, 39–54. On Strauss’s interpretation of 
Thomas Aquinas, see D. Kries, “On Leo Strauss’s Understanding of the Natural Law Theory of Thomas 
Aquinas,” The Thomist 57, no. 2 (1993): 215–32; from the same author, see The Problem of Natural 
Law (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007). It is also useful to consult the entry on Thomas Aquinas 
written by Ernest L. Fortin, in HPP.
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Strauss wrote on Jewish philosophers such as Abravanel and Halevi at least 
as much as he wrote on Marsilius of Padua. For this reason, one would be 
right to describe the gaps in the scholarly literature on Strauss’s reading of 
Marsilius as one of the most neglected areas in the scholarly debates both on 
Strauss and on Marsilius of Padua. 

To fill this gap, the present article offers a comprehensive analysis of Leo 
Strauss’s reading of the Italian political thinker. It does not aim to determine 
whether Strauss read Marsilius correctly, but only to explain his reading. I 
maintain that the best way to understand Strauss’s interpretation of Marsilius 
is to read it as one whose meaning and structure reflect Strauss’s characteriza-
tion of philosophical writing given in Persecution and the Art of Writing.6 That 
Strauss writes between the lines in his piece on Marsilius is not surprising, as 
HPP was an anthology meant for students. As he says in PAW, philosophi-
cal writing is mainly aimed at educating “young men who might become 
philosophers.”7 Moreover, since Strauss suggests that Marsilius was an unbe-
liever, he was probably aware that writing between the lines would have been 
the best way to present an interpretation that would be accepted only with 
great reluctance by historicist scholars of medieval Christian philosophy. 

In his piece on Marsilius, Strauss appears at first to credit Marsilius 
for being a believer who introduced the ideas of the falasifa into the Latin 
world and who was moved by anticlericalism. Yet, looking deeper, Strauss’s 
account turns Marsilius into a much more controversial figure. Focusing on 
two crucial points of Marsilius’s theory, that is, his political theology and his 
relationship to Machiavelli, I attempt to show that for Strauss, Marsilius ends 
up being, on one hand, the last classical philosopher and, on the other hand, 
a thinker who anticipates some important modern themes but who advances 
them partly in disguise.

I present my case over four sections. The first section focuses on 
Strauss’s treatment of Marsilius’s political theology. The second section 
deals with Strauss’s Marsilius viewed in the light of the distinction between 
Jewish-Islamic and Latin Averroism. The third section explores Strauss’s 
interpretation of Marsilius’s unusual defense of contemplation and of his 
relationship to Machiavelli. The fourth section presents a conclusion.

6  L. Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013) (hence-
forth PAW). 
7  Straus, PAW, 36; but see also 24–25. Interestingly, Meier claims that Strauss also writes esoterically 
in his essay on Machiavelli in HPP. See H. Meier, Political Philosophy and the Challenge of Revealed 
Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 108–13.
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Strauss on Marsilius’s Political Theology

As is well known, Strauss considers contradictions to be “a normal pedagogic 
device of the genuine philosophers.”8 Some contradictions that can only be 
spotted by a “careful” reader can be found in Strauss’s analysis of Marsilius’s 
political theology. Strauss begins his essay on Marsilius by distinguishing 
him from Thomas Aquinas. As he explains, “Marsilius, whose chief work is 
entitled Defender of the Peace (1324), was a Christian Aristotelian. But both 
his Christianity and his Aristotelianism differ profoundly from the beliefs of 
the most celebrated Christian Aristotelian, Thomas Aquinas. Marsilius lives 
as it were in another world than Thomas.”9 For Strauss, the separation between 
Marsilius and Thomas Aquinas can be traced to their differing “beliefs” on 
Aristotelianism and Christianity. But how are Marsilius’s “beliefs” different 
from Thomas’s? And why does Strauss claim that Marsilius lives “as it were” 
in another world than Thomas? 

To answer this question, let us turn to Marsilius’s political theology. 
Strauss’s analysis of Marsilius’s political theology starts from a particular 
puzzle. He starts by denying that he will deal with Marsilius’s political theol-
ogy and that he will focus only on his political philosophy. In his own words, 
“we cannot go into Marsilius’s doctrine of the Church… for this doctrine 
belongs to political theology rather than to political philosophy.”10 Yet he  
follows this claim by doing the exact opposite, namely, by providing a rela-
tively extensive discussion of Marsilius’s doctrine of the church, which is 
essential to political theology.11 Seven pages into the essay, Strauss even admits 

8  L. Strauss, “Farabi’s Plato,” in Louis Ginzberg Jubilee Volume (New York: American Academy for 
Jewish Research, 1945), 369.
9  L. Strauss, “Marsilius of Padua,” in History of Political Philosophy, ed. L. Strauss and J. Cropsey 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), 276. Henceforth “MP.” As the pagination of History of 
Political Philosophy changes from edition to edition, I will draw on the first edition of this work.
10  Strauss, “MP,” 276.
11  One possible objection to this, which would soften the contradiction between Strauss’s explicit 
statement and his actual treatment of the problem, would be to say that here political theology means 
“doing what a theologian might do,” i.e., “comparing Marsilius’s arguments from the New Testament 
on the nature of the church with the New Testament sources on which they are allegedly based” 
(Zuckert and Zuckert, Leo Strauss and the Problem of Political Philosophy, 173). Accordingly, the 
Zuckerts argue that “Strauss does not ‘go into’ Marsilius’s political theology, if by ‘go into’ we take him 
to mean to examine the validity of the claims made within the political theology.” However, I think 
that this is a robust definition of political theology that we do not necessarily need to assume in this 
context. When Strauss says here that he will not deal with political theology, he implies that he will 
not deal with Marsilius’s arguments on the church, which are particularly concentrated in the second 
part of the Defender of Peace. This is manifestly what he does, though, in the pages subsequent to this 
statement. Here he presents a detailed summary of Marsilius’s arguments on the church. Hence, he 
contradicts himself. 
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indirectly that this is what he is doing. After the rather lengthy discussion of 
Marsilius’s doctrine of the church, he says: “let us return to the confines of 
political philosophy and consider Marsilius’ doctrine of the human legislator 
somewhat more closely.”12 

Strauss also writes that Marsilius proposes and, at the same time, with-
draws his endorsement of the theory of popular sovereignty. This is another 
important puzzle from the first part of Strauss’s text. However, unlike the 
first, it is not a contradiction in Strauss’s thought but, according to Strauss’s 
own interpretation, one within Marsilius’s. In his own words, “the character-
istic of the Defender of the Peace viewed as a treatise of political philosophy 
is that it very emphatically sets forth and literally at the same time retracts 
the doctrine of popular sovereignty.”13 Strauss explains this contradiction by 
relating it to Marsilius’s anticlericalism, which could be defined as the latter’s 
aim of opposing the pope’s (and the clergy’s) exercise of power over secular 
rulers.14 Indeed, he describes Marsilius’s whole body of citizens as “merely 
the philosophic or rational counterpart of the body of the faithful,” which is 
necessary for providing Marsilius’s anticlericalism “with the broadest pos-
sible basis.”15 In Strauss’s words:

Both reason and revelation speak against the rule of priests. The fun-
damental self-contradiction which is characteristic of the Defender is 
the conscious outcome of a conscious strategy. Both the explanation 
and its implication are defensible, yet they do not account for certain 
features of Marsilius’ populist teaching or for the essential character of 
strategies like the one justly ascribed to Marsilius. They fail to account 
for the latter because it is not sufficient to conceive of Marsilius as a 
perhaps skillful but rather unscrupulous politician or advocate.16

Reading this passage we cannot help but suspect that something escapes 
Strauss’s declared belief that Marsilius’s ambiguous populist attitude is only 
due to anticlericalism. Indeed, Strauss writes that even if both the expla-
nation and the implication of Marsilius’s conscious strategy (that is, his 
supposed anticlericalism) are defensible, the fundamental contradiction 

12  Strauss, “MP,” 282.
13  Ibid., 284.
14  Ibid., 278: “The essential function of the priests in any divine law is to teach the salutary doctrine 
concerning the afterlife or, more generally, to teach the divine law in which their society happens to 
believe.” This passage comes before Strauss’s claim that Marsilius turns Alfarabi’s concept of the sect 
into a fundamental part of his political science.
15  Ibid., 285.
16  Ibid.
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of the Defender (that is, Marsilius’s confusing endorsement and immedi-
ate withdrawal of popular sovereignty) remains that it cannot be simply 
accounted for by his anticlerical views. What else is there in Marsilius, then, 
beyond anticlericalism?

Strauss adds that Marsilius endorses two more kinds of political regimes. 
He finds evidence that Marsilius adamantly endorses elective monarchy17 
and aristocracy as being the most natural kinds of regimes.18 This confuses 
the reader as to what Marsilius’s attitude towards the most natural regime 
actually is. In Strauss’s view, on one hand, Marsilius endorses and then with-
draws the theory of popular sovereignty, which appears to be (at least partly) 
the result of a conscious anticlerical strategy. On the other hand, according 
to Strauss, Marsilius endorses elective monarchy and aristocracy and never 
appears to withdraw support for these two regimes.19 It seems to be clear 
that anticlericalism cannot explain why Marsilius endorses all three of these 
regimes at different points. Indeed, the only regime partly incompatible with 
priestly rulership is the populist.20 However, Strauss says, first, that Marsilius 
presents it and then withdraws it and, second, that Marsilius does this only 
partly for anticlerical reasons. Moreover, for Marsilius, the other two regimes 
are clearly compatible with the rule of the priests. Thus Marsilius’s endorse-
ment of elective monarchy and aristocracy as the most natural regimes ends 
up partly undermining his anticlerical views. How can this puzzle be solved? 

One possible answer can be found in Marsilius’s original position on nat-
ural law as a source of the legitimacy of human laws, as Strauss understands 
that position. In his conception of the political community, as Strauss’s inter-
pretation suggests, Marsilius strips the two main assumptions of political 
theories based on Christian revelation of any value. He denies the notion that 
natural law can help ground the content of human law and claims that only 
a human legislator can decide whether certain actions, even those forbidden 

17  In his words, “it can therefore be assumed that his preference for elective monarchy over hereditary 
monarchy belongs to his final or serious political teaching” (ibid.).
18  As he explains, “That aristocracy as distinguished from kingship is possible only under the most 
favorable conditions, and hence very rarely, in no way contradicts the fact that it is the most natural 
regime” (ibid., 286).
19  Ibid., 285. After asserting Marsilius’s preference for elective over hereditary monarchy, Strauss 
immediately adds that Marsilius “certainly never contradicts this preference as he contradicts the 
doctrine of popular sovereignty.” 
20  Ibid. The New Testament “gives some support to the view that decisions in such matters rest with 
the whole body of the faithful as distinguished from the priests alone.”
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by divine law, should lead to enforceable condemnations.21 Here, drawing on 
Marsilius’s innovative position within the Christian world, Strauss is simply 
repeating a position of his own that he hinted at towards the beginning of his 
essay when he said that Marsilius lived in a completely different world than 
Thomas owing to their different views on Aristotelianism and Christian-
ity. As Strauss explained in Natural Right and History, Marsilius follows the 
Averroist interpretation that natural right “depends on human institution 
and convention”22 and rejects Thomas Aquinas’s idea that the principles of 
natural right are “universally valid and immutable.”23 In his essay on Mar-
silius, Strauss repeats the claim that Marsilius follows Averroes’s position 
and so reinstates the position of the falasifa on the Aristotelian teaching 
on natural law: “within the confines of political philosophy, Marsilius’ tacit 
opposition to Thomas Aquinas shows itself most obviously in his teaching 
regarding natural law or natural right. Marsilius denies that there is a natural 
law properly so called.”24 For Strauss, by denying natural law, Marsilius man-
ages to leave all human political laws without an extrapolitical deontological 
standard to assess their justice, which, as is required by Thomas in Strauss’s 
interpretation,25 is rooted in revelation. Therefore, Marsilius’s human laws 
can be established without this basis. 

This leads one to suspect that Strauss takes Marsilius to endorse each of 
the three Aristotelian regimes (monarchy, aristocracy, and populist) at differ-
ent points for the following reason: since Marsilius’s rejection of natural law 
leads him to found all regimes on human reason alone, and not on revelation, 
all of these regimes must be better than the only regime founded on revela-
tion, that is, the rule of the priests. When Strauss claims that Marsilius is a 
Christian Aristotelian who lives in a different world than Aquinas, he means 

21  Marsilius’s original interpretation of the relation between natural and human laws is widely  
acknowledged in the scholarly literature. See Annabel Brett, “Political Right(s) and Human  
Freedom in Marsilius of Padua,” in Transformations in Medieval and Early-Modern Rights Discourse, 
ed. Virpi Mäkinen and Petter Korkman (Dordrecht: Springer, 2006), 107; Joseph Canning, “Law,  
Sovereignty and Corporation Theory, 1300–1450,” in The Cambridge History of Medieval Political 
Thought c. 350–c. 1450, ed. J. H. Burns (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 461;  
Roberto Lambertini, “Marsilius and the Poverty Controversy in Dictio II,” in A Companion to  
Marsilius of Padua, ed. Gerson Moreno-Riaño and Cary J. Nederman (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 244–45.
22  L. Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 158 (henceforth 
NRH). A proximity between Marsilius and the Averroist point of view is also accepted in the scholarly 
literature. See Brett, “Political Right(s) and Human Freedom,” 101. 
23  Strauss, NRH, 157.
24  Ibid.
25  Ibid., 163–64; PAW, 95–98; and Strauss, “On Natural Law,” in Studies in Platonic Political Philoso-
phy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), esp. 143.
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that Marsilius’s political theory is motivated by a justification that goes far 
beyond Marsilius’s anticlericalism and expresses a hostile attitude towards 
revelation. Strauss indirectly admits this when he says that for Marsilius, 
“revelation is not simply above reason but against reason.”26

There are some additional reasons to suspect that, for Strauss, Marsilius’s 
anticlericalism is actually a form of antitheologism, that is, that Strauss 
turns Marsilius into an unbeliever. First, the word “antitheological” appears 
only twice in the massive history of political philosophy that he and Joseph 
Cropsey edited (a volume of more than nine hundred pages) and these two 
occurrences appear in the chapter on Marsilius27 (not even in the chapters 
on Machiavelli authored by Strauss, which would be the most obvious can-
didates for this). 

Second, Strauss plays a numerological game in the passage in which he 
poses the question whether Marsilius was a believer.28 He does not directly 
tackle the question. Indeed, according to his view, Marsilius does not take a 
clear stance on whether Aristotelian thought is true because such a doctrine 
clearly “contradicts the most fundamental and the most manifest doctrines 
of the Bible.”29 It is up to the reader, then, to guess “whether Marsilius was a 
believer or an unbeliever until he considers Marsilius’ discussion, presented 
in the thirty-eighth chapter of the Defender (II 19).”30 As readers, we can 
surmise Strauss’s interpretation of Marsilius’s true commitment to faith by 
observing that there is no chapter in the Defensor Pacis called chapter 38 and 
that this is, rather, Strauss’s denomination.  

The title of chapter 19 of the second dictio of the Defender of Peace is 
“On a certain preliminary to determining the authority and primacy just-
mentioned, viz. what spoken or written truth we must believe and confess of 

26  Strauss, “MP,” 289. Note that Strauss explicitly contradicts this statement on 278 where he says that 
for Marsilius “Christian revelation does not contradict this demonstrated teaching, since revelation 
is indeed above reason but not against reason.” Here, however, Strauss simply summarizes Marsilius’s 
argument as to why he will use Aristotle to ground his anticlerical views. 
27  Strauss, “MP,” 285, 294. In the second instance, the word refers to Machiavelli. The fact that Strauss 
never refers to Machiavelli as antitheological in the chapter devoted to this author and only in the 
chapter on Marsilius could be a further sign of his intention to consider Marsilius an antitheological 
thinker. 
28  The Zuckerts agree. Referring to Strauss, they say that “it is difficult to believe that he thought 
Marsilius was a believer” (Leo Strauss and the Problem, 177).
29  Strauss, “MP,” 292.
30  Ibid.
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necessity of eternal salvation.”31 In this chapter, Marsilius’s discussion of why 
it is necessary believe in the authority of holy scripture is based entirely on the 
principle of the authority of faith and does not involve any argument based 
on human reason. However, this chapter, in which Marsilius presents the 
foundation of his belief in the scriptures, corresponds in its numbering to the 
number of chapters (19) that make up the first part of The Defender of Peace, 
in which Marsilius aims to present his arguments only according to human 
reason. Recall that in the introduction of The Defender of Peace, Marsilius 
explains that his work is divided into three parts (dictiones): the first pertains 
to the central topic of human reason, the second to the authority of the holy 
scriptures and the doctors of the church, and the third summarizes parts 1 
and 2. Marsilius explains that in the first dictio, he will demonstrate his argu-
ment according to “sure methods” of human intellect, whereas in the second 
dictio, he will demonstrate his arguments according to the “testimonies of 
the truth founded upon eternity,”32 by alluding to the holy scriptures and the 
church fathers. In the first part, Marsilius appeals only to human reason and 
cites Aristotle along with other philosophical texts more often than in the 
second dictio. 

When Strauss refers to II 19 as the 38th chapter of the Defender, he 
seems to be playing a numerological game according to which the number 
of chapters that he links to the ground of human reason in Marsilius’s the-
ory corresponds to the chapter number of the second part of the Defender 
in which Marsilius discusses the foundation of his belief in revealed holy 
scripture. In so doing, Strauss urges the reader to interpret chapter 19 of the 
second part of the Defender in fully rational and, one could say, nontheolog-
ical terms, exactly as Marsilius did in the first part of the Defender. It seems 
that, for Strauss, Marsilius clarifies his previously unclear response as to why 
we have to adhere to the authority of the holy scriptures through the symbolic 
function of the number 19, which corresponds to the number of chapters in 
the first part of The Defender of Peace where Marsilius solely draws on the 
authority of human reason.33

31  Marsilius of Padua, The Defender of the Peace, ed. A. Brett (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005), 360.
32  Ibid., 9.
33  Confirming their idea that Strauss would not consider Marsilius a believer, the Zuckerts discovered 
another numerological game in Strauss’s text, namely, in its later reprint in Strauss’s Liberalism 
Ancient and Modern: “Strauss changed the paragraphing of the Marsilius essay in reprinting it in 
Liberalism: in that version it has two sections of twelve and thirteen paragraphs respectively, or a total 
of twenty-five paragraphs, signaling perhaps Strauss’s second thought that Marsilius was even closer 
to Machiavelli than he had originally believed” (Leo Strauss and the Problem, 169). Numerological 
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Having spotted Strauss’s characterization of Marsilius as an unbeliever, 
we have to try to determine what type of unbeliever Strauss thinks Marsilius 
actually is. For Strauss, Machiavelli is the thinker who makes antitheological 
“passion” or “ire” public par excellence. However, there is no sign of “ire” 
and “passion” in Marsilius’s antitheological attitude because he is a hidden 
unbeliever. But then why did Marsilius disguise his antitheological views 
with anticlericalism? 

Marsilius and Latin Averroism

There is yet further evidence of Strauss’s understanding of Marsilius’s anticler-
icalism as a form of antitheologism, although it is rather ambiguous. Strauss 
includes Marsilius among the Latin Averroists, a specific stream of Averroists 
that developed in the Christian world and had a much more radical view 
than the falasifa or the Jewish-Islamic Averroists about how the relationship 
between reason and revelation should be approached publicly.34 In his text on 
Marsilius, Strauss never explicitly identifies Marsilius as a Latin Averroist, 
the “school of Christian scholasticism which was most deeply influenced by 
Islamic philosophy.”35 Elsewhere, Strauss explains that “the Latin Averroists 
gave a most literal interpretation of extremely heretical teachings”36 and were 
famous for their “doctrine of the double truth, for its assertion that a thesis 
may be true in philosophy but false in theology and vice versa.”37 Latin Aver-
roists were students of philosophy who were openly and publicly vocal about 
their fascination with truths that believers would abhor. These philosophers 
drew on Aristotle, the authority par excellence for all philosophers in their 
day, to assert claims that were controversial from the perspective of revelation. 
It is important to show the profound difference between the understanding 
of reason and faith held by the Latin Averroists and the falasifa, on one hand, 

games are an important component of Strauss’s hermeneutic approach. See, e.g., L. Strauss, Thoughts 
on Machiavelli (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1958), 100–101 (henceforth TM). On the importance of 
numerological games in Strauss, see N. Benhegar, “Reading ‘What Is Political Philosophy?,’” in Leo 
Strauss’s Defense of the Philosophic Life: Reading “What Is Political Philosophy?,” ed. R. Major (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2013).
34  “Latin Averroism” has been one of the most disputed categories in studies on medieval philosophy 
and especially in medieval political philosophy. For a good overview of this debate see A. Mulieri, 
“Against Classical Republicanism: The Averroist Foundations of Marsilius of Padua’s Political  
Thought,” History of Political Thought 40, no. 2 (2019): 218–45.
35  L. Strauss, “How to Study Medieval Philosophy,” Interpretation 23, no. 3 (1996): 319–38, esp. 
335–36. In the volume coedited with Cropsey, the phrase “Latin Averroist” appears only once, in the 
chapter on Thomas Aquinas (History of Political Philosophy, 271).
36  Strauss, PAW, 15.
37  Strauss, “How to Study Medieval Philosophy,” 335.
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and that held by those whom Strauss refers to in his book on Maimonides 
as ancient Averroists, on the other.38 In PAW, Strauss explicitly contrasts 
Alfarabi’s account with that of the Latin Averroists, saying that Alfarabi sim-
ply did the opposite of the Latin Averroists: “he gave an extremely un-literal 
interpretation of a most tolerable teaching.”39 Alfarabi never overtly and pub-
licly presents heretical truths that would clash too harshly with the divine 
truths of revelation; he thus never affirms, as the Latin Averroists do, that 
one should believe revelation while insinuating otherwise. In this respect, 
the Islamic philosopher is a precursor of Moses Maimonides.40 Strauss knew 
that ecclesiastical condemnations were leveled against Latin Averroists such 
as Boethius of Dacia and Siger of Brabant because of doctrines such as the 
eternity of the world, the belief in philosophy as the highest form of human 
perfection, and the idea of monopsychism. For Strauss, borrowing the clas-
sical neo-Thomist image of Latin Averroists as staunch nonbelievers,41 Latin 
Averroists publicly and openly articulated a concept of reason that explicitly 
clashed with revelation by endorsing truths that were impossible to reconcile 
with the latter. In this way, by rationally endorsing some Aristotelian ideas 
that clashed with the truths of Christian revelation, they anticipated what 
Machiavelli and the Enlightenment would turn into an established truth. The 
Latin Averroists’ more outspokenly hostile attitude towards revelation also 
encompasses a public critique of morality, making them more difficult to fit 
within Strauss’s understanding of classical and modern thinkers. Of course, 
this is also relevant for understanding Strauss’s image of Marsilius.

In NRH, Strauss explicitly includes Marsilius among the Latin Averroists. 
In a discussion about the distinction between the Thomist and the Averroist 
interpretations of natural right, Strauss writes:

There exists an alternative medieval interpretation of Aristotle’s doc-
trine, namely, the Averroistic view or, more adequately stated, the 
view characteristic of the falasifa (i.e., of the Islamic Aristotelians) 
as well as of the Jewish Aristotelians. This view was set forth within 
the Christian world by Marsilius of Padua and presumably by other 

38  See L. Strauss, Philosophy and Law: Contributions to the Understanding of Maimonides and His 
Predecessors (New York: State University of New York Press, 1995), 141n25: “One might with a certain 
right describe Christian Averroism as the forerunner of the modern conception of the state . . ., but the 
original Averroism’s conception of the state is ancient throughout.”
39  Strauss, PAW, 14.
40  This thesis pervades Parens, Leo Strauss and the Recovery of Medieval Political Philosophy; see, e.g., 22.
41  See, e.g., E. Gilson, Dante et la philosophie (Paris: Vrin, 1939).
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Christian and Latin Averroists. According to Averroes, Aristotle 
understands by natural right “legal natural right.” Or, as Marsilius 
puts it, natural right is only quasi-natural.42

The word “other” in this passage provides little reason to doubt whether 
Strauss considers Marsilius to be a Latin Averroist.43 Marsilius presented 
the best-known endorsement of the Averroist interpretation of natural law 
beyond other Christian and Latin Averroists. 

In “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” Strauss defines the Averroist inter-
pretation of natural law—namely, that there is no natural law—as the natural 
law of the philosophers. In the final part of this essay, Strauss reports the phi-
losopher’s view in the Kuzari according to which “a man who has become a 
philosopher, may adhere in his deeds and speeches to a religion to which he does 
not adhere in his thoughts.” Strauss’s comment on this passage is telling: “it is 
this view, I say, which is underlying the exotericism of the philosophers.”44 One 
characteristic of the philosopher’s holding unpleasant and dangerous truths 
is that the philosopher is an unbeliever. However, this is just a fraction of the 
danger and unpleasantness that philosophy poses for the city.  Strauss intro-
duces the notion of the philosophers’ view of natural law, which he identifies a 
few lines earlier as the idea that “the Natural Law is not obligatory and does not 
command, or presuppose, an inner attachment to society.”45 The implications 
of this view for society are rather extreme. If we follow philosophers too far 
and recognize that natural law is not obligatory and has no relevance for soci-
ety, we discover “the fundamental weakness of the philosophic position and 
the deepest reason why philosophy is so enormously dangerous.” Philosophy 
is dangerous because of the idea that “natural morality,” or “morality not based 
on Divine revelation, .  .  . is, strictly speaking, no morality at all. It is hardly 
distinguishable from the morality essential to the preservation of a gang of 
robbers.”46 Both the Jewish-Islamic and the Latin Averroists share this idea of 
natural right and the critique of revelation and morality.   

42  Strauss, NRH, 158–59.
43  Further confirmation that Strauss considers Marsilius to be a Latin Averroist can be found in 
Strauss’s reinstatement of the same exact Averroist position on natural right in his piece on Marsilius, 
saying that the latter presupposes that “reason is indeed capable of discerning what is honorable, what 
is just and what is of advantage to society. But such insights are not as such laws. Besides, they are 
not accessible to all men and hence not admitted by all nations; for this reason they cannot be called 
natural” (Strauss, “MP,” 293).
44  Strauss, “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in PAW, 139.
45  Ibid., 140.
46  Ibid.
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However, since we know from PAW that Latin Averroists are mainly 
characterized by their public teaching of heretical truths that challenge reve-
lation, we might reasonably think that Strauss believes Latin Averroists to be 
unbelievers who are more outspoken than the falasifa about their attitudes 
towards revelation as well as their critiques of morality in the Averroist inter-
pretation of natural law. Thus, the difference between Jewish-Islamic and 
Latin Averroists is not of a theoretical nature, but mainly related to their dif-
ferent political attitudes towards revealed revelation and morality. As stated 
above, this attitude is reflected in the difference between the moderation of the 
Jewish-Islamic philosophers and the immoderation of the Latin Averroists, 
placing the latter in closer proximity to Machiavelli. Marsilius is suspended 
between these two different attitudes. On one hand, like the Jewish-Islamic 
philosophers, he is just a “cautious” hidden unbeliever. On the other hand, 
Strauss’s claim that he is a Latin Averroist requires some explanation as it 
suggests that Marsilius’s rejection of revelation and critique of morality have 
a public or political dimension that cannot be ascribed to any Jewish-Islamic 
Averroist. This ambiguity reflects Strauss’s analysis of Machiavelli.

In his Thoughts on Machiavelli, Strauss clearly takes Machiavelli to be the 
legitimate heir of Averroists, and even if it might seem unclear to what kind 
of Averroists Strauss relates Machiavelli, he gives us some indications that 
he believes Machiavelli appreciated the Latin Averroists’s public critiques of 
morality and revelation much more than any previous thinker did, especially 
compared to the falasifa.    

Strauss starts by arguing that “it is not misleading to count Machiavelli 
among ‘the wise of the world,’” where the phrase “wise of the world” is put 
between inverted commas. After stating that the beliefs of “the wise of the 
world” reject “the myths of the pagans” and “revelation” and “the character-
istic teachings of revelation,” Strauss writes that they are the falasifa or the 
“Averroists.”47 Two things must be highlighted in this sentence. First, Strauss 
keeps the word Averroists between inverted commas whereas in other pas-
sages of TM, he uses this same word without any commas. Second, Strauss 
does not say that “the wise of the world” are both the falasifa and the “Aver-
roists” but, by using the adversative conjunction “or” and not “and,” he claims 
that “the wise of the world” can be either one of them, opening the way to 
thinking that a different set of ideas must be ascribed to each of these two. 

47  Strauss, TM, 175.
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Later, Strauss mentions Savonarola’s reference to the “contemporary 
‘wordly wise’” who account for Machiavelli’s position on the eternity of the 
world. The “wordly wise” are not falasifa because they are “contemporary” 
to Savonarola and Machiavelli, and Maimonides and Alfarabi were obvi-
ously not contemporaries of the Florentine. However, Strauss suggests that 
the views of the “contemporary ‘worldly wise’” are the same as those of the 
“Averroists.” They argue that “God is the final and not the efficient cause of 
this world,” that “faith is nothing but opinion,” that “there is no immortality 
of individual souls,” that “Biblical prophecies” are “things for women” and 
that “there is only one soul in all men.”48 

Strauss draws a parallel between the spread of Averroist ideas in Machia-
velli’s time and the spread of Marxism in the present age. Initially, he uses the 
word Averroism without commas, claiming that “the fundamental tenets of 
Averroism were as well known to intelligent men of Machiavelli’s age as the 
fundamental tenets of, say, Marxism are in the present age.”49 This is to say 
that the fundamental ideas of the falasifa were widespread in Machiavelli’s 
context. However, as is evident from the subsequent sentence, for Strauss, we 
must also turn to the “Averroists” (between commas) if we want to complete 
Machiavelli’s intimations on religion. To account for this oscillation between 
falasifa and “Averroists” in TM, one could suggest that when Strauss refers 
to Averroists (in inverted commas) he is referring to the Latin Averroists, 
and that when he refers to Averroist (without commas) he is referring to the 
falasifa or the Jewish-Islamic Averroists. The falasifa and the Latin Averroists 
share the same theoretical positions, which is why it is so hard to distinguish 
their respective influence on Machiavelli’s thought. However, their difference 
is, as Strauss says in PAW, in their different public attitudes towards the rejec-
tion of revelation and critique of morality.

Machiavelli’s relationship to both the Averroists and the “Averroists” 
is complex. Like the Averroists or the falasifa, Machiavelli is an unbeliever. 
Like the Latin Averroists, or Strauss’s “Averroists,” but unlike any falasifa, 
or Strauss’s Averroists, Machiavelli openly and publicly states his opposition 
to revelation and morality. The temperament that Strauss ascribes to the 
“Averroists,” with their public critique of religion and morality, anticipates 
Machiavelli as a thinker who pursues the attitude of the Latin Averroists. 

48  Ibid.
49  Ibid., 202–3.
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In his book on Machiavelli, Strauss describes no sign of Alfarabi’s or Mai-
monides’s “moderation” in the views of the “contemporary ‘worldly wise.’” 

In this sense, Strauss’s inclusion of Marsilius among the Latin Averroists 
suggests something similar to what we just observed in the relationship 
between Latin Averroism and Machiavelli. Strauss takes the Paduan to be 
sympathetic to the Latin Averroists’ public and outspoken opposition to the 
truths of revelation and critique of morality, which will find a clear and obvi-
ous advocate in Machiavelli. However, Strauss does not explicitly identify 
Marsilius as a Latin Averroist in his essay on Marsilius, a point for which we 
will have to give some explanation towards the end of this essay. Moreover, if, 
according to Strauss, Marsilius is a hidden unbeliever, this would bring the 
Paduan much more in line with the Jewish-Islamic Averroists than with the 
Latin Averroists. Indeed, we have shown above that Strauss appears to think 
of Marsilius as a hidden unbeliever, as most falasifa or Jewish-Islamic Aver-
roists had done before him. Why then would he identify Marsilius with the 
precursors of Machiavelli, the Latin Averroists?50 To answer this question, we 
have to provide a much more in-depth analysis of Marsilius’s unusual view of 
contemplation and of his relation with Machiavelli.

Marsilius’s Unusual Defense of Contemplation

Towards the end of his essay, Strauss claims that “Marsilius says much less 
than Aristotle even in his Politics about the highest end which is natural to 
man” and then immediately adds that “for the reasons indicated above he 
lowered his sights.”51 The interpretation of this sentence is crucial for assess-
ing Marsilius’s complex position between classical and modern philosophy 
and, eventually, Marsilius’s relationship to Machiavelli, whom Strauss else-
where defines as the founder of political modernity. 

As we saw, at first glance, Strauss’s words at the end of his piece seem 
unequivocal in stressing the difference between Marsilius and Machiavelli, 
as for Strauss, the latter is the modern thinker who truly breaks with classical 

50  Strauss’s claim at the end of the Marsilius essay that the difference between Machiavelli and 
classical tradition lies in the former’s break with Aristotle’s claim about the supremacy of contem-
plation can be nuanced if we relate them to other passages of TM (32, 221–22) and What Is Political 
Philosophy. In these passages, Strauss argues that Machiavelli’s language is much closer to that of 
Aristotelianism than one would expect. For example, talking about Machiavelli’s political teaching, 
Strauss claims that “the theoretical and cosmological basis of his political teaching was a kind of 
decayed Aristotelianism” (What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies [Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 
1959], 47). 
51  Strauss, “MP,” 293.
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thought. As he says: “When anti-theological passion induced a thinker to 
take the extreme step of questioning the supremacy of contemplation, 
political philosophy broke with the classical tradition, and especially with 
Aristotle, and took on an entirely new character. The thinker in question 
was Machiavelli.”52 Here, Strauss links Machiavelli’s modernity to the latter’s 
questioning of the supremacy of contemplative life, which he bases on anti-
theological “passion.” It would appear that these elements are the reason why 
Machiavelli is the first modern philosopher and, conversely, why Marsilius 
does not qualify as modern. 

However, after taking a deeper look, as with the case of Latin Averro-
ism, we see that the similarities between Marsilius and Machiavelli are much 
stronger than their differences. Strauss’s two claims, namely, that Marsilius 
provides scarcely any account of the highest end of man, that is, contem-
plation, and that Marsilius lowers his sights, lead one to suspect a certain 
proximity between Marsilius and Machiavelli.

By claiming that Marsilius says very little about the highest natural end 
of man, Strauss grasps an important aspect of the Paduan’s thought. Indeed, 
in his Defender of Peace, Marsilius openly praises Aristotle’s account of the 
highest natural end of man, that is, the pursuit of theoretical life, in II 30, 4.53 
However, he remains staunchly silent about the meaning of this praise, mak-
ing it difficult if not impossible to understand why contemplative life is the 
highest form of human perfection for Marsilius. One way to make sense of 
this passage of Defender is to claim that, when he praises first philosophy as 
the highest form of human perfection, Marsilius might actually mean some-
thing different from what most classical thinkers mean, that is, he might 
mean that first philosophy is actually the philosophy of politics,54 which is 
the task that he sets for his analysis in Defender. 

Strauss’s analysis of Marsilius reflects the latter’s explanation of his 
unique praise of contemplation in Defender. Strauss’s chapter reflects this 
particularly in his treatment of the complex relationship between Marsilius 
and Aristotle, one of the most controversial topics in Marsilian studies.55 In 

52  Ibid., 294.
53  Marsilius, Defender of the Peace, 537. 
54  This is the thesis of Mulieri, “Against Classical Republicanism,” which also provides a comprehen-
sive analysis of the meaning of this passage in Marsilius’s theory of political thought in The Defender.
55  In his interpretation of Marsilius, Torraco claims that Marsilius “brings philosophy down from 
the heavens into the city,” and eventually transubstantiates “the priestly character into the habitus of 
the first philosopher” (Priests as Physicians of Souls, 240 and 255). For Torraco, since Marsilius talks 
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addition to his claim that Marsilius does not say much on the highest natural 
end of man following Aristotle, Strauss makes two more claims. 

First, from Marsilius’s embrace of the Averroist idea of natural law, Strauss 
deduces that Marsilius denies the existence of “first principles of practical 
reason.” As Strauss remarks, the status of such principles is obscure in Aris-
totle’s Ethics and Marsilius seems to follow the way in which Averroes and 
Dante solved this obscurity instead, that is, by identifying these principles 
with natural science or theoretical reason. The fact that the first principles of 
practical reason can be supplied by theoretical reason or natural science puts 
Marsilius’s ideas in close proximity to those of the falasifa and, especially, 
of Alfarabi and Maimonides. As Parens convincingly explains, for the latter 
two thinkers, the difference between theoretical and practical sciences is not 
as clear-cut as it is for Thomas Aquinas or other Christian Aristotelians. The 
rejection of the Aristotelian distinction between theoretical and practical 
philosophy and the adoption of a Platonic position lead both Alfarabi and 
Maimonides to blur the distinction between political and religious spheres.56 
Once again, Marsilius’s adherence to the falasifa’s blurred distinction between 
theoretical and practical sciences makes his position between classical and 
modern political philosophy hard to determine because it hardly fits with his 
main purpose of separating religion and politics as much as possible to reject 
the papal theory of the plenitude of power.

However, Strauss adds a second claim about the relationship between 
Marsilius and Aristotle that, unlike the first, places the former at odds with 
the falasifa and seems to prepare the ground for interpreting Marsilius as 
closer to Machiavelli. For Strauss, even if Marsilius agrees with Aristotle’s 
deduction of the necessity of moral virtues from the purpose of civil soci-
ety and “the necessity of that purpose from the end or ends of man,”57 in 
his Politics, the Paduan does not take prudence and moral virtues to be 
“choiceworthy for their own sake,” as Aristotle does in the Ethics for educa-
tive and practical reasons. In other words, for Marsilius the justification of 
moral virtues and prudence, the two crucial components of a just and stable 

even less than Aristotle did about the principles of theoretical reason, he employs esoteric writing 
apparently in order to refer to philosophy and reason as a way of showing a convergence between 
common morality and the perfection of the mind. Regardless of whether this interpretation fully 
grasps Marsilius’s intent (which I very much doubt), my impression is that this is not what Strauss 
thinks about Marsilius.
56  On this see Parens, Leo Strauss and the Recovery of Medieval Political Philosophy, 11: “Medieval 
Islamic philosophy and medieval Jewish philosophy are, for the most part, Platonic in character.”
57  Strauss, “MP,” 293.
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society for any Jewish or Islamic philosopher, exclusively derives from the 
material necessities of political life, which are components, if considered in 
themselves, of the lives of nonphilosophers.  

Strauss’s account of the status of contemplation or philosophical life in 
Marsilius reflects the latter’s lack of clarity on the content of the principles 
of contemplation. For Strauss, the Paduan’s position implies that there must 
be some universal rules of conduct that men of speculation should follow 
in order to become perfect men of speculation. However, immediately after 
stating this, Strauss claims that these rules are not, strictly speaking, univer-
sal because only a minority of men are capable of achieving contemplative 
life “by nature.”58 In Strauss’s piece, which closely parallels Marsilius’s silence 
on these very same topics in his Defender, we do not find any explanation 
about Marsilius’s account of the “nature” of these men and the content of 
their contemplation. The actual meaning of “universal” rules of contempla-
tion remains unclear, given that it is impossible to find in Marsilius a “thick” 
definition of philosophy as the science of beings or as Alfarabi’s Platonic 
path, which includes that of the Timaeus.59 For Strauss, however, one activity 
remains truly universal in Marsilius, namely, the perfection of the body. The 
perfection of the body, which is arguably the primary aim of nonphiloso-
phers, is a different kind of perfection from that of the metaphysician, which 
is the aim of philosophical life.60 Strauss’s claim that only the perfection of 
the body has a clear universal status in Marsilius makes the Paduan’s ideas 
different from those of Jewish and Islamic philosophers, for which only the 
life of contemplation has a clearly universal status, and closer to Machiavelli 
who, as we saw, also lowers his sights.

“Lowering Sights”

Strauss uses the phrase “lower sights” twice in his essay on Marsilius. The 
second use of the phrase can be found towards the end of the essay when, as 
we saw above, he compares Marsilius to Aristotle. We saw that, for Strauss, 
Marsilius’s silence about the highest natural end of man, what we described as 
Marsilius’s unusual notion of contemplation, leads him to “lower the sights.” 
The first employment of the phrase can be found in the middle of the essay, 
where Strauss explains that Marsilius “apparently” lowers his sights because 

58  Ibid.
59  Strauss, PAW, 16: “the science and the art of Timaeus.”
60  Strauss, “MP,” 293.
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he wants to preserve peace and cure the commonwealth from the disease of 
the plenitude of power. Interestingly, Strauss never says that peace is “the 
highest good” or “the only political good”61 for Marsilius. In other words, 
peace is not the ideal harmony of the common good of classical thought, but 
simply a contingent goal that should help men prevent anarchy in the politi-
cal community. This relates to Strauss’s claim that Marsilius does not attach 
(and even denies) any importance to the question of the best regime, which is 
essential in classical philosophy. Marsilius is solely interested in showing that 
“any regime is better than anarchy.”62 

As the Zuckerts have already noted,63 the phrase “lowering sights” is a pre-
rogative that Strauss ascribes to Machiavelli. In “Three Waves of Modernity,” 
Strauss credits Machiavelli with having rejected the whole philosophical and 
theological tradition prior to him and clearing the way to openly praise the 
life of the vulgar. As he says, for Machiavelli, “one must start from how men 
do live; one must lower one’s sights.”64 Strauss repeats this concept in What 
Is Political Philosophy?, where he writes that “Machiavelli consciously lowers 
the standards of social action.”65 

What does Strauss mean by crediting Marsilius for having lowered his 
sights before Machiavelli? For Strauss, one of the main results of Machia-
velli’s critique of the imaginary republics of philosophers was that for the 
Florentine, philosophy “remains on the whole within the limits set by the city 
qua closed to philosophy.” Machiavelli accepted the ends of the demos “as 
beyond appeal” and therefore sought “for the best means conducive to those 
ends.” Enlightened self-interest, self-preservation, and an entirely novel idea 
of hedonism that, breaking with classical hedonism, mainly pursues acquisi-
tiveness and competition are the “goods” of the vulgar that Machiavelli’s 
philosophy aims to propagate.66 Machiavelli praises these features openly 
and publicly. Even if the Paduan does not proceed to praise these features as 
overtly as Machiavelli, the unusual status of contemplation and the defense 
of the perfection of the body that Strauss ascribes to the Paduan set the 

61  Ibid., 279.
62  Ibid., 280.
63  Zuckert and Zuckert, Leo Strauss and the Problem, 170.
64  L. Strauss, “The Three Waves of Modernity,” in An Introduction to Political Philosophy: Ten Essays 
by Leo Strauss, ed. H. Gildin (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989), 86.
65  Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy?, 41.
66  On this matter see P. Rahe, “In the Shadow of Lucretius: The Epicurean Foundations of Machiavel-
li’s Political Thought,” History of Political Thought 28, no. 1 (2007): 30–55.
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grounds, even before Machiavelli, for the “cave” to become “the substance” of 
Marsilius’s philosophical teaching.67

Marsilius still remains a classical philosopher because he does not make 
his rejection of revelation and critique of morality as overt as those of Machi-
avelli. However, the positions that Strauss ascribes to Marsilius and that we 
have seen in the previous paragraph place Marsilius in an uneasy position 
between the classics and the moderns. Marsilius’s unusual defense of con-
templation, his idea that prudence and moral virtues are not “choiceworthy 
for their own sake” but dependent on political life, his unambiguous attitude 
towards the universalism of the perfection of the body, create the conditions 
for a critique of morality that is much more open than the one that we can 
find in any previous classical philosopher. To this we have to add that, for 
Strauss, the fact that Marsilius lowers his sights finds a fertile basis in the 
“thinner” ethical requirements of Christian divine law vis-à-vis Islam and 
Judaism. Strauss emphasizes that Marsilius’s positive assessment of human 
reason and its political counterpart, the human legislator, against revela-
tion leads to the legitimation of several actions that are clearly in contrast to 
Christian teaching. Since revelation is against reason, Marsilius regards the 
New Testament Law as “especially difficult to fulfill.” This is why the Pad-
uan is so lenient in permitting forms of conduct that are clearly at odds with 
Christian teaching in the political community. For example, Strauss remarks 
that, despite his praise of the evangelical idea of perfection based on poverty, 
the Paduan thinks very highly of wealth and honor because, like Aristotle, 
he considers them to be essential for the exercise of moral virtue.68 Strauss 
also stresses the Paduan’s conviction that even if drunkenness is forbidden 
by Christian divine law, human law neither authorizes coercion in this world 
against “drunkards” nor allows human legislators to use coercion to correct 
the sins against divine law.69 Quite tellingly, at the end of the essay, Strauss says 
that Marsilius’s view of the commonwealth echoes the claim put forward in 
Plato’s Republic that the city of the pigs is the true city.70 In The City and Man, 
Strauss claims that Aristotle refused a view of the city most likely proposed 
by a sophist. According to this view, the political community foreshadowed 

67  See Strauss, TM, 296, where he suggests that the cave, which he earlier suggested was a symbol of 
the city par excellence, becomes “the substance” of Machiavelli’s philosophical teaching.
68  Strauss, “MP,” 289.
69  Ibid. Strauss says that Christian law “does not forbid the human legislator to prohibit drunkenness 
under penalties in this world.” 
70  Socrates makes this suggestion in the Republic, claiming that in the city of the pigs there is no need 
for untrue stories. See L. Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964), 98.
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a modern idea of political society where citizens simply exchange goods and 
services without any concern for its members’ moral character. Strauss writes 
that the view of an amoral and economic society refused by Aristotle was 
reminiscent of Socrates’s description of the city of the pigs in the Republic, 
that is, “a society which is sufficient for satisfying the natural wants of the 
body, i.e. of the naturally private.”71 If Marsilius’s view of the commonwealth 
is reminiscent of the city of the pigs, then clearly for Strauss, Marsilius’s doc-
trine of the commonwealth is exclusively concerned with the perfection of 
the body, leaving aside Plato’s concern with the philosophical utopia of the 
ideal city.  This anticipates what Strauss ascribes to Machiavelli’s achieve-
ments as a modern philosopher.

Similar reasoning can be found in Strauss’s convoluted comparison 
between Marsilius’s view of human law and Maimonides’s ideas on human 
and divine law. In the footnote following Strauss’s claim that Marsilius’s view 
of the human law echoes Maimonides’s reflections on human and divine law, 
Strauss refers to the Guide of the Perplexed III 27. In that chapter, Maimonides 
claims that the Law includes both the welfare of the body and the welfare of the 
soul. However, he clearly connects the importance of the laws that pertain to 
wrongdoings and human interactions in the political community exclusively 
with the welfare of the body. Strauss explains that Marsilius easily gets rid 
of any concern with the perfection of the soul because the Paduan combines 
Maimonides’s idea of human law, which reflects the perfection of the body, 
and Aquinas’s idea of divine law, which though grounded in the perfection of 
the soul, has less immediate relevance for the earthly world than it does for 
Maimonides. This is because, as Strauss asserts, in Aquinas, divine law, far 
from being rational, retains a supernatural character. Strauss suggests that, 
thanks to this move, Marsilius manages to dismiss altogether the relevance 
of revelation in his presentation of human society. In Strauss’s view, for the 
Paduan, the only proper law is “the human law which is directed toward 
the well-being of the body,” within the confines of political philosophy. In 
other words, Strauss seems to maintain that Marsilius adopts a purely non-
theological perspective and presents an image of human society that clashes 
with Christian revelation. Not surprisingly, Strauss concludes this passage 
by saying that the original combination between Maimonides and Aquinas 
observable in Marsilius was driven by anticlericalism only “to some extent.” 
We can speculate that to understand the full extent of Marsilius’s motivations 

71  Ibid., 32.
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behind his view, anticlericalism is not sufficient, and that we should consider 
the antitheological implications of Marsilius’s view of human society.

But if Marsilius’s notion of contemplation is emptied of its classical 
connotation, why does the Paduan, unlike Machiavelli, still openly praise 
contemplative life? For Strauss, Machiavelli presents a philosophy that lowers 
its sights and is aimed at celebrating the vulgar life of the city in its antiphil-
osophical characteristics. However his praise of power, self-preservation, and 
acquisitiveness should not lead one to deny the “philosophical” dimension 
of Machiavelli’s achievements.72 Evaluating the consequences of Machiavelli’s 
actions, Strauss says that “the domination of necessity remains the indispens-
able condition of every great achievement and in particular of his own: the 
transition or the jump from the realm of necessity into the realm of freedom 
will be the inglorious death of the very possibility of human excellence.”73 
Philosophy’s status is obfuscated in Machiavelli’s teaching because given 
his “narrow view of the nature of man,” the greatness of his achievements is 
diminished and, as a result, Machiavelli is unable to “give a clear account of 
his own doing.”74

A similar case can be made for Marsilius. The clear universal status of the 
life of the body and the unusual status of the philosophical life that Strauss 
ascribes to Marsilius should not lead us to lose sight of Marsilius’s task as a 
philosopher. To say that Marsilius presents an unusual defense of contempla-
tion and lowers sights prior to Machiavelli does not mean that he does not 
philosophize at all. The point is that among the main purposes of his philos-
ophizing, one already finds in essence the Machiavellian attempt to criticize 
morality overtly and publicly, more than any previous classical author, espe-
cially the Jewish-Islamic Averroists, had done before. Marsilius characterizes 
himself as a philosopher because he presents himself “as a strict follower of 
Aristotle,” “the divine philosopher” or “the pagan sage.”75 For him, however, 
philosophizing consists of a reflection on the main activity of the lives of 
nonphilosophers and is much less concerned with the traditional themes of 
speculative philosophy than was Alfarabi or Maimonides.76 This also allows 
us to make sense of Strauss’s claim that Marsilius is a Latin Averroist. Like 

72  On this see Meier, Political Philosophy and the Challenge of Revealed Religion, 36–43. 
73  See Strauss, TM, 298.
74  See ibid., 294.
75  Ibid., 277. 
76  On this matter, see Strauss’s essay “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in PAW, 95–141.
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the Latin Averroists, Marsilius’s attitude towards the truths of philosophy is 
much more immoderate than that of Jewish-Islamic Averroists, but less so 
when compared to that of Machiavelli because it has not yet been turned into 
the new comprehensive philosophical agenda that we find in the Florentine. 
This is why, even if, exactly like the Machiavellian philosopher, Marsilius ends 
up providing an unclear idea as to how his own status as a philosopher can be 
accounted for, the Paduan is still caught between the classics and the moderns.

Conclusion

For Strauss, Marsilius’s position lies somewhere in between the classical phi-
losophers, especially the falasifa, and Machiavelli, but it leans more towards 
the latter. The Straussian interpretation of the Paduan does not openly 
suggest, as Machiavelli and his successors do, that “a stupendous contrac-
tion of the horizon” is a “wondrous enlargement of the horizon.”77 Strauss’s 
claim that Marsilius lowers his sights even before Machiavelli must always 
be assessed in light of Marsilius’s cautious rejection of revelation. We could 
frame this by sayindg that, at first glance, Marsilius’s teaching is akin to the 
message of Jewish-Islamic philosophers because it seems to share their mod-
eration with respect to any public opposition to the teaching of revelation. 
This might also be the reason why, in his piece on Marsilius, Strauss does not 
explicitly label Marsilius a Latin Averroist. However, upon deeper scrutiny, 
Marsilius’s message is, as Strauss says in NRH, far more similar to that of the 
Latin Averroists and anticipates Machiavelli’s modernity. Indeed, with his 
unusual defense of contemplation and praise of habits that are in contrast 
with the teaching of Christian revelation, Marsilius already sets the ground 
for a greater open and public critique of morality than can be seen in any 
previous classical thinker. However, he does not turn the latter’s challenge to 
the tradition into a comprehensive normative agenda or some form of propa-
ganda, as Machiavelli would later do. In other words, Machiavelli says openly 
what Marsilius only implied. Marsilius paves the way to modernity, which 
finds its most important representative in Machiavelli, but he only does so in 
a disguised manner.

 

77  Strauss, TM, 295.
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Abstract: Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding is not as widely studied among 
contemporary scholars of political philosophy as it should be given the importance of Locke 
to the history of political philosophy and the importance of the Essay to Locke. Although 
the Essay is a vast and multifaceted work, it has a central theme: the limits of human under-
standing. This essay provides a roadmap to Locke’s treatment of that theme. After explaining 
Locke’s framework for comprehending human understanding, I examine his most important 
arguments regarding the severe limits on what the human mind can know of the world. At 
the end of the essay, I raise some critical questions about Locke’s approach and arguments 
in the Essay. 

Despite the importance Locke himself accorded it and the enormous influ-
ence it had in the early years after its publication,1 An Essay concerning 
Human Understanding is no longer one of Locke’s most studied works, espe-
cially among scholars of political philosophy. This surely has something to 
do with the daunting length and complexity of the text. Next to his more 
familiar and inviting Second Treatise of Government and A Letter concerning 
Toleration, Locke’s Essay looms as a treacherous mountain. That those other 
works speak more directly to political questions is another reason the Essay 
has been neglected by contemporary scholars of political philosophy.2 Still, 

1  For an account of the influence of Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding at the end of 
the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth, see J. Yolton, John Locke and the Way 
of Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1956). Hans Aarsleff discusses its popularity throughout 
the eighteenth century and the ways in which it shaped that century in “Locke’s Influence,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Locke, ed. V. Chappell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
2  There are some exceptions to this neglect. The most extensive recent discussion of the Essay by a 
scholar of political philosophy is S. Forde, Locke, Science, and Politics (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2013). The Essay also plays a role, although a less prominent one, in the discussions of Locke 
in T. Pangle, The Spirit of Modern Republicanism: The Moral Vision of the American Founders and the 
Philosophy of Locke (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988); L. Strauss, Natural Right and History 
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given Locke’s central role in the development of modern political philoso-
phy, should we not explore the full range of his thought and especially its 
highest peak? There is, of course, the question of the relationship between 
his political works and the epistemological reflections in the Essay. That is 
a necessary question for any attempt to understand Locke’s thought as a 
whole. But a reasonable effort to answer it presupposes a familiarity with 
the Essay. The aim of this essay, then, is to do some of the preparatory work 
by giving an introduction of sorts, not to Locke’s Essay in its full intricacy 
and many byways, but to the most important thread that runs throughout 
the work. For Locke’s long discussion of human understanding is above all a 
consideration of the limits of human understanding. What did Locke regard 
as the most important of those limits? 

Before taking up that question, a word is in order about Locke’s inten-
tions in the Essay. Although Locke describes his decision to write the Essay as 
a happy accident—as he tells the story, the plan emerged from a series of con-
versations with a small group of friends about other matters (see “Epistle to 
the Reader”)—he also suggests that one of his chief aims was to help clear the 
ground for the emerging natural science of his time.3 In his most direct state-
ment about what he hoped to achieve, Locke presents himself as a servant, an 
“Under-Laborer,” of the great scientists, the “Master-Builders,” of his time, 
men such as Boyle, Huygens, and, above all, “the incomparable Mr. Newton” 
(“Epistle to the Reader”). Locke assigned himself the task of “removing some 
of the Rubbish” standing in the way of the work of such men, or at least of its 
proper appreciation and interpretation. As a self-appointed rubbish remover, 
Locke clearly has a polemical intention in the Essay. He wants to sweep aside 
the “unintelligible Terms” and the “vague and insignificant Forms of Speech” 
that have littered men’s thoughts about human understanding, and thereby 
to bring some order and clarity to a realm that has been “the Sanctuary of 
Vanity and Ignorance.” The vanity that he wants to undermine is not merely 
the personal vanity of specific authors, but also the vanity of mankind as 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953); J. Owen, Making Religion Safe for Democracy: Trans-
formation from Hobbes to Tocqueville (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015); R. Grant, John 
Locke’s Liberalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); J. Waldron, God, Locke, and Equality 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); P. Myers, Our Only Star and Compass: Locke and the 
Struggle for Political Rationality (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998); P. Josephson, The Great 
Art of Government: Locke’s Use of Consent (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002); M. Zuckert, 
Launching Liberalism: On Lockean Political Philosophy (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002). 
3  All references to Locke’s Essay are to the edition edited by Peter H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1975). In quotations from the Essay, I have retained Locke’s often unusual capitalization, punctuation, 
and use of italics. Unless otherwise noted, all emphasis is Locke’s. 
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such, for it consists in a vast overestimation of the reach of the human mind.4 
The guiding proposition of Locke’s project in the Essay is that men have 
greatly exaggerated the extent of their knowledge and that the human mind 
therefore needs to be drawn back within its proper bounds. Just as “’Tis of 
great use to the Sailor to know the length of his line, though he cannot with 
it fathom all the depths of the Ocean” (I.1.6), those who wish to study nature 
should take stock of the very great limits within which the human mind can 
reasonably operate. The opposite tendency, by which the mind’s reach has 
long exceeded its grasp, has both perpetuated the dogmatic ignorance that 
has posed as knowledge and, when excessive hopes have given way to despair, 
led to complete skepticism (see I.1.7). The cultivation of a moderate skepti-
cism, based on a clear awareness of “the Bounds between the enlightened and 
dark Parts of Things,” promises a further benefit, beyond avoiding the twin 
rocks of dogmatism and extreme skepticism. Locke repeatedly expresses his 
hope that, by diminishing men’s confidence in their own convictions, his 
moderate skepticism will cultivate tolerance and thereby promote peace (see, 
e.g., II.1.19, III.9.21, IV.3.22, IV.16.4). 

These, then, would seem to be Locke’s primary aims in the Essay: to clear 
the ground for modern science through rubbish removal, to pull the human 
mind back within its proper limits, and, by encouraging a moderate or sober 
skepticism, to benefit society as well as science. None of this is to deny, how-
ever, that as the engine of Locke’s mind churns on the question of the limits 
of human understanding, the question also takes on a life of its own. 

Locke’s Framework

According to Locke, all human thought depends on “ideas,” which is the 
broad term he uses to refer to any and all of the notions, mental pictures, and 
other images we use when we think (see I.1.8). Ideas, for Locke, are thoughts 
that provide the material, the building blocks, of further thoughts, but none 
of them are imprinted in our minds from birth. The primary task of Book 
I of the Essay is to destroy the notion that we have within our minds any 
innate ideas, either theoretical or practical. Having completed that task in 

4  In a 1684 letter he wrote in Holland to the Earl of Pembroke, Locke described his work on the 
Essay in this way: “My time was spent alone, at home by my fireside, where I confess I wrote a good 
deal, I think I may say, more than ever I did in so much time in my life, but no libels, unless perhaps 
it may be a libel against all mankind to give some account of the weakness and shortness of human 
understanding, for upon that my old theme de Intellectu humano (on which your Lordship knows I 
have been a good while hammering) has my head been beating, and my pen scribbling” (John Locke: 
Selected Correspondence, ed. Mark Goldie [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002], Letter 801). 
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Book I, Locke opens Book II with the question obviously raised by it: If none 
of our ideas are innate, how do we come by them? Locke’s one-word answer, 
which he then spends many pages unpacking, is experience. At the beginning 
of Book II, Locke presents his basic framework for comprehending human 
understanding: all of our ideas arise from experience, which means in the 
first place from sense perception, but then also from our awareness of the 
internal operations of our own minds. Locke calls the first of these sources 
“sensation,” the second “reflection,” and he denies that there are any oth-
ers: these are “the only Originals, from whence all of our Ideas take their 
beginning” (II.1.4), the first by furnishing the mind with ideas of sensible 
qualities, the second by supplying it with ideas of its own operations, that is, 
with thoughts about thoughts. Although the mind can go to work with these 
materials and build more complicated “compound” ideas, these are merely 
compilations of what is already provided by sensation and reflection (II.1.24, 
II.2.1–2; see also II.11.14–15, II.12.2, II.18.6).

Now, since the latter of the two sources of our ideas develops later and 
depends on the prior work of the former, Locke argues that the existence of 
ideas in our minds is coeval with sensation. Sense perception is the founda-
tion of all of our thinking (see especially II.1.23–24, but also II.1.2–4). Given 
his insistence on the fundamental role of sense perception as “the first step 
a Man makes towards the Discovery of any thing, and the Groundwork, 
whereon to build all those Notions, which ever he shall have naturally in this 
World” (II.1.24), one might expect that Locke would dedicate a significant 
portion of the Essay to an analysis of its operation. At least in one respect, 
however, Locke regards that as a task beyond the bounds of his inquiry. 
Although the “Original,” that is, the origin or source, of our understand-
ing is certainly a question for him, one to which he will return again and 
again, Locke declares at the outset of the Essay that he intends to set aside 
the “Physical Consideration of the Mind” and the question of the external 
and internal motions by which ideas are first formed (see I.1.2). He repeats 
this limitation or self-restriction elsewhere (see, e.g., II.8.4, II.14.13, II.21.73, 
II.31.2). But if we can grasp the basic reason for the restriction by bearing in 
mind that the Essay is a work of epistemology rather than physics—that is, 
a study of human knowledge that does not examine the physical causes of 
our ideas or the motions that give rise to them—we should also notice that 
the restriction is not complete. It is true that Locke does not give a detailed 
account of the operations of perception; it is not clear that he even regards 
such a thing as possible (see II.14.13, II.21.73, IV.3.28, IV.2.11). Nevertheless, 
it is clear from the partial and sketchy accounts he does at times give that 
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he assumes that the processes are mechanistic and that, in them, the mind 
or the understanding is merely a passive recipient of various motions (see, 
e.g., II.1.23, II.1.25, II.8.4, II.8.11–12, II.8.22, II.9.1, II.21.73, II.30.2–3, II.31.2, 
IV.2.11, IV.3.28).5 

Rather than try to penetrate the inner workings of sense perception, a 
task on which he is doubtful one could make much progress, Locke focuses 
on the limits of the grasp that sense perception gives us of the external world. 
Forced to begin from simple ideas arising from sensation, we can imagine 
only those qualities of bodies that are conveyed by sights, sounds, tastes, 
smells, and touches. There might well be other creatures somewhere in the 
vast universe with more and better senses than we have; in comparison to 
them, human beings would be as a species of worms enclosed in a drawer 
of a cabinet are to us (II.2.3). Or, in another of Locke’s many metaphors for 
our plight as limited beings, our senses are but so many holes in the door of 
a dark closet, providing us, the inhabitants, with a few small windows that 
reveal only some aspects of what exists outside (II.8.17). And there is a fur-
ther difficulty, for not only is our view partial, but the qualities of which we 
are given ideas through sense perception are not, in most cases, the quali-
ties as they exist in the external bodies. They are the products or effects of a 
mechanistic process that begins in those bodies but produces in us images 
that need not resemble in any meaningful way the properties of the external 
bodies themselves. Most of the images we are given in sense perception are 
images or ideas of what Locke calls “secondary qualities”—qualities such as 
yellow, bitter, or soft—which are no more in the external things themselves, 
as anything more than mere powers, than is the pain caused by a knife in the 
knife itself (II.8.2, II.8.13–16, II.31.2). 

But what is meant by Locke’s suggestion that it is only in most cases that 
the ideas of qualities we are given by perception are not reliable reproduc-
tions of the qualities of the external bodies? And in comparison to what are 

5  In Chapter 9 of Book II (“Of Perception”), Locke introduces a consideration that might seem to 
qualify or complicate his contention that the mind is simply passive in the process of perception. For 
he acknowledges that at least in “grown People” the ideas we receive from sensation are often “alter’d 
by the Judgment, without our taking notice of it,” as when we take what appears to our eyes as a flat 
circle with various shadows to be a globe because our experience of the relationship between varia-
tions of light and convex bodies has built up certain habits and expectations in our minds (II.9.8; see 
also II.9.10). But Locke’s acknowledgment here of a role for judgment in “altering the Appearances 
into their Causes,” which could open up the broader question of whether thought does not contribute 
in more complex ways to the formation of even the simple ideas we receive from perception, turns out 
to be the exception that proves the rule in Locke’s account, because he does not pursue that question 
or explore the broader implications of his point about the role of judgment in perception. 
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the “secondary qualities” secondary qualities? Locke distinguishes between 
our ideas as they live in our perceptions and their causes as they exist as mod-
ifications of the matter in the bodies that produce them (see, e.g., II.8.7–16, 
II.8.22, II.21.73, II.31.2, IV. 3.11, IV.6.7). The purpose of this distinction is to 
dispel the common illusion that the former bears a close resemblance to the 
latter—that, say, the ideas of white, round, and cold that we get when we look 
at and handle a snowball are images of the inner features of the snowball 
itself. Although this distinction, as Locke makes use of it, would seem to cre-
ate or describe a chasm between the qualities we perceive and the aspects or 
powers of the external objects themselves, there is one group of qualities that, 
in Locke’s conception, provides a bridge over this chasm. For if our ideas of 
qualities such as white and cold are ideas of secondary qualities in the sense 
that they are mere products of the workings of colorless and heatless matter in 
motion, there are, according to Locke, a set of qualities—solidity, extension, 
figure, motion, and number—that are present in the external bodies, whether 
those bodies are taken as wholes or in their minute parts. These qualities, the 
“primary qualities,” provide a bridge because, on one hand, they are qualities 
of which we have ideas from our experience of the world through perception, 
and yet, on the other hand, they exist in the external bodies themselves and 
would remain aspects of those bodies even if there were no minds able to 
perceive them. More than that, the primary qualities are the source of the 
secondary qualities, for they are those aspects of the external beings that, in 
their variety and combinations, provide those beings with the powers that 
allow them to transmit to us the particles and motions that give rise to our 
ideas of the secondary qualities. It is by the bulk, figure, texture, and motion 
of the external bodies—or at least of their insensible parts—that we are able to 
perceive various colors, tastes, sounds, and so forth (see II.8.9–10, II.8.14–15, 
II.8.22–23, II.21.73, II.31.2). 

At this point, however, a difficulty arises, or a set of questions concerning 
Locke’s framework. The most immediate question is whether the primary 
qualities as we experience them or know them from our perceptions can be 
assumed to have the same character as they do in the imperceptible parts 
or particles of the external bodies. Locke operates, by and large, on the 
assumption that they do have the same character; but he is aware that that is 
a problematic assumption (see II.8.11–15, III.6.6, IV.3.11–13, IV.3.28, IV.6.7). 
We will return to that issue in the next section. Here let us consider the diffi-
culty raised by Locke’s account of substance. For the question must be asked: 
Are the particles that make up the bodies and that themselves possess the 
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primary qualities of solidity, extension, figure, motion, and number—are 
these the deepest aspects of what is, in Locke’s view? What about “substance”? 

Locke borrows the term “substance” from the Scholastic tradition, 
according to which substance was a fundamental aspect of being. But what 
is Locke’s view of the matter? Some aspects of his view are clear, others more 
obscure. According to Locke, we have no direct idea of substance through 
sensation; the only idea, such as it is, that we have of it comes through a 
combination of habit and a line of reflection that produces a concept without 
clarity. “Substance” refers to the substratum, the underlying support, that we 
suppose to exist as the basis of any collection of simple ideas which appear 
to be united as aspects of a single thing. When we perceive simple ideas or 
“accidents”—that is, qualities, both secondary and primary—united in such 
a way, we suppose that they must exist in some substratum. To this supposed 
substratum, the philosophic tradition has given the name “substance.” The 
warrant for its supposition or postulation is not only the perceived unity 
of various collections of perceptible qualities; it is also the thought that it is 
inconceivable that qualities or “accidents” should subsist by themselves with-
out inhering in anything more fundamental (II.13.19, II.23.1–4). This much 
is clear. But Locke insists, time and again, that the supposition of substance 
is an “uncertain supposition of we know not what” (see, e.g., 1.4.18, II.13.19, 
II.23.2, II.31.13, III.6.21, IV.3.23, IV.6.7). What does Locke mean when he calls 
the idea of substance “an uncertain supposition of we know not what”? He 
certainly means to emphasize the impenetrable darkness that hides the char-
acter of substance from our minds: although we have an obscure idea of what 
substance does—somehow supports accidents as the substratum in which 
they inhere—we have no idea of what it is (I.4.18, II.23.2–4, II.23.6, II.23.37). 
But does Locke mean to call into question, too, whether even the supposition 
of such a substratum is sound? Consider his suggestion that when we regard 
a given idea as an idea of a substance, in the straightforward sense of a thing 
that we know through experience, we combine several simple ideas, one of 
which is the “confused” idea of substance as the support of the other ideas 
and the cause of their union (II.12.6, II.13.19, II.23.3, III.6.21). When Locke 
calls this idea “confused,” does he mean merely that it refers to something 
about which we have no clarity? Or given our lack of clarity—our lack of any 
idea whatsoever as to what substance is, beyond the circular and therefore 
unilluminating contention that accidents must be supported by something, 
which we can call substance, understanding it as that which supports acci-
dents (see II.13.19–20)—does Locke regard it as questionable even to suppose 
the existence of such a thing? This would be the more radical way of taking 



 5 0 2  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 3

Locke’s argument about substance, and some of his dismissive statements 
on the matter point in that direction, although not unambiguously so.6 But 

6  The most important passages to consider are II.13.18–20 and II.23.2, but see also I.4.18, II.31.13, 
and III.10.2. In II.13.19, Locke derides “our European Philosophers” by asking his readers to imagine 
the impression their doctrine of substance would make coming from a “poor Indian Philosopher” 
who might use it to replace his claim that the Earth, which he believed to be in need of something to 
bear it up, is supported by an elephant which in turn is supported by a tortoise. Should the Indian 
philosopher, without any knowledge of what substance is, say when asked that it is that which supports 
the Earth, “he that enquired might have taken it for as good an Answer… as we take it for a sufficient 
Answer, and good Doctrine, from our European Philosophers, That Substance, without knowing what 
it is, is that which supports Accidents.” In II.23.2, Locke returns to his example of the Indian philoso-
pher and then argues that when we use words such as substance without having clear and distinct ideas 
attached to them, “we talk like Children, who, being questioned, what such a thing is, which they know 
not, readily give this satisfactory answer, That it is something.” Such an answer, says Locke, “in truth 
signifies no more, when so used, either by Children or Men, but that they know not what; and that the 
thing they pretend to know, and talk of, is what they have no distinct Idea of at all, and so are perfectly 
ignorant of it, and in the dark.” In these passages, Locke manifestly denies that we know what sub-
stance is. Less clear even here, however, is whether he regards the darkness surrounding the character 
of substance as casting doubt also on its existence. 
 Leibniz emphasizes the debunking intention of Locke’s argument about substance, interpreting 
it as an attempt, which Leibniz himself resists, to banish the obscure term from philosophy. See 
Leibniz, New Essays on Human Understanding, trans. and ed. P. Remnant and J. Bennett (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 105, 145, 150, 217–18. For another interpretation along these lines, 
see J. Bennett, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume: Central Themes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 
59–63. Bennett argues that Locke’s treatment of substance was “mainly skeptical in content and ironi-
cal in form.” Edwin McCann makes a similar but somewhat more equivocal argument in “Locke’s 
Philosophy of Body,” in The Cambridge Companion to Locke, ed. V. Chappell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 76–86, and “Locke’s Theory of Substance under Attack!,” Philosophical Stud-
ies 106 (2001): 87–105 (see esp. 90–97). Matthew Jordan argues that Locke held an “agnostic” view of 
the existence of substance (“Locke on ‘Substance in General,’” Sorites 20 [2008]: 8–26, esp. 19–26), as 
does Louis Loeb (From Descartes to Hume: Continental Metaphysics and the Development of Modern 
Philosophy [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981], 80–81). Some of Locke’s contemporary critics 
made similar arguments, albeit in a more prosecutorial spirit. For instance, Stillingfleet accused Locke, 
in an oft-cited remark, of having “almost discarded substance out of the reasonable part of the world” 
(see The Bishop of Worcester’s Answer to Mr. Locke’s Second Letter [London: Printed by J. H. for Henry 
Mortlock, 1698], 12). On the evasiveness of Locke’s responses to this charge from Stillingfleet, see Jor-
dan, “Locke on ‘Substance in General,’” 20–23; McCann, “Locke’s Theory of Substance under Attack!,” 
97–100; L. Newman, “Locke on the Idea of Substratum,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 81 (2000): 
291–324, esp. 309–12. 
 There are some who give Locke’s conception of substance greater content and significance by more 
or less identifying it with “real essence” as Locke understood it. See, for example, J. Yolton, Locke and 
the Compass of Human Understanding: A Selective Commentary on the “Essay” (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1970), 43–52, 125–26 (see also John Locke and the Way of Ideas, 126–48); M. 
Bolton, “Substances, Substrata, and Names of Substances in Locke’s Essay,” Philosophical Review 85 
(1976): 488–513, esp. 500–502, 511–12. For somewhat more complex and qualified interpretations that 
move in the same direction, see M. Mandelbaum, Philosophy, Science, and Sense Perception: Histori-
cal and Critical Studies (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966), 31–46; M. R. Ayers, 
“The Ideas of Power and Substance in Locke’s Philosophy,” Philosophical Quarterly 25 (1975): 1–27, 
esp. 14–19; N. Jolley, Leibniz and Locke: A Study of the New Essays on Human Understanding (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1984), 85–86. Locke himself, however, does not equate substance and real 
essence, and, as McCann points out, there is no textual evidence in support of such an equation (see 
“Locke’s Philosophy of Body,” 82–83). See also Jordan, “Locke on ‘Substance in General,’” 16–18, on the 
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whether Locke’s argument is taken in the less or the more radical way, the 
essential point for understanding his intentions is that he wants to shut down 
the hopeless pursuit of knowledge of substance. “Substance,” understood 
as the discoverable basis of being and thus a central object of philosophic 
investigation, is among the obscure notions that Locke wishes to sweep aside 
in his project of rubble removal. Nevertheless, one may wonder whether the 
problem of the unknown substratum does not cast a shadow over Locke’s 
own suppositions regarding the most fundamental aspects of what is. 

The Limits of Knowledge 

It could well seem that the unknowability of substance, understood as sub-
stratum, is the key to Locke’s account of the limits of knowledge. That is not, 
however, where Locke directs his attention in the most important stages of 
his argument about those limits. Again, Locke wants to turn men’s atten-
tion—not just his own, but that of his readers and, in a sense, of philosophy 
and science as such—away from a search after the character of substance, 
which he regards as an exercise in futility, toward an appraisal of what can 
and cannot be known about substances. Now, substances in the relevant 
sense are the things that constitute the world of our experience: horses, 
sheep, men, pieces of gold, and so forth (see II.23.3, II.23.6, III.6.1). And the 
fact that we call these things by common names reflects our grasp of them as 
belonging to classes that are marked off from one another by abstract ideas, 
or “essences,” to which the common names are attached. But with the notion 
of essences, we come to another traditional term the traditional understand-
ing of which Locke wants to sweep away. 

Locke is rather obviously on the attack in his discussion of essences. He 
is on the attack against the view that there are in the world essences or uni-
versals in accordance with which nature produces each of the particulars such 
that it belongs to a specific class or species (see, e.g., III.3.17, IV.6.4). This view, 
with its roots in classical thought and its full flowering in Scholasticism, regards 
essences as forms or molds by which nature casts all natural beings into their 
types. But it is a view that has “very much perplexed the Knowledge of natural 
things” (III.3.17; see also II.31.6). Locke argues against it by pointing to nature’s 
production of various monsters and changelings, the emergence of which can-
not be explained on the basis of the traditional conception of essences (III.3.17, 

different ways in which Locke speaks of substance, on one hand, and real essence, on the other, and the 
different roles he ascribes to them. Locke’s conception of “real essence” will be discussed in the next 
section. 
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III.6.16–17, III.6.22–23, III.6.27), and by emphasizing our lack of knowledge of 
the underlying structure of things on which all of their other qualities depend 
(II.31.6–7, III.3.18, III.6.7–9, III.6.18–20). For present purposes, however, it is less 
important to consider Locke’s critique of the traditional conception of essences 
than it is to examine his alternative to it.7 In its place, as “the other, and more 
rational Opinion” (III.3.17), Locke would put a twofold conception of essence.

According to Locke, “nominal essence” is a meaningful notion and so 
is “real essence,” but they do not refer to the same thing. “Nominal essence” 
refers to the abstract idea that collects the observable qualities that we have 
in mind when we call something by a common name or assign it to a class; 
it is by reference to such collections of observable qualities, to abstract and 
complex ideas of that sort, that we are able to use names meaningfully and 
divide things into sorts or species (II.31.13, III.3.15, III.4.2–4, III.6.14–24). 
Such abstract and complex ideas, however, limited as they are by human per-
ception and formed with some arbitrariness by man—or better, by various 
men, whose differences sometimes lead them to compose them differently 
(III.6.26–30, III.6.37)—are far from capturing even all of the secondary 
qualities of things. All the more does each of them fail to capture the under-
lying constitution of a given thing on which the secondary qualities depend 
and from which they flow (II.31.13, III.6.6–9). That underlying constitution 
is the “real essence” in Locke’s conception; it is the internal structure of the 
parts of the matter within a corporeal being, which determines its percep-
tible character. In calling essence in this sense “real,” Locke underscores its 
independence from any act of the human mind and its role as the deepest 
source of a substance’s character. But what real essence gains in reality or 
fundamentality of being over nominal essence it loses in knowability (see 
III.3.15, III.6.6–9, III.9.12). To take one of Locke’s examples, our use of the 
word “gold” refers to the nominal essence of gold, which is a complex idea of 
a body that is yellow, of a certain weight, malleable, fusible, fixed, and soluble 
in aqua regia. It is by reference to that complex idea—complex in the sense 
that it is a collection of simple ideas—that we can identify a piece of metal as 
gold and call it by that name. But the observable qualities that make up our 
complex idea of gold do not constitute the real essence of gold. That, accord-
ing for Locke, is “the constitution of the insensible parts of that Body, on 
which those Qualities, and all the other Properties of Gold depend” (III.6.2; 

7  For more extensive discussions of Locke’s arguments against the traditional conception of essences, 
see Forde, Locke, Science, and Politics, 72–75, 81–86; R. Kennington, On Modern Origins: Essays in 
Early Modern Philosophy, ed. P. Kraus and F. Hunt (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books), 256–58.
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III.6.6). But essence in this sense, as internal constitution, is unknowable, 
given the character of human perception. 

Now, our ignorance of the real essences of things is obviously an important 
limit to our knowledge in its own right. But it also has implications for how 
thoroughly we can understand those aspects of things to which we do have 
access. To come to a proper understanding of the two very different meanings 
of essence is, according to Locke, “perhaps, of more Moment, to discover the 
Extent and Certainty of our Knowledge, than we at first imagine” (III.6.43). 
To see why this is so, let us return for a moment to Locke’s first principles. 
Locke insists that all of our knowledge is dependent on our ideas. Insofar 
as we are able to progress beyond simple ideas, we do so by putting them 
together to make complex ideas of substances and then by trying understand, 
given our awareness of the coexistence of certain ideas, what other qualities 
or powers the substances of which we have a partial knowledge possess. We 
would like to know what other simple ideas or qualities, beyond those that 
are obvious, do or do not coexist with those that already make up a given 
complex idea of a substance (see IV.3.9, IV.6.7–8). Yet, although the attempt to 
understand the coexistence of qualities in this manner produces “the great-
est and most material part of our Knowledge concerning Substances” and 
thus a “weighty and considerable” part of “Humane Science,” the knowledge 
achieved, according to Locke, is “yet very narrow, and scarce any at all” 
(IV.3.9–10; see also IV.6.7, IV.6.13). For while we can know from experience 
of the coexistence of certain ideas, most of which are of secondary qualities 
(such as the color, malleability, weight, and fusibility of gold), we cannot in 
most cases know, absent an understanding of the underlying causes of those 
qualities, the character and necessity of their coexistence. Nor, since we can-
not but for a few instances grasp the necessary connections between qualities 
merely by observing their coexistence, can we get very far in reasoning from 
the experienced existence of one set of qualities to the existence or nonex-
istence of others (IV.3.11–16, IV.6.5–10, IV.8.9). We reasonably surmise, in 
Locke’s view, that all of the qualities we experience and still others we might 
come to grasp have their roots in the internal constitution of a given sub-
stance. Yet, without knowledge of those roots, we are extremely limited in 
our capacity to go beyond a merely experiential knowledge of coexistence.

The problem of our inadequate understanding of the connections between 
the various qualities of substances has more than one level. Most obviously, 
it is the problem of grasping the connections between various secondary 
qualities whose roots lie hidden in the primary qualities of the particles that 
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make up the internal constitution of a given substance. But “there is,” says 
Locke, “yet another and more incurable part of Ignorance, which sets us 
more remote from a certain Knowledge of the Coexistence, or Inco-existence 
(if I may so say) of different Ideas in the same Subject” (IV.3.12). This deeper 
aspect of the problem is that, while we may surmise their existence, we cannot 
understand the character of the connections between the secondary qualities 
and the primary qualities on which they depend (IV.3.12–13; see also IV.6.7, 
IV.6.10). Locke operates throughout the Essay on the assumption that the 
primary qualities of things, or, better, of the particles that make them up, 
are the source of their secondary qualities. It is in this sense that he regards 
what he calls “the corpuscularian Hypothesis” as the hypothesis that can “go 
farthest in an intelligible Explication of the Qualities of bodies” (IV.3.16; see 
also IV.6.14).8 But he does not think that it is possible to work out the details 
of that explication by traveling in one’s mind down the pathways that con-
nect the primary qualities to the secondary qualities. As he puts it, “We are 
so far from knowing what figure, size, or motion of parts produce a yellow 
Colour, a sweet Taste, or a sharp Sound, that we can by no means conceive 
how any size, figure, or motion of any Particles, can possibly produce in us the 
Idea of any Color, Taste, or Sound whatsoever; there is no conceivable con-
nexion betwixt the one and the other” (IV.3.13; see also IV.6.7). This deeper 
level of the problem of understanding the connections between qualities even 
calls into question whether one can so confidently assume that the primary 
qualities are the source of the secondary qualities. Locke makes that assump-
tion; there can be no doubt about that. But he shows an awareness that is an 
assumption, and at a pivotal moment, just after a repetition of his claim that 
the secondary qualities of things depend upon “the primary Qualities of their 
minute and insensible parts,” he acknowledges that it may in fact not be upon 
these that they depend. They may depend “upon something yet more remote 
from our Comprehension” (IV.3.11). Locke does not pursue the question of 
what this more remote aspect of the internal constitution of things might be; 
he would surely regard that as a road into the same darkness that enshrouds 
substance. But his acknowledgment that the primary qualities may not be 
the most fundamental source of the secondary qualities is the most profound 
implication of his view that we cannot grasp the connections between the 
primary qualities and the secondary qualities. That view also reaffirms and 

8  For a fuller account of the corpuscularian hypothesis as a conception Locke drew from Gassendi 
and especially from Boyle, see McCann, “Locke’s Philosophy of Body,” 56–60. McCann discusses 
Locke’s awareness of the hypothetical character of this hypothesis and the limits of its explanatory 
power in the section of his essay that runs from pages 67–76. See also M. Wilson, “Superadded Proper-
ties: The Limits of Mechanism in Locke,” American Philosophical Quarterly 16 (1979): 143–50.
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declares all the more inescapable our ignorance of the necessary coexistence 
or incompatibility of various possible secondary qualities, because it under-
scores our ignorance of their deepest causes. 

If the difficulties just sketched indicate the most important limits to our 
knowledge arising from our ignorance of the internal structure of things, 
there is another limit that comes, so to speak, from the other direction—that 
is, from the outside in, not the inside out. In a remarkable passage in a late 
chapter of the Essay, a chapter devoted to the difficulty of developing uni-
versal propositions with truth and certainty (IV.6), Locke repeats his earlier 
account of the obstacles to knowing the connections between various quali-
ties of substances, and he draws his familiar conclusion about the limits of 
knowledge, which he here states starkly: “we are so far from being admitted 
into the Secrets of Nature, that we scarce so much as ever approach the first 
entrance towards them” (IV.6.11). But the new account differs from the ear-
lier one in indicating that the unknown secrets lie hidden, not just within 
each of the beings, but also between them, in the effects they have on one 
another. In the passage in question, Locke points to a common misconcep-
tion: “we are wont to consider the Substances we meet with, each of them, as 
an entire thing by it self, having all its Qualities in it self, and independent 
of other Things” (IV.6.11). This tendency to think of things in isolation, to 
assume that each substance possesses its qualities on its own, stems from a 
failure to recognize that all things are embedded in relationships with other 
things and that these relationships shape their character. A simple example 
is the dependence of living beings on air and sunlight, without which they 
could not survive as living beings. Deprived of these external influences, they 
would quickly lose the life, motion, and many of the other qualities by which 
we recognize them as what they are (IV.6.11). But that is just one example 
of the broader point that all things are what they are as parts of a complex 
whole and nothing would be what it is, in the sense of having the qualities 
it possesses, were it not embedded in that whole. We make a grave mistake 
(“We are then quite out of the way”), Locke argues, when we think that the 
qualities we see in things are simply the products of what is contained in the 
things themselves or that they flow from their internal constitutions alone. 
“This is certain,” he declares, “Things, however absolute and entire they seem 
in themselves, are but Retainers to other parts of Nature, for that which they 
are most taken notice of by us. Their observable Qualities, Actions, and Pow-
ers, are owing to something without them; and there is not so complete and 
perfect a part, that we know, of Nature, which does not owe the Being it has, 
and the Excellencies of it, to its Neighbors” (IV.6.11).
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The interdependence of things is a problem for our knowledge of them 
because even if some of the aspects of that interdependence are known to us, 
most are beyond our grasp. We do not know what effects “the great Parts and 
Wheels” of “this stupendious Structure of the Universe” have on one another; 
it may therefore be the case, in ways we can barely fathom much less com-
prehend, that “Things in this our mansion” would be quite different—they 
would “put on quite another face, and cease to be what they are”—if some 
distant star or another body in a remote realm of the universe should change 
its motion in some way (IV.6.11). We can surmise that the beings we know 
through experience, “Things in this our mansion,” depend on causes and 
relationships far beyond our comprehension, but we cannot determine with 
any precision the extent or character of that dependence. And even within 
the world of which we have at least some grasp through experience (“this our 
mansion”), our awareness of the reciprocal interactions of bodies by which 
they shape each other’s character, although not as utterly lacking as our 
knowledge of the more remote realms of the universe, is extremely limited. 
In fact, even the relationships that we can grasp, such as the necessity of air 
and sunlight to life, are such that, when we think them through, we cannot 
but gain a deeper sense of all that we must be missing of the vast nexus of 
bodies interacting with and shaping one another. Again, however, that sense 
cannot be converted into an adequate account of what we are missing. We 
do not know enough even to know with much clarity what we do not know. 

What conclusions does Locke draw from this difficulty and the preced-
ing ones? As a broad, practical matter, Locke’s counsel is, of course, greater 
modesty: we know too little to be zealous in our convictions (see, e.g., I.1.4, 
IV.3.22, IV.16.4). More specifically, however, Locke argues that the ideas we 
do have of substances are of limited use in helping us to develop the kind 
of propositions we would most like to develop: universal propositions with 
genuine certainty. Because we know neither the real essences of substances 
nor the full range of their interrelationships, our efforts to move from the 
ideas we have from sensation to universal propositions about the necessary 
connections (or incompatibility) of various qualities of substances quickly 
meet their limits. The certainty attainable in such propositions is “very nar-
row and scanty” (IV.6.13). Locke does not conclude from this that it is simply 
impossible to make any progress in expanding our conceptions of the con-
nections between the qualities of substances. It is at least possible, he says, 
that “inquisitive and observing men,” among whom he would surely include 
the luminaries of his age, especially “the incomparable Mr. Newton,” can 
work from “Probabilities taken from wary observation, and Hints well laid 
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together,” supplemented by experiments, to “Guess at what Experience has 
not yet discovered to them” (see IV.6.13, IV.12.10, IV.3.28, and IV.8.9 with 
IV.7.3 and “Epistle to the Reader”). This guessing, however, is “but guess-
ing still.” “It amounts,” Locke declares, “only to Opinion, and has not that 
certainty, which is requisite to Knowledge” (IV.6.13).9 From here, we can 
understand why Locke expresses his doubts that natural philosophy can ever 
become a genuine science (see IV.3.26, IV.3.29, IV.12.10), and why he suggests 
that human beings are better suited by nature for practice and the pursuit of 
comfortable self-preservation than for theory and the pursuit of knowledge 
(see II.15.11, II.23.12, IV.3.23, IV.11.8, IV.12.10).

Concluding Reflections and Critical Questions

Although Locke insists strenuously on the severe limits of what can be 
known of substances, there is a countervailing, if quieter, tendency in the 
Essay that should not go unnoticed, lest Locke’s thought seem more simply 
or purely skeptical than it is. For, even as he argues that we cannot know the 
real essences of substances, Locke shows a remarkable confidence that those 
essences are made up of material particles or corpuscles. Not only does he 
express his conviction that the “corpuscularian Hypothesis” offers the most 
plausible and intelligible “explication” of the qualities of bodies (see again 
IV.3.16), but he speaks repeatedly of the underlying particles that give rise 
to the world as we experience it (see, e.g., II.8.2, II.8.12–22, II.21.73, III.3.18, 
III.6.6, IV.2.11, IV.3.12–13, IV.3.25, IV.6.14 ). Locke’s confidence in this 
regard is despite his acknowledgment that we are so far from knowing how 
the primary qualities of the minute and insensible parts of things produce 
the secondary qualities that we cannot be sure they do so. Again, it may be 
something else—“something yet more remote from our comprehension”—
that does that work (see again IV.3.11), and that is to say nothing of substance 
as the possible unknown foundation, so to speak, of that foundation. Locke’s 
skepticism about the knowability of the roots of things sits uneasily with his 
confidence in their corporeal character. This combination of skepticism and 
confidence is one of the most striking and perplexing aspects of his thought, 
leaving one with questions about his consistency. Could it be that Locke was 
not radical enough in applying his own arguments about the unknowability 
of the roots of things to his own convictions about their character? Should he 

9  What Locke says in IV.7.3 about Newton may seem to go further, since he speaks there of Newton’s 
use of intermediate ideas to demonstrate propositions and of the advances in knowledge he thereby 
achieved. But these more robust formulations speak more directly about the advances in mathematics 
than about Newton’s related advances in physics. 
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have pursued the thought that the primary qualities of minute particles may 
not be the deepest source of the world as we perceive it further than he seems 
to have pursued it? Together with this question, we can observe and ponder 
Locke’s tendency to ascribe to the primary qualities of the particles, as well as 
to those particles themselves, an independence and integrity that he denies to 
all other things (see, e.g., II.21.73, II.23.8–11, II.31.2, III.6.6, IV.3.25, IV.6.14). 
Should he have extended his critique of the common belief that things are 
absolute and entire in themselves all the way down, that is to say, to the most 
minute particles and their qualities? Why should they be exempt from the 
interdependence of all things? 

If these questions lead one to wonder whether Locke, for all of his skepti-
cism, remained too confident in his convictions about the character of the 
roots of things, another question—cutting apparently in the other direction, 
but perhaps more connected than it initially seems—is whether Locke does 
not despair too much of what can be known of substances from our ideas of 
them. Of course, Locke insists that we must begin from our ideas; we have no 
other option, as he reminds us again and again in the Essay. But could it not be 
by an implicit comparison with what he imagines it would mean to know the 
real essences of things, as their internal structure constituted by particles with 
an integrity in themselves, that Locke is so disparaging of the progress we can 
make if we begin from their nominal essences and our experience of their inter-
relations? To be sure, one cannot reasonably dismiss Locke’s argument that 
there are severe limits to what we can know of the world if we must begin from 
the ideas that our experience provides. Severe as these limits may be, however, 
do they not still leave room for a genuine, if partial, grasp of the character of 
things, including an incomplete but not for that reason insignificant grasp of 
some aspects of their interdependence? To refer back to Locke’s own example, 
to grasp the necessity of air and sunlight to life as we know it is to grasp an 
important relationship and necessity. And that is just one example that points 
to broader, less obvious possibilities. Of course, Locke does not deny that we 
can work through our ideas and experience to advance our understanding of 
the world. But when he declares that natural philosophy cannot be made into 
a science, or when he goes still further and proclaims that we are so far from 
being capable of “a perfect Science of natural Bodies” that it is “lost labour to 
seek after it” (IV.3.29), does he not display his inclination to throw the baby 
out with the bathwater? Locke had his reasons for trying to dampen men’s 
expectations of what can be accomplished by natural philosophy: the exces-
sive expectations of an earlier form of it, which he regarded as a metaphysical 
pseudoscience, had produced a naive image of what philosophy could achieve, 
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and that dream had done more to inspire zealotry than to improve the condi-
tions of human life by increasing “our stock of Conveniences” (IV.12.10). But 
Locke was so concerned to dampen men’s expectations from philosophy that 
the Essay comes close at times to being an exhortation to abandon theory for 
practice. And that makes sense only if it is true that human beings find a fuller 
satisfaction in the pursuit of comfortable self-preservation than we do in the 
pursuit of the partial clarity that is available to us. 
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Abstract: Winston Churchill constructed the Marlborough that he presented in the four-vol-
ume biography he published between 1933 and 1938 on the model of George Savile, marquess 
of Halifax’s “character of a trimmer.” For much of Marlborough’s career, he refused to assign 
limits to his political art and thought instead in terms of a new, and distinctly modern, mobil-
ity in politics and war, property, and public reputation. Faced with political adversity late in 
his career, Marlborough’s commitment to statesmanship as a mobile, or trimming, capacity 
waned and he retreated from politics. Churchill was aware that, for a generation that had 
endured the war of 1914–1918 only to face the Nazi menace, such a retreat from politics was 
a contemporary temptation. Marlborough is a warning against this temptation and a defiant 
recommitment to a politics that would defend Whig ideals.

This essay proposes a new approach to an understanding of the argument 
of Marlborough, Winston Churchill’s biography of the late seventeenth- and 
early eighteenth-century English statesman and general John Churchill. The 
biography’s four volumes appeared between October 1933, not long after dif-
ferences with Conservative Party leadership led Winston Churchill to resign 
from the shadow cabinet, and September 1938, shortly before Neville Cham-
berlain returned from Munich and Winston Churchill responded with his 
“Disaster of the First Magnitude” speech.1 These four volumes range widely 
over the “life and times” of Winston Churchill’s most celebrated ancestor. 
The first volume turns on the critical role that John Churchill played in mak-
ing possible, and then securing, the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689. The 
second volume examines the first years of the War of Spanish Succession. 
It traces John Churchill’s role in assembling the Grand Alliance against 
Louis XIV in 1701 and concludes with the battle of Blenheim in 1704. It was 

1  See Frederick Woods, A Bibliography of the Works of Sir Winston Churchill (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1969), 67–77, on the publishing history of Marlborough.
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this battle that, according to Winston Churchill, set England on the path of 
imperial greatness. It was also this battle that led Queen Anne to make John 
Churchill the Duke of Marlborough and to bestow on him the parks around 
Woodstock near Oxford that would gradually become home to Blenheim 
Palace. Volume III combines the Duke of Marlborough’s continuing military 
successes at the battles of Ramillies in 1706 and Oudenarde in 1708 with 
his increasing difficulties holding together the Grand Alliance and manag-
ing English party politics. The carnage of the battle of Malplaquet in 1709 
sets the tone for the fourth volume. Here Winston Churchill recounts the 
Duke of Marlborough’s declining fortunes in English politics—his increas-
ing isolation, his dismissal, the peculation charge, and finally exile—before a 
partial rehabilitation with the accession of the Hanoverian George I in 1714.2

One of Churchill’s aims was to complete this rehabilitation, and there 
is no question that the biography is emphatically revisionist. Churchill, who 
had been born at Blenheim Palace, now took the moment of his own exit from 
office to challenge both the image of a second Cromwell that was promoted 
by contemporary Tory publicists such as Jonathan Swift and the image of the 
duplicitous intriguer who features in the works of later Whig historians, most 
notably Thomas Babington Macaulay. To this end Churchill made extensive 
use of the ducal archives, printing much previously unpublished correspon-
dence. The purpose of this essay is not, however, to provide a historiographical 
reassessment of Churchill’s revisionist portrait of the Duke of Marlborough.3 
While Churchill’s prose remains inimitable and Marlborough, for all its more 
than two thousand pages, can be a compelling read, the biography’s scholarly 
achievement has long been overtaken by the subsequent work of, among oth-
ers, David Chandler and Richard Holmes.4 Rather, my purpose is to suggest 
how Churchill used his biography of the Duke of Marlborough to discuss 
what is required of a statesman in violent and chaotic times.

2  Henceforth the simple last name “Churchill” will refer to Winston Churchill and “Marlborough” 
or “the Duke of Marlborough” will refer to John Churchill. Italics will refer to the book Marlborough.
3  Two of Churchill’s research assistants provide the classical assessments: Maurice Ashley, Churchill 
as Historian (New York: Scribner’s, 1968), chap. 10, on Marlborough and F. W. Deakin, “Churchill 
the Historian,” special supplement to Schweizer Monatshefte 49, no. 4 (1969/1970): 1–19. See also J. H. 
Plumb, “The Historian,” in Churchill Revised: A Critical Assessment (New York: Dial, 1969), 148–53, 
on Marlborough and, more recently, Peter Clarke, Mr. Churchill’s Profession: The Statesman as Author 
and the Book That Defined the “Special Relationship” (New York: Bloomsbury, 2002), 152–94.
4  David G. Chandler, The Art of Warfare in the Age of Marlborough (Staplehurst: Spellmount, 1994) 
and Richard Holmes, Marlborough: England’s Fragile Genius (London: HarperPress, 2008). For recent 
developments in Marlborough scholarship, see Tobias Roeder, “Scipio or Crassus? The Contested 
Heroic Image of John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough (1650–1722),” Journal of the Society for 
Army Historical Research 96 (2018): 1–20.
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It would be natural to think that scholars would long ago have exhausted 
much of what there is to say about how the Marlborough biography shaped 
Winston Churchill’s understanding of statesmanship. After all, Churchill 
devoted the eight years before he returned to government as first lord of the 
admirality in 1939 and prime minister in 1940 to the project. Yet there are 
major biographies of Winston Churchill that make no mention of Marlbor-
ough or that mention only the work’s existence without even a perfunctory 
analysis.5 Even when Marlborough is mentioned, the assessment can be dis-
missive. For some, an aging curmudgeon found solace in a backward-looking 
exercise in family piety and aristocratic nostalgia.6 For others, a dispirited 
Churchill abandoned himself to antiquarian “delvings.”7 For most, Marlbor-
ough is a place-holding monument: it is worthy perhaps of a bit of exposition 
but its role in Churchill’s political career does not go beyond an unspecified 
but largely inert “inspiration.”8 

This essay is far closer in its assessment to that small handful of scholars 
who, like Leo Strauss, have recognized Marlborough as one of the great histor-
ical works of the twentieth century and who understand that its four volumes 
constitute the most extended statement of Churchill’s political philosophy.9 
This said, I will argue that the conception of statesmanship that Churchill 
works out in Marlborough looks less to the recovery of classical political 
rationalism than to “the legitimacy of the modern age.”10 This argument will 
unfold in three steps. First, I want to unpack what Churchill may have meant 
by violent and chaotic times. These times were violent and chaotic because, 
Churchill understood, they corresponded to a profound caesura in the his-
tory of Western political thought. This caesura—to use the later terminology 
of John Dunn—saw the loss of the theocentric framework that still informed 
the political thought of the Duke of Marlborough’s older contemporary 
John Locke. In its place began to emerge an “impressively disenchanted” 

5  For example, Geoffrey Best, Churchill: A Study in Greatness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
6  David Cannadine, “Winston Churchill as an Aristocratic Adventurer,” in Aspects of Aristocracy 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 152–53, and echoed later in the essay collection In 
Churchill’s Shadow: Confronting the Past in Modern Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
7  Manfred Weidhorn, Sir Winston Churchill (Boston: Twayne, 1979), 20.
8  For example, Martin Gilbert, Churchill: A Life (New York: Henry Holt, 1991).
9  Morton J. Frisch, “The Intentions of Churchill’s Marlborough,” Polity 12, no. 4 (Summer 1980): 
560–74, and Morton J. Frisch, review of the University of Chicago edition of Marlborough in Interpre-
tation 32, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 179–93.
10  The reference is to Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993).
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conception of order that human practical reason negotiated through the his-
torical process.11

The second section of this essay examines how this loss of theological 
or even natural assurance shaped Churchill’s assessment of his ancestor’s 
achievement. To be sure, Churchill’s Marlborough would be the carrier 
of Whig ideals: he appears as a defender of English law and the English 
constitution, of “the freedom of the Protestant religion” and “the rights of 
Parliamentary government.” For Churchill, these ideals had “lighted and 
guarded the Age of Reason and prepared the civilization of the nineteenth 
century.”12 Yet Churchill warned against seeing Marlborough as a passive 
agent of design in history.13 Rather the Marlborough that Churchill presents 
actively achieved these ideals through the “rough and tumble” of a modern 
politics. Churchill’s Marlborough thought in terms of “moving forces.” He 
did not “assign limits”—either ideological or moral—to his political art.14 
He would deploy a full range of practical skills in ever-shifting “combina-
tions”—what the duke’s contemporaries called “trimming”—in order better 
to navigate the fog of imponderables that had enveloped the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries. 

In short, Churchill’s Marlborough works in the mode of what one scholar 
called “disenchanted Whiggism.”15 Given what Marlborough teaches about 
a trimming origin of Whig ideals, the last sections of the essay will consider 
how Churchill understood the Duke of Marlborough’s “fall.” The essay will 
conclude by asking what significance this understanding might have had for 
Churchill’s approach to his own violent and chaotic times.

◆  ◆  ◆

One approach to Churchill’s major writings is to read them as a sustained 
reflection on an interrelated set of developments that shaped the distinc-
tive character of modern political life. For example, Churchill’s first major 

11  John Dunn, “From Applied Theology to Social Analysis: The Break between John Locke and the 
Scottish Enlightenment,” in Wealth and Virtue: The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish 
Enlightenment, ed. Istvan Hont and Michael Ignatieff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 
119–35.
12  Winston S. Churchill, Marlborough: His Life and Times (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 
I:512. Unattributed references throughout this article should be understood to refer to this work.
13  I:829.
14  I:340.
15  Charles Sullivan, “The Disenchanted Whiggism of Winston Churchill’s My Early Life,” Journal of 
Historical Biography 7 (Spring 2010): 1–29.
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work, the biography of his father Lord Randolph Churchill, engaged the 
fundamental democratization of Victorian politics that followed the Reform 
Acts of 1867 and 1884. The World Crisis, the history of the Great War that 
Churchill composed during the 1920s, confronted the development of “total 
war” in the context of mass, industrialized society. And the autobiographi-
cal memoir My Early Life, which Churchill published in 1929, just before he 
began work on Marlborough, recognized the difficulty of leadership amid the 
“crippled broken world” that had emerged from the Great War.

In much the same way that Churchill used his own life, he now used the 
life of the first duke of Marlborough, broadening and deepening his analy-
ses of political modernity by retracing its genealogy to the second half of 
the seventeenth century and to what Steve Pincus has called Europe’s “first 
modern revolution,” the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689.16 Three critical 
developments shaped the stage on which Churchill places the drama of the 
Duke of Marlborough’s career. First, Churchill makes clear that the stage on 
which he will have Marlborough act is the post-Westphalian Europe of sover-
eign states. Gone, or at least largely effaced, are relatively stable supranational 
dynastic or universal confessional loyalties. In their place is a secular dyna-
mism of power, which individual states now moved to monopolize within 
a contiguous territory and maximize amid ever-shifting competitions and 
alliances with other states. Thus in the Nine Years War that broke out in 
the aftermath of the Glorious Revolution, Protestant England and the United 
Provinces were formally allied with Catholic Spain and the Catholic Empire. 
Even more tellingly, these Protestant powers had the tacit support of Pope 
Innocent XI, who opposed Louis XIV’s aspirations to spiritual authority over 
the Gallican Church. Indeed, Churchill notes, “to [Innocent] more than to 
any other individual we owe the fact that the wars of William and .  .  . of 
Marlborough were, for Europe at large, secular struggles for worldly domin-
ion, and that the lines of battle were no longer, as in preceding generations, 
the lines of faith.” Later, too, Churchill adds that in the armies of the Grand 
Alliance, Catholics and Anglicans, Dutch Calvinists and German Lutherans, 
English Puritans and Scottish Presbyterians all served with “unquestioning 
comradeship” against the common foe, Louis XIV.17

Second, Churchill recognizes that, on the stage on which he has Marl-
borough act, success in international competition depended on new fiscal 

16  Steve Pincus, 1688: The First Modern Revolution (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009).
17  I:240 and II:601.
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and military techniques. A necessary condition for the ability of William III 
or Anne to sustain a quarter century of nearly continuous warfare was the 
Financial Revolution of the 1690s and the rise of public credit. As J. G. A. 
Pocock has shown, the rise of public credit had momentous consequences for 
the intellectual history of the Duke of Marlborough’s times. If, in traditional 
political thought, fixed property was the material anchor for the rational 
actor, the rise of mobile property entailed new “modes of consciousness 
suited to a world of moving objects.” What now sustained government, in 
short, was the investor’s imagination and speculative projections.18

Likewise, in military techniques, the Duke of Marlborough would 
inhabit, and play a critical role in defining, a similar world of moving objects. 
To be sure, Churchill has the Duke of Marlborough anticipate the modernity 
of the Great War: a critical element in his tactical success is the mastery of 
the firepower of massed infantry. But even more critical to Marlborough’s 
success is the fact that he replaced a “sedate” seventeenth-century warfare 
of siege and maneuver with a preference for speed and engagement. Again 
and again, Churchill portrays the startling suddenness with which Marlbor-
ough’s armies arrive on the field of battle or overwhelm a weakened position. 
And, again and again, Churchill makes clear that military technique relies, 
much like public credit, on the manipulation of the imagination. Not only 
did Marlborough use the element of surprise to confuse the generals of Louis 
XIV, he used it to undercut the morale of the French rank and file.

The drama of Marlborough’s career will also have to contend with a third 
critical development. Marlborough acted not only on an international stage 
as a diplomat in the Grand Alliance or a general in the wars of Louis XIV, he 
also acted on the stage of domestic English politics. Here, too, we encounter 
a world of objects in motion. In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries, Churchill pointed out, “the English Press began to present itself 
for the first time as a definite, permanent factor in affairs.” The number of 
newspapers and journals proliferated with the expiration of the Licensing Act 
in 1695. They “passed from hand to hand in coffee houses” with increasing 
rapidity, “and post boys carried them to lonely halls and vicarages through-
out the country.”19 As they did so, the very nature of the “news,” and what 
John Sommerville called the culture of periodicity, moved to the foreground 
an ever-transitory secular Present, further contributing to that erosion of the 

18  J. G. A. Pocock, “The Mobility of Property and the Rise of Eighteenth-Century Sociology,” in  
Virtue, Commerce, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 103–23.
19  II:183.
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Eternal, that loss of a theological framework, that John Dunn identified.20 At 
the same time, the circulation of news formed that bourgeois public sphere 
and public opinion that became a model for how human practical reason, 
shorn of theological moorings, might provide not only a new order of conviv-
ial exchange and refined civility but also the foundation for that confidence 
that ultimately animated public credit.

The Duke of Marlborough, Churchill wrote, lived in “an age in which all 
foundations quaked.”21 In a post-Westphalian Europe, power had become a 
function of objects in motion and politics a game of moves and countermoves. 
The statesman was subject not only to the “fickleness” of the prevailing winds 
upon which William of Orange had had to rely when he crossed the Channel 
in 1688, or the new and powerful currents of public opinion, but also to the 
“infinite caprice” of uncertainties and unknowables.22 Late in his career the 
Duke of Marlborough summarized the “ferocity” of his times in a letter to 
his wife, Sarah. “We live,” the duke wrote, “amid tigers and wolves.”23 But 
Churchill has violent and chaotic times shadow even the very first acts of his 
ancestor’s life. John Churchill was born at Ashe House, the Devonshire home 
of his maternal grandmother, Lady Eleanor Drake. Lady Drake was a “resolute 
Puritan,” and in 1644, amid the English Civil War, Ashe House was attacked 
and partly gutted by troops loyal to Charles I. Nonetheless, Lady Drake’s 
daughter Elizabeth had married Winston Churchill, a Royalist cavalry offi-
cer of modest means. Fined by the Parliamentarians after their victory, this 
seventeenth-century Winston Churchill had been forced to move his family 
into Ashe House. Thus the young John Churchill had lived his first ten years 
in “a queer and difficult home” among a family that “war had divided against 
itself” and in which it was critical to have “friends and connexions on both 
sides of a public quarrel.” Here, in short, the author of Marlborough has John 
Churchill begin to “make and remake” himself, acquiring the courtier’s grace 
and easy conversability by which he would make his way through the myste-
rious “labyrinth” of a similarly divided Europe and England.24

20  See C. John Sommerville, The News Revolution in England: Cultural Dynamics of Daily Information 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), and more recently Tony Claydon, “Daily News and the 
Construction of Time in Late Stuart England,” Journal of British Studies 52 (Jan. 2013): 55–78, who 
sees the late Stuart press producing a more “fractured” than uniformly modern time consciousness.
21  I:350.
22  II:653; I:363.
23  II:720.
24  I:22–38. For the image of the labyrinth, see, for example, I:331, 451. Churchill devoted his first 
chapter to Ashe House. Roy Jenkins, Churchill: A Biography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
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◆  ◆  ◆

One reason that Winston Churchill’s biography grew to four long volumes 
was the challenge of evoking the “pervasive mutability” of the stage on which 
Marlborough performed. And on this stage Churchill had the additional 
challenge of introducing the impressive cast of characters with whom the 
duke interacted. Churchill used this cast of characters to embody alternative 
approaches to a new “world of objects in motion.” In effect he choreographed 
around the Duke of Marlborough concentric circles of ideal types.

Of course, the “supreme fact” of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries was the French monarch, Louis XIV. For Churchill, Louis XIV’s 
response to pervasive mutability was to try to build an “all powerful, all 
grasping” mechanism of total control. Not only was the share of the French 
nobility in effective governance further reduced, the Revocation of the Edict 
of Nantes in 1685 extinguished the remnants of religious toleration. And 
with a precociously professionalized administration and military Louis XIV 
strove to extend the French model of centralized absolutism to the rest of 
Europe. His “was the most magnificent claim to world dominion,” Churchill, 
the reader of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, concluded, “ever made since the age of 
the Antonines.”25 But in the new secular world of post-Westphalian Europe, 
there were also other possibilities. From northern Europe came Charles XII 
of Sweden, who sought to master the “torrents” of the times by the charis-
matic force of his personality, while the decentralized commercial republic 
of Grand Pensionary Anton Hensius’s United Provinces labored to keep the 
“dark tempestuous ocean” of violence and chaos safely behind its dikes.26

Initially on the margins of these great developments was “little Eng-
land.” Here, too, Churchill placed the Duke of Marlborough amid an array 
of ideal-typical responses to mutability. Under the Stuarts, the pull of France 
prevailed, be it under the jovial latitudinarianism of Charles II or the pre-
rogative power of James II. With the Glorious Revolution, of course, England 
joined with the United Provinces in a Grand Alliance against Louis XIV, be 
it now under the encompassing vision of William III’s “European view” or 

2001), 450–51, comments that this “boring” chapter “sits surlily at the entrance” to Churchill’s Marl-
borough. Jenkins speculates that Churchill permitted this bad beginning “to let Ashley establish  
the quality of his research.” I am arguing that this chapter played a central role in establishing  
the “pervasive mutability” of the modern world in which Marlborough would make his way.
25  For Churchill on Louis XIV’s ambitions, see (among many passages) I:65–67 and 226–29 and II:472 
and 485.
26  For Charles XII of Sweden, see especially I:632–34; for the United Provinces, see especially I:512–14 
on the “republic of the dykes.”
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under the simple patriotism of Anne’s more insular attachments. Further 
complicating the cast of characters, and the alternative responses to a world 
of objects in motion, was the emergence of party politics in late seventeenth-
century England. The Whigs, for all that their constituencies of Dissenting 
merchants and financiers flirted with atheism and republicanism, were led 
by the proud Lords of the Junto, “convinced that they had the secret of Brit-
ish greatness and British freedom in their keeping.”27 The Tories, for all that 
their constituencies of country gentlemen remained sentimentally attached 
to indefeasible hereditary succession and High Church principles, were led 
by Robert Harley and Henry St. John, masters of malice and mendacity. 
And into the Duke of Marlborough’s immediate circle this play of alterna-
tives continued: his wife Sarah Jennings responded to the violent and chaotic 
times with irrepressible passion while his unfailing ally the lord treasurer 
Sidney Godolphin was ever the sober civil servant.

One of Churchill’s points in assembling such an extensive cast of charac-
ters is to present the sheer variety of innovation in the political life of the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. But he also wants to show that 
each of these ideal-typical varieties falls short. In scene after scene, Churchill 
has the actors with whom he surrounds the Duke of Marlborough make 
tragic exits. In the wake of the battle of Oudenarde in 1708 and the great 
famine of spring 1709, for example, Louis XIV must confront the wreck of 
his ambitions: “despair and remorse swelled in upon him in a dark flood” 
and, in the midst of his ministers, the Great King collapses in tears.28 The 
same year the long string of military successes that had characterized Charles 
XII of Sweden’s “charmed life” was “irretrievably ruined” by an “impetuous 
miscalculation” at the battle of Poltava.29 Conversely, in 1705, when the Duke 
of Marlborough, in full flush of the victory at Blenheim, was poised to deliver 
what might have been the decisive blow to the French army in Flanders, the 
Dutch refused to gamble. “The Dutch,” Churchill noted poignantly, “wore 
out Fortune with their sluggish precautions.”30

Churchill has similar tragic exits unfold in England. The zealous James 
II endeavors to plunge England into anarchy as he throws the Great Seal into 
the Thames, orders the army to disband, and steals away in the night for 

27  I:696.
28  II:485, 532.
29  I:633; II:581.
30  I:979
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Louis XIV’s France. Charles II, who “knew better than anyone the awful dan-
gers which James’s character and religion would bring upon the land,” sired a 
troop of bastards but no legitimate heir and, with cordial acquiescence, “left 
the baffling problems of the future to solve themselves.”31 Never able to over-
come his contempt for the protracted wranglings of English party politics, 
William III died more isolated than James II.32 Anne, the early years of whose 
reign were as “glorious in the history of the British Empire as those of Queen 
Elizabeth and Queen Victoria,” lived just long enough to have jeopardized, 
through her prejudices and pettiness, these achievements and to have made 
her reign “odious and contemptible.”33 In 1710, the members of the Whig 
ministry were picked off one by one as Harley played on their individual 
ambitions and personal jealousies and divided them from each other by flat-
tery and false hopes. In 1714, Harley, in turn, was outmaneuvered by St. John, 
who was so much the creature of the degenerate game of English politics that 
now that the moment had come to restore the Stuarts he had “neither the soul 
to decide nor the manhood to dare.”34 In Marlborough’s circle, Godolphin 
falls because, in his efforts to remain in power and support the war, he quar-
rels with no one. Sarah falls because she quarrels with everyone.

“Everything is relative,” Churchill declared when reflecting on the meth-
odological problems of understanding his seventeenth-century subject. The 
past cannot be “painted in bold blacks and whites.” Churchill would like us 
to understand much the same point about the actors—the embodied ideal 
types—with whom he surrounds the Duke of Marlborough. In each case, 
Churchill has these actors deal in “bold blacks and whites.” By contrast, 
Churchill gives us a Duke of Marlborough who, like the good historian, was 
more capable of dealing in “greys shading indefinably, mysteriously, in and 
out of one another.”35 Churchill’s duke has traces of both the cavalier sensibil-
ity of Charles II and the commanding obstinacy of James II. He alternates, like 
William III and Anne, between the sublimity of a providential calling and the 
mundane tranquility of domestic life. He may assume the high pride of the 
Lords of the Junto. But, with Harley and St. John, he may also deal in deceit.

31  I:270 on James II; I:176–77 on Charles II.
32  I:300–301.
33  For Churchill’s differing views of Anne, compare, for example, I:504–9 with II:652–54 or 1012, 
where Churchill even urges his readers to rejoice at Anne’s passing.
34  II:1012.
35  I:310, 321. Cf. Kenneth W. Thompson, Winston Churchill’s World View: Statesmanship and Power 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 44–45, who similarly has Churchill deal in the 
gray colors of a political universe no longer characterized by a shared morality.
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In sum, Churchill constructs his Duke of Marlborough on the model of 
George Saville, marquess of Halifax’s “character of a trimmer.” “This inno-
cent word Trimmer,” Halifax wrote, cheekily exploiting contemporary usage, 
“signifieth no more than this, that if men are together in a Boat, and one part 
of the Company would weigh it down on one side, [and] another would make 
it lean as much to the contrary, it happeneth there is a third Opinion of those 
who conceave it would do as well, if the Boat went even without endangering 
the passengers.”36 Until we have another mankind, Halifax observed, there 
will always be “fresh Gales,” and so the stability of the ship of state will always 
depend on a Polybian practice of counterbalancing. Thus it is “the Composite” 
of wise mixtures that provides the best policy, and it is “by mutual agitation, 
from the several parts, that the whole frame, instead of being torn . . . comes 
to be . . . closer knit, by being thus exercised.” For Halifax, nowhere was this 
“Composite” better exercised than where Monarchy and Parliament mod-
erate their respective tendencies to “devouring prerogative” and “litigious 
ungovernable Freedom.”37

The Duke of Marlborough, Churchill argued with tacit approval, “cer-
tainly learned politics from Halifax.” “Step by step he turned away from 
the extremes of either party and followed the sane reasonable course of the 
illustrious Trimmer.”38 Like Halifax, the Duke of Marlborough was always 
conscious that “there are no clear-cut solutions”—“such perfection was not 
of this world.”39 Like Halifax, the Duke of Marlborough was always content 
with the actual living mean of an imperfect but improvable English constitu-
tion. And to ensure that the boat “went even,” the Duke of Marlborough, like 
Halifax again, steered his way among the divided loyalties, the conflicting 
interests, and criss-cross ties of his times, “turning from side to side, faction 
to faction,” picking and choosing among “fluctuating values.”40

In foreign affairs, too, there was a harmony between Marlborough and 
Halifax. If Halifax, or Marlborough, ever “cometh somewhat neere” to “Idol-
atry,” it was only in the “divinitie” they attached to the interests of England, 
and if Polybian practice again mandated that overweening ambition could be 

36  “The Character of a Trimmer,” in The Works of George Savile Marquis of Halifax, ed. Mark N. 
Brown (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989), 179.
37  Ibid., 194–95.
38  I:173–74.
39  II:191 and “Character of a Trimmer,” 184.
40  I:173–74, 298. A particularly good example of Churchillian trimming is Marlborough’s role in the 
debate on the Occasional Conformity Bill in 1704, on which see, for example, I:704.
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checked only by countervailing power, there was again a trimming exercise 
of that power.41 Thus Churchill has the same refusal to deal in “blacks and 
whites” and to become captive to “fixed opinions” that we have seen in the 
Duke of Marlborough’s approach to insular English politics characterize the 
duke’s approach to war and diplomacy. No less than Louis XIV, the Duke 
of Marlborough could deal in grand strategy. Churchill repeatedly describes 
his ancestor’s “guiding hand,” “comprehensive view,” “Imperial” vision, and 
“far-reaching conception.” He saw “the war as a whole,” wrote Churchill. The 
Duke of Marlborough “thought for all, he acted for all.”42 At the same time, 
the duke calculated his interests as cautiously as the Dutch. He was a master 
of detail. He insisted on personally reconnoitering the field of battle and he 
managed the army’s money with the shabby scrupulosity of “a cheese-paring 
Treasury clerk.”43 To a Churchill, whose own financial profligacy was notori-
ous, the first duke’s “meanness” was clearly a family anomaly. Yet these habits 
of petty personal economy, Churchill acknowledges, were the foundation for 
his heroic virtues and martial daring. “They arose from the same methodi-
cal, patient, matter-of-fact spade-work which characterizes all his conduct 
of war, and formed the only basis upon which the great actions for which 
he is renowned could have sprung.”44 Nowhere is the combination of dar-
ing conception and cautious calculation clearer than in the unfolding of the 
campaign that culminated in the battle of Blenheim. Staking all, the Duke of 
Marlborough exposed the United Provinces, leading his army out of Flan-
ders to Bavaria in order to bolster the tottering edifice of the empire. Leaving 
nothing to chance, the Duke of Marlborough choreographed every step of 
the provisioning of his army, while weaving a meticulous web of misdirection 
to keep the French army in suspense.

Statesmanship, Churchill concludes, cannot, like traditional forms of 
political philosophy, deal in absolutes.45 It must deal with “the actual facts” 
and the practical mastery of countervailing forces. In short, a world in 
motion requires statesmanship to be a mobile capacity. This understanding 
of statesmanship accounts for what Churchill calls “the mystery” of the Duke 
of Marlborough’s “system” and for the paradoxical character of his virtues. 
In Churchill’s presentation, the Duke of Marlborough can be a remote figure 

41  “Character of a Trimmer,” 231–39.
42  I:15, II:114, I:414, II:352, and I:488–89.
43  I:656.
44  I:423.
45  II:193.
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of glamour. He is the Captain General of the English army, commander in 
chief of the armies of the Grand Alliance, Extraordinary Ambassador, and 
prince of the empire. But he is also the common soldier’s “Corporal John,” 
who, like Charles XII of Sweden, rushes with a frenzy into the thick of battle. 
In much the same way, Churchill presents a Duke of Marlborough who is 
“resigned” but “resolute,” “principled” but “ruthless,” “obstinate” but “flex-
ible,” “spontaneous” but “dissimulating,” “avaricious” but “generous,” and 
“serene” but “spirited.” Above all, the Duke of Marlborough combines the 
audacity of his passionate duchess Sarah with the steadfastness of his cher-
ished friend Godolphin. Twice, once at the end of volume II and again at the 
end of volume III, Churchill pauses to reflect on this “extraordinary quality” 
of his subject.46 The Duke of Marlborough’s mind, Churchill writes, was “a 
weighing machine for practical affairs.” It used audacity or daring and pru-
dence or circumspection “as if they were tools to be picked up or laid down 
according to the job.” There were occasions when the duke was overly daring. 
More often he was overly prudent, and “if he had given way to the general 
ardour around him, he might have had a greater success.” But, in ten years of 
war, he was never immobilized, never “entrapped.”

◆  ◆  ◆

No one reading the four volumes of Marlborough that Churchill published 
between 1933 and 1938 can avoid the analogies that the author repeatedly 
invites between his own times and the duke’s violent and chaotic times. Paul 
Alkon, in his study of the role of the imagination in Churchill’s writings, 
describes “the double temporal framework” in which Churchill embeds 
his biography.47 Churchill, Alkon explains, encourages his readers both to 
view past events from the perspective of future consequences and to view 
contemporary events from the perspective of the myriad contingencies of 
his unfolding narrative. To take the most obvious example, when Churchill 
insists with ever-mounting rhetorical intensity that Louis XIV aimed at the 
extinction of the liberties of Christendom and the establishment of a “totali-
tarian monarchy” that aspired to European and even to world hegemony, 
who among his audience would not have recognized that the contemporary 
fact of Adolf Hitler was shaping the presentation of the past even as that 
presentation was shaping the perception of the increasing belligerence of 

46  I:955 and II:471.
47  Paul K. Alkon, Winston Churchill’s Imagination (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2006), 178.
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the Nazi regime?48 And, as if to leave no doubt of his intentions, Churchill 
remarks near the end of the fourth volume that the menace that Malbor-
ough’s generation faced in France, his generation now recognizes in an 
overweening Germany.49

Indeed, as Tuvia Ben-Moshe has pointed out, Marlborough played an 
important role in contemporary strategic debates.50 During the 1930s, the 
strategic doctrine of the Conservative Party leadership, in particular of Neville 
Chamberlain and his secretary of state for war, Leslie Hore-Belisha, closely fol-
lowed the lead of the military historian and theorist B. H. Liddell-Hart. At the 
same time as Churchill was working on Marlborough, Liddell-Hart published 
a series of books—The British Way of Warfare (1932), Europe in Arms (1937), 
and The Defense of Britain (1939)—all of which advocated a defense policy 
that relied on air and sea power and avoided land engagements. The double 
temporal framework of Marlborough proceeded in very much the opposite 
direction, making the case that British armies had been historically essential 
to the maintenance of the balance of power in Europe and that the contempo-
rary security of Britain would continue to require continental commitments.

Churchill also uses the double temporal framework of Marlborough, 
as Alkon emphasizes, to enlist readers into participation by asking them to 
imagine the outcomes of other choices.51 Initially Churchill asks his readers 
to consider only alternative pasts. Did William III blunder in 1689 by divid-
ing his limited forces between Ireland and the continent? Did Louis XIV miss 
the best chance for a Stuart restoration by rejecting James’s proposal for an 
invasion of England in 1690? But increasingly Churchill’s counterfactuals 
also work in a double temporal framework. Thus, for example, Churchill 
builds into his account of the peace negotiations of 1709 an allegorical reflec-
tion on the Treaty of Versailles. An enduring peace might have been possible 
except for the Whig government’s uncompromising insistence on humiliat-
ing France through a stipulation that Louis XIV go to war with his grandson 
Philip of Anjou if he refused to step aside as king of Spain. Instead the Whig 
government sacrificed the claims of justice on which the Grand Alliance 
had originally been built. Faced with “subjugation by a victorious coalition,” 
French national spirit rallied, preparing the way for the even “darker war” of 

48  II:192.
49  II:996.
50  Tuvia Ben-Moshe, Churchill: Strategy and History (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1992), 100–112.
51  See Alkon, Imagination, 178–85 on Churchill’s use of counterfactuals.
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Malplaquet.52 Again Churchill makes the appeasement debates of the 1930s 
the subtext of his account of the Treaties of Utrecht, which in the years 1713–
1714 brought the War of Spanish Succession to an end. Here much of what 
Malborough had achieved might have been preserved had the Tory peace 
party, which succeeded the Whig government in 1710, not expediently aban-
doned its alliance obligations and cut its own deal with France. Instead the 
failure to achieve definite restrictions of French ambitions meant that “the 
wars of [Malborough’s] generation would only be renewed in the future.”53

What lessons did Churchill wish his readers to take from having par-
ticipated in this double temporal framework and having considered these 
counterfactuals? In the very last lines of Marlborough, Churchill offers one 
answer. Here Churchill writes, “History may declare that if [the Duke of Marl-
borough] had had more power his country would have had more strength 
and happiness, and Europe a surer progress.”54 For some commentators, 
these lines are unambiguous. The Duke of Marlborough had not extricated 
himself from the trammels of the petty party politics of England or of the 
collective leadership and particularist institutions of the United Provinces. 
Marlborough may have “held the whole panorama of Europe in his steady 
gaze” but, unlike a Napoleon or a Frederick the Great, he never attained that 
political Archimedean point from which he might have dared to combine 
his comprehensive vision with the authority to act decisively for the public 
good.55 Put another way, he had had the misfortune of being soldier and 
statesman but not sovereign.56

There is no question that Churchill wished that the Duke of Marlbor-
ough had been given more “freedom of action” at critical points in the War 
of Spanish Succession, above all in Flanders in the aftermath of the battle of 
Blenheim. Since Churchill had organized much of the six volumes of The 
World Crisis that he published between 1923 and 1931 around a justification 

52  II:558 and more generally chaps. 5 and 6 in volume IV, “The Lost Peace” and “Darker War.”
53  II:995.
54  II:1040.
55  II:20. Frisch, “Intentions of Churchill’s Marlborough,” 571–72, and Frisch, review of the University 
of Chicago edition of Marlborough, 191–92, emphasize the discrepancy between thought and action in 
Marlborough’s last years. Both pieces focus exclusively on Marlborough’s failure in the peace negotia-
tions of 1709. It was, however, part of Churchill’s point not to overweigh either side of the boat, and 
he is at least as dismayed by the failures of the Treaties of Utrecht as he is by the failure of the peace 
negotiations of 1709.
56  For this interpretation of Marlborough, see, for example, Algis Valiunas, Churchill’s Military Histo-
ries: A Rhetorical Study (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 75, 86, 88.
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of his 1915 Gallipoli strategy and an account of its inadequate implemen-
tation, no reader should be surprised to find him lamenting the “unfought 
Waterloo” of August 1705. Yet however much Churchill was attached to the 
ironies of history, or however much his presentation of Marlborough’s career 
might have served to exonerate his own decisions, it was scarcely his purpose 
to derive from Marlborough’s defense of British liberty a contemporary case 
for authoritarian leadership.

Here we can usefully recall that Churchill had the Duke of Marlbor-
ough’s political catechism be the “Character of a Trimmer”—a work that 
questioned both reason’s inclination to absolutes and the will’s inclination to 
arbritrariness.57 “There is a wantoness in too great Power,” Halifax had writ-
ten, and a wise leader “would chose to govern by rules for his own Sake, as 
well as for his people’s, since it only secureth him from Errours, and does not 
lessen the real authority that a good magistrate would care to be possessed 
of.”58 Churchill’s assessment of Marlborough makes a similar point. The 
duke’s greatness lies in the fact that, however immodest his personal avarice, 
in his political and military career he was content to be a servant subject to 
law.59 Likewise the Duke of Marlborough’s genius was not that of a godlike 
Olympian standing above and apart from “lesser men” or “smaller minds.” 
Rather, the Duke of Marlborough’s genius lay in collective management. His 
“personal apparatus” of exceptional staff, and his partnership of equals with 
Prince Eugene of Savoy, Churchill repeatedly points out, were essential to 
his unbroken series of victories. In the end it was the fact that Louis XIV 
had concentrated authority that explains the ineffectualness of the French 
commanders: made creatures of courtly preference, they were strategically 
and tactically cautious, wedded to fixed opinions, and lacking in imagination 
and initiative. By contrast, precisely because the Duke of Marlborough had to 
work within a political context in which Parliament was master of the money 
and in which royal administration was giving way to party administration, 
he could not afford to be beaten. Put simply, there was an elective affinity 
between an understanding of statesmanship as a mobile capacity and the very 
liberties that the development of the British constitution had made possible.60

57  Oddly, the few commentators who do rightly discern the biography’s significance for political 
philosophy wrongly ignore the importance that Churchill assigns Halifax. A partial exception is 
Muller, “A ‘Good Englishman’: Politics and War in Churchill’s Life of Marlborough,” Political Science 
Reviewer 18 (1988): 98, 105.
58  “Character of a Trimmer,” 187.
59  I:741
60  II:19.
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Churchill, then, may take Marlborough to task for his growing cautious-
ness, but he did not believe that the “power” that the Duke of Marlborough 
required to provide England greater strength and happiness and Europe a 
surer progress was an expansive freedom of action by which a philosopher-
king or a charismatic leader might negate politics. Rather, the “power” that 
Malborough “had not” was fundamentally what Churchill called in My Early 
Life “structures of self-confidence”—the courageous character, the poetic 
self-fashioning, the inclusive rhetoric, and the epistemological modesty by 
which to navigate the new openness and mobility of modern politics.61 To 
put the point as baldly as possible, the Duke of Marlborough failed British 
institutions. British institutions did not fail the Duke of Marlborough.

A common method, Churchill reminds his readers midway through the 
final volume of Marlborough, underlay the duke’s military successes. Battle 
“comprised an aggressive dominant of the first order.” Typically British red-
coats would unleash a “hideous violence” somewhere on the enemy’s flanks, 
which, when the enemy countered, would be followed by an opportunist 
onslaught elsewhere along the front.62 What the Duke of Marlborough did 
so well on the battlefield, however, he gradually did less well in the conflicts 
of British politics. From the opening pages of volume III, the blemishes 
on Churchill’s portrait of Marlborough shift from his incidental romantic 
and pecuniary foibles toward matters of character and judgment. Now the 
Marlborough who had defied all military convention “yearned for praise” 
and craved appreciation.63 Now the Marlborough who had always carefully 
guarded a reserve of surplus troops to preserve the initiative found himself, 
for lack of his own parliamentary group, isolated and without options in Brit-
ish political life. And now the Marlborough whose military successes turned 
on taking the offensive abandoned any attempt to make his case with public 
opinion and retreated into silence before his critics. Symbolic of these fail-
ures in Marlborough’s structures of self-confidence is the double meaning 
of “Blenheim.” While the battle had been a masterpiece of mobility, the pal-
ace had become a monument, and its immobile masses of masonry and the 
prodigious costs of construction now left the duke exposed to the mockery 
and the censure of the press and to the envy and hostility of his ministerial 
colleagues.64

61  On “structures of self-confidence,” see Sullivan, “Disenchanted Whiggism,” 15–20.
62  I:799.
63  II:24.
64  II:754.
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◆  ◆  ◆

Some commentators still puzzle over why Churchill set his biography of the 
Duke of Marlborough within a historiographical debate with the nineteenth-
century Whig historian Thomas Babington Macaulay.65 Far from being an 
idiosyncratic incidental, Churchill’s engagement with Macaulay shows an 
awareness of the historiographical debates of the interwar years and their 
political-cultural significance. The years of Marlborough’s composition cor-
responded to the centenary of the Great Reform Act and the two hundred 
and fiftieth anniversary of the Glorious Revolution, and a celebration of Eng-
land’s constitutional achievement appealed to a generation that had passed 
through the Great War only to find much of continental Europe succumbing 
to authoritarianism.66

This “efflorescence of inter-war Whig history” did not go unchallenged, 
however. Thus, to take the most obvious example, Herbert Butterfield pub-
lished the essay The Whig Interpretation of History in 1931. The fundamental 
fallacy into which much Whig history falls, Butterfield famously charged, is 
an abridgment by which the present is the measure of the past and in which 
progress is no more than a simple, ineluctable process of the realization, 
and ratification, of the rightness of that present. The historian, Butterfield 
vigorously maintained, must understand the past for the sake of the past, 
eschewing all moral judgments, and instead elucidate in detail the devious 
tracks and strange conjunctures by which our past became our present.67

Churchill’s Marlborough certainly shares with The Whig Interpretation of 
History the commitment to the pastness of the past. Churchill is perhaps even 
harsher than Butterfield in mocking historians who, secure in their purity and 
virtue, fail to understand imaginatively that standards of conduct and mor-
als change with the age.68 Likewise Churchill’s Marlborough certainly shares 
with The Whig Interpretation of History a sense of the complexity of the his-
torical process: as we saw in the second section of this essay, Churchill gives 
the duke the character of a trimmer among myriad competing forces. But 
Churchill refused the simple formism of The Whig Interpretation of History.69 

65  For example, Clarke, Churchill’s Profession, 163–65, 176–77.
66  This context is well developed in David Cannadine, “Piety: Josiah Wedgewood and the History of 
Parliament,” in Churchill’s Shadow, 134–58.
67  Herbert Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (New York: Norton, 1965 [1931]). Another 
notable challenge to the Whig interpretation of history came from Lewis Namier.
68  I:40, 375.
69  In thinking about Churchill as a historical writer it can still be useful to return to Hayden White, 
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This formism left Butterfield without intellectual resources to offer historical 
judgments on Hitler and Nazism—a result that even his most sympathetic 
biographer called a historiographical version of appeasement.70 Instead, as 
we have just seen, Churchill’s Marlborough exploits analogies both to discern 
an enduring value of the English past and, at the same time, to shape an 
understanding of contemporary possibilities.

What Marlborough’s moments of Rankean formism did was to counter 
ironically another political danger that Churchill discerned closer to home 
in Macaulay’s version of the Whig interpretation of history. Macaulay wished 
to assign the limits that Malborough at the beginning of his career had 
rejected. He wished, Churchill charged, to separate the Whig ideal from the 
hard choices and “rough work” that made the ideal possible. “The event [for 
Macaulay] is glorious: the instrument dishonoured. The end was indispen-
sible to British freedom: the means . . . disgraceful.”71 In the 1930s, Churchill 
understood, and most particularly with the rise of Nazi Germany, that such 
a tendency to “assign limits” was a powerful temptation to a generation that 
had already suffered the losses of 1914–1918. Churchill also understood that 
such a tendency was working to evade responsibility and leave the Whig ideal 
defenseless.72 Thus Macaulay’s grand nephew and putative last Whig historian, 
G. M. Trevelyan, who plausibly was a target of Butterfield’s polemic, himself 
retreated into an increasingly apolitical pessimism throughout the 1930s.73

Churchill’s Marlborough, we can conclude, offered a very different disen-
chanted Whiggism. Yes, amid the dizzy whirlpool of moving forces, there were 
tragic potentialities everywhere, and no assurance from design anywhere. Yet 
precisely this disenchantment meant that a comic resolution was still possible 
with the character of a trimmer and with robust structures of self-confidence. 
Marlborough thus ends in a particularly striking irony: the duke succumbed 

Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1973). On formism, see 13–15.
70  C. T. McIntire, Herbert Butterfield: Historian as Dissenter (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2004), 107. Churchill’s complex position helps explain how Clarke, in Churchill’s Profession, 172–74, 
can present the author of Marlborough as both in agreement with the “anti-Whig” Namier and yet 
capable of being understood by the socialist George Bernard Shaw as a “covert Whig.”
71  I:270.
72  Muller, “Good Englishman,” 103, expresses the general point well: a modern morality centered 
more on intentions than effects “is too critical of the man who makes practical choices in circum-
stances less than fully choiceworthy, as circumstances always are, and too friendly to the man who 
refrains from taking any part in practical choices lest he find himself required to take responsibility.”
73  Victor Feske, Belloc to Churchill: Private Scholars, Public Culture, and the Crisis of British Liberal-
ism, 1900–1939 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 189, 221–23.
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to that very same “sombre fatalism” that the Whiggish history of his nemesis 
Macaulay later came to encourage.74 By contrast, the Churchill who wrote 
Marlborough spurned “appreciation” for the wilderness. And in the wilder-
ness he would never give in to political indifference and, however much his 
Conservative colleagues might have wished otherwise, he would never keep 
silent. With some success, then, Churchill resisted the temptations of pri-
vate withdrawal. He remained committed to the vocation of politics, always 
remembering that among a free people—to quote another trimmer, Max 
Weber—politics is “the strong and slow boring of hard boards.”75

74  II:285–86.
75  Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and 
C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), 128.
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In his interpretation of The Frogs in Socrates and Aristophanes, Leo Strauss 
points out the implied thought of an Aristophanean character that “only 
gods can know whether a given being is or is not a god,” a thought Strauss 
gives special prominence by repeating the core of it in Latin translation1. In a 
slightly different way, I believe, it also holds that only philosophers can know 
whether a human being is or is not a philosopher. In becoming a philosopher 
himself, Strauss began to understand that Maimonides was a genuine philos-
opher, and, as he states in “A Giving of Accounts,” he “eventually” began “to 
understand…the whole Guide of the Perplexed.”2 This understanding makes 
Strauss’s interpretation of Maimonides so distinctive and important that no 
student of Maimonides or of Strauss can dismiss it.

 *  The research project that led to this essay was supported by East China Normal University with 
the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities (2017ECNU-HWFW049). I am deeply 
grateful to Professor Heinrich Meier, my advisor for the project, for his extraordinary guidance, 
insights, and support. An earlier version of the essay was read at the workshop Philosopher and the 
Philosophic Life: Leo Strauss’s Hermeneutic Innovations, which was held at East China Normal 
University on September 20, 2019. My thanks go also to the participants of the workshop who offered 
valuable questions and comments to my presentation.
1  Leo Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes (New York: Basic Books, 1966), 245.
2  “A Giving of Accounts: Jacob Klein and Leo Strauss,” The College 22, no. 1 (April 1970): 3. It is 
worth noting that right after the statement quoted, Strauss continues: “Maimonides never calls him-
self a philosopher; he presents himself as an opponent of the philosophers. He used a kind of writing 
which is in the precise sense of the term, exoteric.”

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.
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In the well-known “Autobiographical Preface” to the English translation 
of his book on Spinoza, Strauss mentions that he experienced a “change of 
orientation” in the early 1930s, before which he had accepted the premise that 
“a return to premodern philosophy is impossible.”3 If the “first expression” 
of Strauss’s “change of orientation”—which was closely connected to a new 
hermeneutic openness and the rediscovery of the philosophic art of writ-
ing—presented itself in 1932 in his “Notes on Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the 
Political,”4 the full impact of Strauss’s discovery became manifest during the 
last two years of the 1930s. At this point, he explored in detail a wide range 
of books of classical and medieval thinkers as works of the art of exoteric-
esoteric writing. It is perhaps no accident that the first fruits of this in-depth 
exploration were “The Literary Character of The Guide for the Perplexed,” 
which “was worked out by Strauss in 1938,”5 and “The Spirit of Sparta and the 
Taste of Xenophon,” written and published in 1939.6 Whereas Strauss never 
republished the essay on Xenophon’s Constitution of the Lacedemonians, he 
not only reprinted “The Literary Character” in 1952 but placed it in the center 
of Persecution and the Art of Writing.7 In fact, Maimonides was one of those 
philosophers whom Strauss studied throughout his life and wrote about from 
his first until his last book. 

For Strauss’s endeavor of introducing the art of writing to the modern 
reader, Maimonides is a most striking exemplar, as he openly claims in the 
Introduction to his Guide of the Perplexed that he chose his diction “with 
great exactness and exceeding precision,” while simultaneously admitting 

3  Leo Strauss, “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (New 
York: Basic Books, 1968), 257.
4  The essay was originally published in German in the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik 
67, no. 6 (Aug.–Sept. 1932): 732–49.
5  Heinrich Meier, “The Renewal of Philosophy and the Challenge of Revealed Religion: On the Inten-
tion of Leo Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli,” in Political Philosophy and the Challenge of Revealed 
Religion, trans. Robert Berman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 28n8. See also Strauss’s 
letters to Jacob Klein of January 20, February 7 and 16, and July 23, 1938, in Leo Strauss, Gesammelte 
Schriften, vol. 3, Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft und zugehörige Schriften—Briefe (hereafter GS), 
2nd ed., ed. Heinrich Meier and Wiebke Meier (Stuttgart-Weimar: Metzler, 2008), 544–46, 548–50, 
553–54. 
6  See Strauss’s letters to Jacob Klein of February 16 and 28, March 10, April 13, May 29, and July 25, 
1939, in GS 3:566–69, 571–75.
7  Leo Strauss, “The Literary Character of The Guide for the Perplexed,” first published in Essays on 
Maimonides, ed. S. W. Baron (New York: Columbia University Press) in 1941, was reprinted in Perse-
cution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, IL: Free Press) in 1952. Hereafter references to “The Literary 
Character of The Guide for the Perplexed” will be given in the text according to its paragraph number 
and page number in Persecution and the Art of Writing (abbreviated as PAW). For instance, (¶5 [I.4], 
39) refers to paragraph 5 (which is paragraph 4 in Part I) on page 39 in PAW.
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to “divergences” and contradictions in his treatise.8 Yet despite this open-
ness, Maimonides’s Guide is notoriously difficult to understand. Precisely 
because he contradicts himself on almost all important subjects, readers 
may understand the Guide in completely different ways. To be sure, Strauss’s 
understanding of Maimonides and his Guide underwent adjustments and 
even profound modifications after the 1920s. For instance, whereas in Spi-
noza’s Critique of Religion, he held the view that Maimonides was “a believing 
Jew,” about five years later, in Philosophy and Law, he calls Maimonides the 
“‘classic’” of “medieval rationalism.”9 A few years later, writing to his clos-
est friend Jacob Klein on July 23, 1938, about the just-completed essay “The 
Literary Character of The Guide for the Perplexed,” Strauss claims that “the 
exacting reader will understand everything from it.”10 It is in “The Literary 
Character” that Strauss for the first time discusses the issue of esotericism 
generally and Maimonides’s esotericism at length; it may very well be that in 
“The Literary Character,” Strauss first practices the art of esoteric-exoteric 
writing himself. 

A well-known assertion by Strauss on the art of writing is that “the prob-
lem inherent in the surface of things, and only in the surface of things, is the 
heart of things.”11 This assertion is perhaps also one of the most puzzling for 
many of his readers. What is “the surface” in Strauss’s view? If we under-
stand by “things” the writings of previous thinkers, then “the surface” may 
be the form or structure of a writing. The “problem inherent in the surface 
of things” is then, to use Strauss’s own term, “the literary character” or “the 
plan” of a writing that would “become clear” to the philosophically attentive 
reader after meticulous and sustained study. 

Strauss discusses the plan of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed in his 
most comprehensive and also most demanding essay on the Guide, “How 
To Begin To Study The Guide of the Perplexed.” The opening sentence of the 
essay reads: “I believe that it will not be amiss if I simply present the plan of 

8  Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1963), 15, 20. Hereafter references to The Guide of the Perplexed will be given according to 
its part, chapter number, and page number in the Pines translation. For instance, (Guide III 29, 521) 
refers to Guide Part III, chapter 29 on page 521. In the texts of the Guide of the Perplexed, the italicized 
words are those originally in Hebrew.
9  Leo Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, trans. E. M. Sinclair (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), 
185. Also Leo Strauss, Philosophy and Law: Contributions to the Understanding of Maimonides and His 
Predecessors, trans. Eve Adler (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 21. 
10  Strauss, GS 3:553; “everything” (alles) is underlined by Strauss.
11  Leo Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1958), 13.
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the Guide as it has become clear to me in the course of about twenty-five years 
of frequently interrupted but never abandoned study.”12 Heinrich Meier has 
drawn our attention to an interesting fact that sheds light on the beginning 
of Strauss’s study of the plan and its importance, as opposed to the begin-
ning of Strauss’s study of the Guide in general. According to Meier, “in the 
manuscript [of “How To Begin To Study”] on which Strauss worked from 
May 19 to August 13, 1960, he first wrote ‘36 years,’ which would put us in 
1924, the year in which ‘Cohens Analyse der Bibel-Wissenschaft Spinozas’ 
was published. Strauss then changed it to ‘25 years’ and underscored it in 
red, which places the beginning of Strauss’s study of the plan of the Moreh 
[i.e., the Guide] in the period following the publication of Philosophie und 
Gesetz.”13 In other words, “36 years” would have referred to the beginning of 
the study of the Guide; whereas “25 years” refers to the beginning of the study 
of the plan of the Guide. Meier further emphasizes how important the plan 
is for an adequate understanding of a philosophic work like Maimonides’s 
Guide. If we read Strauss’s opening statement in the light of his letter to Jacob 
Klein of August 18, 1939, in which he says, “I have in the meantime under-
stood the Memor[abilia] completely, if in the case of such books to completely 
understand is identical with understanding the plan [Aufbau],”14 we will bet-
ter understand his remark in “A Giving of Accounts” that “eventually” he 
understood “the whole Guide of the Perplexed.” So, in 1960, claiming to have 
attained clarity about the plan of the work, Strauss composed his own “Guide 
of the Perplexed” for the students of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed. 

12  Strauss’s “How To Begin To Study The Guide of the Perplexed” was meant to serve as one of the 
introductions to the new English translation of the Guide, which was made by Shlomo Pines with the 
assistance of Strauss’s student Ralph Lerner. The translation was published in 1963 by the University 
of Chicago Press. Strauss reprinted the essay in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (New York: Basic 
Books) in 1968 (pp. 140–84). Hereafter references to “How To Begin To Study The Guide of the Per-
plexed” will be given in the text according to its paragraph number and page number in Liberalism 
Ancient and Modern (abbreviated LAM). For instance, (¶17, 152) refers to paragraph 17 on page 152  
in LAM. The first sentence of our essay appears on page 140 in LAM.
13  Heinrich Meier, “How Strauss Became Strauss,” trans. Marcus Brainard, in Reorientation: Leo 
Strauss in the 1930s, ed. Martin D. Yaffe and Richard S. Ruderman (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), 28n26.
14  Strauss, letter to Jacob Klein of August 18, 1939, in GS 3:579–80. The English translations of 
Strauss’s letters in this paper are largely taken from Laurence Lampert’s rendering in his chapter 
“Exotericism Exposed: Letters to Jacob Klein,” in The Enduring Importance of Leo Strauss (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2013), 7–31 (the above quotation appears on page 21). In Lampert’s view, 
“January 1938 marks a turning point in the life of an already established scholar in his thirty-ninth 
year, for only then did Strauss recover exotericism in its full radicality—and report it with complete 
candor in the outspoken, unvarnished detail of private letters spread across almost two years to his 
best friend who also shared his intellectual interests, Jacob Klein” (7–8). 
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I. A Deeper Understanding of Exotericism and Its Practice

“How To Begin To Study The Guide of the Perplexed” has a strange title: 
not only does it give a new English translation for the title of Maimonides’s 
Guide, it also, unusually, has the initial letters of the two prepositions capi-
talized.15 Before Strauss, Maimonides’s Guide had usually been rendered as 
“The Guide for the Perplexed” in the English-speaking world, as is shown in 
the earlier writings of Strauss himself.16 The most evident case is the title of 
his 1938 essay, “The Literary Character of The Guide for the Perplexed”; when 
Strauss reprinted it in 1952, the title remained the same. Why did Strauss 
change his mind? What is the difference between the two titles? While both 
“for” and “of” are acceptable renderings of the original Arabic title Dalālat 
al-hā’irīn, “of” appears more ambiguous:17 it suggests that “the perplexed” 
include both the addressee and the addresser, while “for” indicates only the 
addressee. In other words, “The Guide of the Perplexed” suggests a book writ-
ten by a “once perplexed author” to “the now and future perplexed ones.” Or, 

15  In his stimulating dissertation, Steven Lenzner has a sharp point on Strauss’s capitalization of the 
two prepositions in the title of his essay. He states that “whereas the ‘to’ in the former essay [i.e., “How 
to Study Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise”] is not capitalized, the two ‘To’s in the latter essay [i.e., 
“How To Begin To Study The Guide of the Perplexed”] are. The explanation for this irregularity: Those 
two ‘To’s surround ‘Begin’; in other words, one must Begin at [Guide] II 2” (Lenzner, “Leo Strauss and 
the Problem of Freedom of Thought” [PhD diss., Harvard University, 2002], 196). On the importance 
of Guide II 2 in Strauss’s essay, see further Lenzner’s dissertation, 192–203.
16  It is interesting to note that the first complete English translation of the Guide, by Michael 
Friedländer, was in fact given the title The Guide of the Perplexed in the first edition (3 vols., London: 
Trübner, 1885). This three-volume edition was thought to be “exhausted without having fully sup-
plied the demand,” therefore the second edition was “reduced to one volume by the elimination of 
the notes”; and the title of the second edition was changed to The Guide for the Perplexed. See M. 
Friedländer, translator’s preface to The Guide for the Perplexed, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1904), 
v. According to Josef Stern, “From 1904 until 1963—that is, until the publication of Shlomo Pines’s 
translation—this ‘cheap edition’ (in Friedländer’s own words) was the standard edition of the Guide 
and the point of entry for Anglo-American audiences to Maimonides’ philosophical world.” See 
Stern’s introduction to Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed in Translation: A History from the Thir-
teenth Century to the Twentieth, ed. Joseph Stern, James T. Robinson, and Yonatan Shemesh (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2019), 12. The second edition of Friedländer’s translation was so popular 
that its title became the convention among scholars. In the 1941 volume Essays on Maimonides: An 
Octocentennial Volume (New York: Columbia University Press), edited by the historian Salo W. Baron 
on occasion of the eight hundredth anniversary of Maimonides’s birth, where Strauss’s essay “The 
Literary Character of The Guide for the Perplexed” was published for the first time, all authors men-
tioning the Guide title it The Guide for the Perplexed. There were exceptions to this trend, of course. 
For instance, Solomon Zeitlin favors the title The Guide to the Perplexed, whereas Isaac Husik uses 
The Guide of the Perplexed. See Solomon Zeitlin, Maimonides, a Biography (New York: Bloch, 1935), 
passim; Isaac Husik, The Philosophy of Maimonides, Maimonides Octocentennial Series 4 (New York: 
Maimonides Octocentennial Committee, 1935), passim. 
17  The “ambiguities” involved in the  construction “Guide of the Perplexed” are exactly what some try 
“to avoid.” See Daniel Davis, “Note on References,” in Method and Metaphysics in Maimonides’ “Guide 
for the Perplexed” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 161.
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so to speak, it is a book written by an author who is looking for his kindred 
natures. Although Strauss used the more conventional title “The Guide for 
the Perplexed” in his essay “The Literary Character,” by that time he already 
understood that “the perplexed” are in fact “the philosophers.” This is most 
clearly stated in a letter to Jacob Klein on July 23, 1938, in which he claims: 
“The Guide of the Perplexed, or the Instruction of the Perplexed, is a rep-
etition of the Torah (= instruction [Weisung]) for the perplexed, i.e., for the 
philosophers—i.e., an imitation of the Torah with ‘little’ ‘additions’ which 
only the expert notices and which imply a radical critique of the Torah.”18 By 
identifying “the perplexed” with “the philosophers,” Strauss shows that the 
real addressees of the Guide were the philosophers, and intimates that only 
a philosopher would write with the intention to educate the future philoso-
phers. It is thus most likely with this philosophic understanding of the Guide 
as a book written by a philosopher for philosophers that Strauss later employs 
the more nuanced preposition “of” for the English title of the Guide.19 

But Strauss never openly claims that the Guide is a philosophic book. 
On the contrary, he emphatically states, first in “The Literary Character” 
and then in “How To Begin To Study,” that the Guide “is not a philosophic 
book” (“The Literary Character,” ¶55 [VI.2], 79), that it “is a Jewish book: a 
book written by a Jew for Jews” (“How To Begin To Study,” ¶4, 142).20 That 
this claim is not simply true is suggested by the opening sentence of Strauss’s 
later essay, “Notes on Maimonides’ Book of Knowledge”: “If it is true that 
The Guide of the Perplexed is not a philosophic book but a Jewish book, it 
surely is not a Jewish book in the same manner in which the Mishneh Torah 
is a Jewish book.”21 Here Strauss is inviting us to wonder whether the con-
ditional conjunction “if” should not rather be perceived as “even if,” which 
would bring to the whole statement that “the Guide is not a philosophic book 
but a Jewish book” a sense of vagueness or even ambivalence. The statement 

18  Strauss, letter to Jacob Klein of July 23, 1938, in GS 3:553–54 (quoted in Lampert, Enduring Impor-
tance of Leo Strauss, 11). 
19  Although Strauss was not the translator of the 1963 English edition of the Guide, he played a deci-
sive role in this translation, as is shown for instance in his letter to Seth Benardete of June 18, 1959: 
“My chief activity during this summer will be the study of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed (in 
connection with a new English translation which is being made under my supervision)” (Leo Strauss 
Papers, Box 4, Folder 20, Special Collection, University of Chicago Library).
20  See also Leo Strauss, “Notes on Maimonides’ Book of Knowledge,” in Studies in Mysticism and Reli-
gion Presented to Gershom G. Scholem on His Seventieth Birthday by Pupils, Colleagues and Friends, 
ed. E. E. Urbach, R. J. Werblowsky, and Ch. Wirszubski (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1967), 269. This article 
was later reprinted in Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1983), 192–204 (hereafter SPPP). 
21  Leo Strauss, SPPP, 192.
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can be seen as Strauss’s distinctive effort to restrain himself from “pulling 
Maimonides out of Judaism” because it would amount to “pulling out the 
foundation of Judaism.”22 The immediate conflicting receptions of “The Lit-
erary Character” reflect the success of the author’s art of exotericism.23 

The new understanding of the art of writing in “The Literary Charac-
ter” testifies to a significant deepening in Strauss’s thought between 1935 
and 1938. Although at least as early as 1931, Strauss had talked about the 
distinction between the “esoteric” and the “exoteric,” the way he used these 
concepts differed from what he means by them later. In the third chapter of 
Philosophy and Law, “The Philosophic Foundation of the Law: Maimonides’ 
Doctrine of Prophecy and Its Sources” (originally written in 1931), Strauss 
stated: “if one considers that the modern Enlightenment, as opposed to the 
medieval, generally publicizes its teachings, one will not object to the asser-
tion that the medieval Enlightenment was essentially esoteric, while the 
modern Enlightenment was essentially exoteric.” Here “exoteric” referred to 
the publicization of the philosophic teaching by the modern Enlightenment, 
and Strauss used it in a rather derogatory sense. However, in “The Literary 
Character” (written in 1938), while stating in the central paragraph that the 
Guide “is devoted to the esoteric explanation of an esoteric text” (¶34 [V.1], 
60), Strauss invites his reader to think about the question “whether, in accor-
dance with the terminology of the philosophic tradition, the Guide ought not 

22  Leo Strauss, letter to Jacob Klein of February 16, 1938, in GS 3:549–50. See also Laurence Lampert, 
Enduring Importance of Leo Strauss, 9–10. In a letter to Julius Guttmann of May 20, 1949, Strauss says: 
“If my hunch is right, then Maimonides was a ‘philosopher’ in a far more radical sense than is usually 
assumed today and really was almost always assumed, or at least was said. Here the question arises 
immediately of the extent to which one may responsibly expound this possibility publicly.…This was 
one of the reasons why I wanted to present the problem in principle of esotericism—or the problem of 
the relationship between thought and society—in corpore vili, thus with respect to some strategically 
favorable, non-Jewish object.” Quoted in Heinrich Meier, “The Theologico-Political Problem: On the 
Theme of Leo Strauss,” in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 24n32. Strauss’s letter to Guttmann reveals that he was well aware of the fact 
that Maimonides “is usually assumed today” and “was almost always assumed” to be a “philosopher.” 
Strauss’s use of quotation marks for the word “philosopher” shows that the popular opinion of seeing 
Maimonides as a philosopher is not acceptable to him. He has a clearly distinctive view on what a 
philosopher is. It is likely that Strauss’s refraining from regarding the Guide as a philosophic book and, 
to a large extent, from openly calling Maimonides a philosopher is also due to his unwillingness to be 
confused with others who see Maimonides as a Jewish or religious philosopher. See further Strauss’s 
1944 lecture “How to Study Medieval Philosophy,” Interpretation 23, no. 3 (Spring 1996): 334.
23  On one hand, the reviewers applauded the essay for being “enlightening” (Solomon Zeitlin, Jewish 
Quarterly Review 32, no. 1 [1941]: 107), “circuitous and repetitive but very wise” and “provocative” 
(Quirinus Breen, Journal of Religion 22, no. 3 [1942]: 327); on the other hand, the conclusion of the 
essay was thought to be that “the Guide is not a book of philosophy at all,” but “belongs to the litera-
ture of the kalâm, and the ‘intention of the science of kalâm is to defend the law, especially against the 
opinion of philosophers’” (E. A. M., Journal of Philosophy 38, no. 21 [1941]: 583). 
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to be described rather as an exoteric work” (¶45 [V.12], 70). Here, “exoteric” is 
no longer negative and does not denote the publicization of the philosophic 
teaching. Rather, it refers to the “publicization” or the explicit declaration of 
the traditional teaching, and the concomitant communication of the secret 
or philosophic teaching in an esoteric or implicit way. In this sense, “the 
esoteric” and “the exoteric” no longer belong to opposite camps but are now 
rather two complementary parts of one single “philosophic tradition,” or, so 
to speak, of one single philosophic art of writing.24 This deepening of thought 
can be recognized also in Strauss’s tracing the beginning of his study of the 
plan of the Guide back to 1935. 

The growing recognition of the art of writing not only led Strauss to a 
genuine understanding of “the thinkers of the past,” that is, to his endeavor 
of understanding them “exactly as they understood themselves”;25 it also 
enabled him to develop his own way of philosophic writing. In both “The 
Literary Character” and “How To Begin To Study,” Strauss discerns and prac-
tices the art of exoteric-esoteric writing. In “The Literary Character,” Strauss, 
detective-like,26 shows how Maimonides used different kinds of rhetorical 
devices, such as “abrupt changes of subject matter,” “repetitions with greater 
or slighter variations,” “purposeful irregularities,” and above all, “contradic-
tions,” to create an esoteric work (¶35 [V.2], 61; ¶¶43–50 [V.10–17], 68–74). 
And in “How To Begin To Study,” he puts the rhetorical devices he described 
in the Guide to use no less than Maimonides had. 

24  Leo Strauss, Philosophy and Law, 103; PAW, 60, 70. For Strauss’s mature view on exotericism, see 
Hannes Kerber, “Leo Strauss on Exoteric Writing,” Interpretation 46, no. 1 (Fall 2019): 1–25. 
25  Strauss’s whole statement reads: “The task of the historian of thought is to understand the thinkers 
of the past exactly as they understood themselves, or to revitalize their thought according to their 
own interpretation” (Leo Strauss, “Political Philosophy and History,” Journal of the History of Ideas 
10, no. 1 [1949]: 41, emphasis added). It should be noted that Strauss presents this principle, as early 
as in 1931, in opposition to Cohen’s Kantian “idealizing interpretation,” in his lecture “Cohen and 
Maimonides.” See Strauss, “Cohen and Maimonides,” trans. Martin D. Yaffe and Ian Alexander 
Moore, in Leo Strauss on Moses Maimonides: The Complete Writings, ed. Kenneth Hart Green 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 185. For the original German, see GS 2:401–2. Strauss’s 
hermeneutical approach is highly demanding: it requires the reader to ascend to the same or similar 
height so as to understand “the thinkers of the past,” which rarely occurs. Strauss’s hermeneutical 
approach is in fact closely connected to his insight on what a philosopher is: “what comes into sight as 
the ‘original’ or ‘personal’ ‘contribution’ of a philosopher is infinitely less significant than his private, 
and truly original and individual, understanding of the necessarily anonymous truth” (Leo Strauss, 
“Farabi’s Plato,” in Louis Ginzberg Jubilee Volume on Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday [New York: 
American Academy for Jewish Research, 1945], 377). Heinrich Meier takes this insight to be one of 
Strauss’s “self-explicative statements.” See Meier, “The History of Philosophy and the Intention of the 
Philosopher: Reflections on Leo Strauss,” in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 71–73. 
26  On Strauss as detective, see Steven J. Lenzner, “A Literary Exercise in Self-Knowledge: Strauss’s 
Twofold Interpretation of Maimonides,” Perspectives on Political Science 31, no. 4 (Fall 2002): 225. 
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II. The “What” and the “How”: On the Centers of the Essay 

In the nineteenth paragraph of “How To Begin To Study,” Strauss reminds 
us, or rather, warns us, that by being habituated to Maimonides’s way of 
explaining biblical terms in the opening chapters of the Guide, “the readers 
…become engrossed by the subject matter, the What, and will not observe 
the How.” “However,” Strauss continues, “the critical reader…will find many 
reasons for becoming amazed,” that is, to use Strauss’s own terms, amazed 
by the “irregularities” and “varieties” and other rhetoric devices in the Guide 
(¶19, 152–53, emphasis added). Through this reminder, Strauss simultane-
ously draws our attention to the importance of the “How” for understanding 
his own essay. 

One of the widely accepted views on “How To Begin To Study” is that 
Strauss “concludes with [Guide] II 24.”27 Taking into account all of the refer-
ences to the Guide in Strauss’s essay, we come to a rather different conclusion. 
Statistics I have done show that Strauss only abstains from specifically ref-
erencing one-sixth of the Guide’s one hundred seventy-eight chapters. If we 
consider all his references to the groups of chapters that comprise sections 
or subsections in the Guide, the unmentioned chapters turn out to be even 
fewer. Above all, the central message Strauss’s essay conveys is that the chief 
purpose of the Guide is to explain the Account of the Beginning and the 
Account of the Chariot, which are, generally speaking, both dealt with in 
the second half of the Guide, and thus are mostly found after II 24. In addi-
tion, Strauss’s intention in the essay is, among other things, to give hints on 
how to understand “the secret teaching of Maimonides” in the Guide. Since 
the secret teaching of Maimonides is implied in the different subject matter 
throughout the Guide (¶6, 143), Strauss’s essay cannot have stopped “at the 
halfway point.”

What then is the subject matter of “the secret teaching” of Maimonides 
according to Strauss? When we look through all the occurrences of the 
phrase “the secret teaching,” which is one of the key terms in Strauss’s essay, 

27  Aryeh Tepper, Progressive Minds, Conservative Politics: Leo Strauss’s Later Writings on Maimonides 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013), 128. In a recent article on Strauss’s “How To Begin 
To Study” essay, Warren Zev Harvey, despite his reconsideration of the essay’s characteristics and a 
number of sharp reflections on it, states that “it is striking that Strauss’s exposition covers only the 
first half of the Guide.” But of course, one can say, as Harvey does in the same passage, that “Strauss’s 
chapter-by-chapter (or more precisely, subsection-by-subsection) exposition of the Guide ends 
abruptly with ii 24.” See Harvey, “How to Begin to Study Strauss’s ‘How to Begin to Study the Guide 
of the Perplexed,’” in Interpreting Maimonides: Critical Essays, ed. Charles H. Manekin and Daniel 
Davies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 245.
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we find that “the secret teaching” is related to the “secrets” of the Law. Strauss 
does not point out exactly which topics belong to the “secrets of the Law” 
in “How To Begin To Study,” but in “The Literary Character,” he had stated 
that the Guide gives “two enumeration[s]” of the secrets of the Torah, the 
first one, in Guide I 35, consisting of “divine attributes, creation, providence, 
divine will and knowledge, prophecy, names of God,” and the second one, 
in II 2, containing “Ma‘aseh bereshit [sic] (the account of creation), ma‘aseh 
merkabah (the account of the chariot, Ezekiel 1 and 10), prophecy and knowl-
edge of God”(¶8 [I.7], 41). With slight adjustments of terms and different 
weights, these topics all appear in Strauss’s “How To Begin To Study,”28 and 
they become the substantial part of the “What” in the essay. Among these 
subjects, those related to the “secret teaching” of Maimonides are first of all 
the Account of the Beginning and the Account of the Chariot, and then the 
divine attributes and providence as well. In “How To Begin To Study,” the term 
“secret teaching of the Guide” also leads us to an additional subject of impor-
tance: Sabianism. Literally speaking, Sabianism refers to the way of life and 
especially to the religious beliefs of the Sabians. According to the standard of 
the Bible, however, Sabianism would simply mean idolatry. In Maimonides’s 
view, the biblical accounts of the corporeal God are a kind of Sabian relic. 
Strauss suggests that “the recovery of the Sabian relics in the Bible with the 
help of Sabian literature is one of the tasks of his secret teaching” (¶21, 155). 
Strauss’s discussion of Maimonides’s overcoming of Sabianism in the Guide 
implies an important theme of the essay, namely, Maimonides’s superiority 
to or his progress beyond Moses, the biblical prophets, and postbiblical sages. 

The Account of the Beginning, or ma‘aseh bereshith,29 and the Account 
of the Chariot, or ma‘aseh merkabah, are rabbinic terms that are related to 
the secret teaching of the Bible. According to the Mishnah, “One does not 
expound upon forbidden sexual relations in the presence of three, nor upon 
ma‘aseh bereshit [the Account of the Beginning] in the presence of two, nor 
upon the merkavah [the Account of the Chariot] in the presence of one, unless 
that one were wise and understood upon his own.”30 Traditionally, ma‘aseh 

28  In “How To Begin To Study,” Strauss replaces “divine knowledge” with (divine) Intellect, and  
contrasts “providence” with “governance,” which occurs in the enumeration in Guide I 35. See  
Maimonides, Guide I 35, 80. 
29  The transliteration of the Hebrew and Judeo-Arabic words in this article follows Shlomo Pines’s 
English translation of Maimonides’s Guide.
30  ῌagigah II 1. The Mishnah text is from Menachem Kellner, “Maimonides’ Commentary on  
Mishnah Hagigah II.1, Translation and Commentary,” in From Strength to Strength: Lectures  
from Shearith Israel, ed. Marc D. Angel (New York: Sepher-Hermon, 1998), 102.
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bereshith is connected to Genesis 1, or Creation; therefore some scholars ren-
der it as “the account of creation.” On the other hand, ma‘aseh merkabah is 
connected to Ezekiel’s vision of the chariot in Ezekiel 1 and 10. In the Guide, 
Maimonides states that “the chief aim” of his treatise is “to explain what can 
be explained of the Account of the Beginning and the Account of the Chariot” 
(Guide III Introd., 415; cf. II 2, 254). He also claims that the Account of the 
Beginning is identical with natural science and the Account of the Chariot is 
identical with divine science (Guide I Introd., 6). Yet it is by no means clear 
what he means by these two equations. According to Strauss, “the secret par 
excellence of the Guide” is what Maimonides “means by identifying the core 
of philosophy (natural science and divine science) with the highest secrets of 
the Law (the Account of the Beginning and the Account of the Chariot) and 
therewith by somehow identifying the subject matter of speculation with the 
subject matter of exegesis” (¶8, 145). We are therefore safe in suggesting that 
the chief aim of “How To Begin To Study” is to explain what Maimonides 
“means” by his identification of natural science with the Account of the 
Beginning and divine science with the Account of the Chariot. 

How then does Strauss give his explanation? Like Maimonides, Strauss 
arranges the order of his essay, not to say chooses every word of it, with 
“exceeding care” (¶6, 143); like Maimonides, Strauss gives us only indica-
tions and hints about Maimonides’s secret teaching (¶43 beginning, 172); like 
Maimonides, Strauss provides “varieties” and “irregularities” in his text. He 
reminds us, both implicitly and explicitly, that the center of a writing or of its 
divided parts deserves our special attention (cf. ¶26, 158; ¶29, 160; ¶42, 171). 
The original edition of Strauss’s essay, which appeared in the Shlomo Pines 
English translation published in 1963, had 43 paragraphs in total. When 
Strauss reprinted it in Liberalism Ancient and Modern in 1968, however, he 
changed the number of paragraphs to 58. The most striking difference caused 
by this change is that the center of the essay shifts. In order not to risk con-
fusion as a result of the two different paragraphing systems, I shall always 
follow the later, 58-paragraph edition; I will refer to the 1963 version of the 
essay as the “original” and to the 1968 version as the “reprint.” Paragraph 26 
(of the reprint) was the center of the original, whereas paragraphs 29 and 30 
become the double center in the reprint. 

Let us see now what is indicated in the two centers of the two versions 
of Strauss’s essay. Paragraph 26 was originally the twenty-second of 43 para-
graphs. The context of paragraph 26 is Strauss’s discussion of the second 
subsection of the Guide, that is, Guide I 8–28. According to Strauss, the whole 
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of the first section of the Guide, that is, Guide I 1–70, is devoted to the explana-
tion of biblical terms suggesting God’s corporeality and multiplicity (¶1, 140); 
and the theme of the second subsection of that first section is Maimonides’s 
lexicographic explanation of “place as well as certain outstanding places [like 
‘throne’]…and the organs for changing place” (¶25, 157). In paragraph 26, 
Strauss discerns that Guide I 14 and 17 constitute a kind of “interruption” or 
“irregularity,” because the topics of these two chapters, “man” and “natural 
science” respectively, do not belong to the theme of the second subsection. 
Strauss states that “by this irregularity our attention is drawn to a certain 
numerical symbolism” or to numerology, that “14 stands for man or the 
human things, and 17 stands for nature” (¶26, 158, emphasis added). He fur-
ther points out that 26, being “the numerical equivalent of the secret name 
of the Lord…may therefore also stand for His Torah.” Then, in a seemingly 
less emphatic way, Strauss says: “Incidentally, it may be remarked that 14 is 
the numerical equivalent of the Hebrew for ‘hand’; I 28 is devoted to ‘foot’: no 
chapter of the Guide is devoted to ‘hand,’ the characteristically human organ, 
whereas Maimonides devotes a chapter, the central chapter of the fourth sub-
section, to ‘wing,’ the organ used for swift descent and ascent” (¶26, 158). 
Strauss does not give us the specific number of that “central chapter,” but it 
is not difficult to figure it out from the plan of the Guide, which is supplied 
by him at the beginning of the essay (¶1, 140–42). The chapter in question is 
Guide I 43: by structuring his essay originally using 43 paragraphs, and by 
referring to the 43rd chapter in the central paragraph, in which he discusses 
“numerical symbolism,” Strauss invites us to take particular heed of Guide 
I 43, a lexicographic chapter on the biblical term kanaph or “wing.”31 In the 
Bible, “wing” is related not only to the flying animals, but also to angels. 
According to Maimonides’s explanation in I 43, “in all cases in which wing 
occurs with reference to the angels, it signifies that which conceals” (Guide, 
I 43, 94). Maimonides illustrates it with the biblical verse “with twain [two 
wings] he covered his face, and with twain [two wings] he covered his feet,” 
which is taken from Isaiah 6:2. Strauss’s remark induces us to note that the 
same verse, Isaiah 6:2, which occurs in Guide I 43, is referred to by Mai-
monides in his thematic discussion of the Account of the Chariot in Guide 
III 6 (Guide III 6, 427). As a passage containing what Strauss refers to as “the 

31  That Strauss mentions the center of a text he is discussing in a central paragraph of his own writing 
is one of the devices of his “art of writing.” Another case can be seen in the second chapter of Socrates 
and Aristophanes, “The Clouds.” Strauss states in one of its central paragraphs: “Accordingly, the 
Just Speech speaks here, in the central part of his exposition, much more of what Pheidippides should 
abstain from or not do than of what he should do, not to say enjoy” (Socrates and Aristophanes, 30, 
emphasis added).
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Isaian theophany,” Isaiah 6 plays an important role in Strauss’s essay. This 
theophany appears in paragraph 30, part of the new center of Strauss’s essay, 
where it is put in parallel with Exodus 33, in which the Mosaic theophany 
is presented (¶30, 161). It then appears in paragraph 38, where Strauss notes 
that “the Account of the Chariot…occurs in the book of Ezekiel and in its 
highest form precisely in the sixth chapter of Isaiah” (¶38, 167–68). In a way, 
Isaiah 6 bridges the subject matter of the Account of the Chariot and that of 
prophecy as well as “progress beyond Moses” in the essay. Going back to the 
term “wing” that Strauss leads us to in the old center of his essay, we notice 
that “wings” are part of the living beings in the prophet Ezekiel’s vision of 
the chariot in Ezekiel 1 and 10, which are at the core of the Account of the 
Chariot. In other words, by implicitly referring to Guide I 43, Strauss guides 
us to one of the scattered pieces necessary for the understanding of Mai-
monides’s secret teaching of the Account of the Chariot. In addition, when 
describing “wing” as “the organ used for swift descent and ascent,” Strauss 
is pointing us on one hand to the descending and ascending of the four ele-
ments, namely, air, fire, water, and earth, which Maimonides called angels 
(Guide II 6, 262; also II 10, 272), and on the other hand to the theme of the 
descent and ascent of the Shekhinah or divine indwelling, and therewith to 
the theme of providence. The connection of Shekhinah and providence is dis-
cussed in paragraph 29, the first part of his essay’s new center. 

In the old center, Strauss stresses the importance of numbers in the 
Guide. Among the numbers he singles out, 17 is conspicuous for its lack of 
biblical connection.32 According to Strauss, “17 stands for nature”: in Guide 
I 17 Maimonides explains “the prohibition against the public teaching of 
natural science” (¶26, 158). Natural science is important to Maimonides, not 
merely because he identifies it with the Account of the Beginning, but also 
because, in Strauss’s view, he orchestrates the plan of the Guide as it is on the 
basis of the typical addressee’s lack of knowledge of natural science. 

Incidentally, in the last two sentences of the old center, Strauss states: “In 
all these matters one can derive great help from studying Joseph Albo’s Roots. 
Albo was a favorite companion living at the court of a great king” (¶26, 158). 
If we look through the fifteenth-century Jewish philosopher Albo’s life, we 

32  By the end of paragraph 29, Strauss points out in his essay that “not only Shekhinah but also ‘provi-
dence’ and ‘governance’ are not biblical terms.” What he omits is that “nature” is not a biblical term 
either. This can hardly be unintentional. In “The Literary Character,” when talking about the “Mai-
monidean devices” that are applied to give hints, Strauss states that “another device consists in silence, 
i.e., the omission of something which only the learned, or the learned who are able to understand of 
themselves, would miss” (PAW, 75, emphasis added).
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realize that Albo was never living at any court: is the king Strauss refers to the 
philosopher-king Maimonides?33 

What are Strauss’s messages in the new center after he reparagraphed 
the essay for the 1968 reprint? First of all, no matter what the focus is in 
paragraph 29, the first of the new center, it is connected to the old center (¶26) 
through the very term “wing.” In a paragraph on a different subject, Strauss 
“incidentally” mentions that “the chapter devoted to ‘wing’ does not contain 
a single reference to the Shekhinah” (¶29, 160). Again, he speaks of Guide I 43 
without explicitly citing it. Moreover, the fact that the very word Merkabah 
and its English translation “Chariot” appear in passing in the new center is 
another sign of the central position of the Account of the Chariot. In addition 
to these nuances, the postbiblical term Shekhinah34 appears 16 times in this 
paragraph, and only in this paragraph, which seems to suggest that Shek-
hinah is the theme of the new center. However, closer inspection shows that 
the theme of paragraph 29 is more likely the connection as well as the differ-
ence between Shekhinah, providence and governance. Strauss notes that in 
the Guide Maimonides puts Shekhinah parallel to “governance” on one hand 
and “providence” on the other. He says: “it is characteristic of the Guide that 
in it Shekhinah as a theological theme is replaced by ‘providence,’ and ‘provi-
dence’ in its turn to some extent by ‘governance,’ ‘governance’ being as it were 
the translation of Merkabah (Chariot), as appears from I 70” (¶29, 160). What 
is the meaning of these three concepts, Shekhinah, providence, and gover-
nance, according to Strauss? To answer this question we need to examine all 
the biblical citations in the Guide to which Strauss refers. In doing so we are 
led to realize that while the descent and ascent of Shekhinah refer to God’s 
protection of Israel and the removal of His protection from Israel or punish-
ment for them, “providence” (‘ināya) means protection or watching over by 
God. As for “governance” (tadbīr), Strauss informs us in the same paragraph 
that Maimonides has a chapter on governance, which is Guide I 40, a lexico-
graphic chapter on “air” (ruah). For Maimonides, air is first of all one of the 
four elements. The reference to this meaning of ruah given by Maimonides is 

33  Matthew Joel Sharpe proposes a different yet illuminating explanation of the “great king” passage 
in Strauss’s essay. Referring to Guide III 51 as well as paragraph 26 of Strauss’s essay, he says: “The 
highest perfection or way of life for men, which grants them a place in the Court of a Great King 
(Guide III 51; Strauss #26 end/157), is the life of the intellect (#36/166) [sic: #26 end/158 is intended]” 
(Matthew Joel Sharpe, “‘In the Court of a Great King’: Some Remarks on Leo Strauss’ Introduction to 
the Guide of the Perplexed,” part 2, Sophia 50 [March 2011]: 413). The first part of Sharpe’s essay was 
published earlier in the same journal with the title: “‘In the Court of a Great King’: Some Remarks on 
Leo Strauss’ Introduction to the Guide for the Perplexed,” Sophia 50 (Jan. 2011): 141–58. 
34  In rabbinic Judaism, Shekhinah refers to the indwelling of God, or simply to God.
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Genesis 1:2, “and the air of God hovered [over the face of the waters],” which is 
usually rendered more theologically as “and the spirit of God was hovering” 
etc. According to Maimonides, when ruah or air “is applied to God, it is used 
in the fifth sense,” namely, “denoting the divine intellectual overflow that 
overflows to the prophets”: in this connection, Maimonides implicitly groups 
“governance of that which exists as it really is” with “the divine intellectual 
overflow” (Guide I 40, 90). In other words, in the Guide, “governance” refers to 
the governance of the natural order by divine intellect. In Strauss’s presenta-
tion of the Guide, divine intellect is in contradistinction to divine will, which 
is the source of all kinds of miracles. In the chapter on governance indicated 
by Strauss, Maimonides himself refers us to the “chapter that will deal with 
His governance.” That chapter is Guide III 2, one of the core chapters dealing 
with the Account of the Chariot. Moreover, in paragraph 29, in connecting 
Merkabah or Chariot to Guide I 70, the chapter heading of which is “To ride 
[rakhob],” Strauss suggests that for Maimonides, the Account of the Chariot, 
or divine science, is about the divine governance of “that which is existent” 
by means of “heaven” (Guide I 70, 173). Strauss here supplies us with one of 
the crucial pieces for completing the jigsaw puzzle created by Maimonides 
regarding the Account of the Chariot. In this regard, he points out more 
clearly later in the essay: “According to the Guide, the Account of the Chariot 
deals with God’s governance of the world” (¶38, 167). Now it becomes quite 
clear that in paragraph 29, the first part of the new center, Strauss is pointing 
us to Maimonides’s scattered discussion of the Account of the Chariot. At the 
same time he is showing us that Maimonides’s secret teaching of the Account 
of the Chariot is central for understanding the Guide. While in the old center, 
paragraph 26, Strauss deals with both the Account of the Beginning and the 
Account of the Chariot, in the first part of the new center, he focuses almost 
exclusively on the theme of the Account of the Chariot or on the so-called 
divine science. In a way, this is in accord with the higher status divine science 
has compared to natural science in Aristotle, and with the higher secretive-
ness attached to the Account of the Chariot compared to the Account of the 
Beginning. As we may recall, in the Mishnah, while it is permitted to speak 
about the Account of the Beginning to one person, in the case of the Account 
of the Chariot, it is prohibited to speak about it even to one person if the 
person is not wise enough to understand by himself. In changing the number 
of the paragraphs, Strauss shifts the emphasis of his essay to the most secret 
part of Maimonides’s Guide, the knowledge of God. 
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III. On Sabianism

What about the second part of the new center? Strauss begins paragraph 30 
by pointing out the central position of two biblical passages in the second 
subsection of the Guide (namely, Guide I 8–28) and so initiates a new topic 
of the discussion. The two biblical passages are Exodus 33:20–23 and Isaiah 
6, which relate to Moses’s and Isaiah’s respective visions of God, or, to use 
Strauss’s expression in paragraph 38, to “the Mosaic theophany” and “the 
Isaian theophany” (¶30, 161; ¶38, 167). Whereas Moses is told by the Lord, 
“there shall no man see me, and live,” and Moses can see only the Lord’s 
“glory passeth by” (Exod. 33:19–20, 22), Isaiah claims that his eyes “have seen 
the king, the Lord of hosts” (Isa. 6:5). In this connection, Strauss surpris-
ingly makes no reference to the second subsection of the Guide, which he 
has been discussing since paragraph 25. Rather, he refers instead to Guide I 5 
and to Albo’s Roots III 17 (¶30, 161). Albo was mentioned for the first time in 
Strauss’s essay at the end of paragraph 26, the old center. Here we see another 
bridge connecting the old center and the new. 

Based on the same two biblical passages, Albo discusses in Roots III 17 
whether we should understand Isaiah’s vision of the Lord to be superior to 
Moses’s. So the new topic Strauss proposes at the center of paragraph 30 is: 
“We are thus induced to believe that Isaiah reached a higher stage in the 
knowledge of God than Moses or that Isaiah’s vision marks a progress beyond 
Moses’.” Strauss admits immediately that “at first hearing,” this thought is 
“preposterous, not to say blasphemous,” because “the denial of the supremacy 
of Moses’ prophecy seems to lead to the denial of the ultimacy of Moses’ Law” 
(¶30, 161). How then could “progress beyond Moses” be possible according 
to Maimonides? Strauss appeals to Maimonides’s Treatise of Resurrection, in 
which the author points out that resurrection is taught only in the book of 
Daniel, and “certainly not in the Torah” (¶30, 161). Strauss summarizes Mai-
monides’s explanation of this “strange fact”:

at the time when the Torah was given, all men, and hence also our 
ancestors, were Sabians, believing in the eternity of the world, for they 
believed that God is the spirit of the sphere, and denying the possibil-
ity of revelation and of miracles; hence a very long period of education 
and habituation was needed until our ancestors could be brought even 
to consider believing in that greatest of all miracles, the resurrection 
of the dead (26, 18–27,15, and 31,1–33,14 Finkel).35 

35  The reference Strauss gives in ¶30 is to Finkel’s edition of Maimonides’s Treatise of Resurrection. 
An English translation by Hillel G. Fradkin can be found in Ralph Lerner, Maimonides’ Empire of 
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This is the first time that “Sabians” as a group of ancient people are men-
tioned in our essay. The adjective “Sabian” appeared three times before, in 
paragraph 21. It is made parallel in the first place to “idolatrous” and “pagan,” 
as if they were synonymous. Strauss then suggests that “the recovery of Sabian 
relics in the Bible with the help of Sabian literature is one of the tasks of his 
secret teaching” (¶21, 155). According to Strauss, the “Sabian relics in the 
Bible” refer to the biblical accounts that suggest a corporeal God, on one hand, 
and to certain sacrificial laws, on the other (¶¶32–33, 163–64). But what is the 
Sabian literature? Strauss does not specify it in our essay. As we have pointed 
out earlier, to explain or give hints to the understanding of Maimonides’s 
secret teaching is a major task of Strauss’s “How To Begin To Study.” Here in 
the second part of the essay’s new center, paragraph 30, Strauss singles out the 
Sabians and their literature as the key for understanding the Mosaic proph-
ecy and therewith for his own argument of “progress beyond Moses.” What 
seems to be “strange” in Strauss’s depiction of the Sabians is that their belief 
“in the eternity of the world” and their “denying of the possibility of revela-
tion and miracles” are so close to those of the philosophers. In Maimonides’s 
Guide, the doctrine of eternity of the world is attributed to Aristotle, “the 
chief [or prince] of the philosophers” (Guide I 5, 29; cf. “How To Begin To 
Study,” ¶23, 156). But the Sabians are first of all, in Maimonides as well as in 
Strauss, pagan idolaters, who seem to have believed in all kind of things but 
most importantly in the stars, that is, in astrology, which, from the perspec-
tive of the Mosaic Law, is regarded as idolatry and should be demolished. 
What then is the truth about the Sabians and their belief? 

In the passage of the Treatise on Resurrection Strauss refers to, Mai-
monides depicts the Sabians and their beliefs much in the way that Strauss 
claims. What Strauss leaves out is Maimonides’s next sentence, that according 
to the Sabians, “prophecy is impossible.” One may wonder whether this last 
point by Maimonides is Strauss’s real target, which he leaves for the attentive 
reader to discover by himself. Maimonides, in turn, invites the addressees of 
the Treatise on Resurrection to read his explanation of the Sabians and their 
literature in the Guide of the Perplexed.36 What exactly does Maimonides say 
about the Sabians in the Guide? One of the passages in which Maimonides 
discusses the Sabians is Guide I 70, a chapter that Strauss had pointed to, 
among others, in the previous paragraph. In Guide I 70, Maimonides says 

Light: Popular Enlightenment in an Age of Belief (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 169–70, 
172–74.
36  Maimonides, Treatise on Resurrection, trans. Hillel G. Fradkin, in Lerner, Maimonides’ Empire of 
Light, 173.
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that “the Sabians imagine that God is the spirit of heaven” (Guide I 70, 172). 
The word for “spirit” in the original text is rūh—the Hebrew equivalent of 
which is ruah, the same word Maimonides explicated in I 40, whose literal 
meaning is “air” or “wind.” Strauss has reminded us in the first part of the 
new center, paragraph 29, that Guide I 40 is the chapter on governance, and 
that according to Maimonides, when it is applied to God, ruah should always 
be taken as “intellectual overflow” (Guide, I 40, 90). In this sense, what the 
Sabians believed was that God is the intellect of the heavenly sphere. This 
point is critical for an adequate understanding of Maimonides’s secret teach-
ing of the Account of the Chariot. 

Strauss discusses Sabianism in the context of the question of “why prog-
ress beyond the teaching of the Torah is possible or even necessary” (¶31, 
162). He points out that the Mosaic law was proclaimed in the time of the 
“universal rule of Sabianism.” Although, according to Strauss, the only pur-
pose of the Torah is to destroy Sabianism or idolatry, the Torah nevertheless 
yielded to some Sabian habits because “human nature does not permit the 
direct transition from one opposite to the other” (¶32, 163). It is in this sense 
that “the corporealism of the Bible” is “an adaptation to Sabian habits” (¶33, 
163). With a reference to Guide III 29, Strauss states in paragraph 33 that for 
the Sabians, “the gods are the heavenly bodies or the heavenly bodies are the 
body of which God is the spirit” (¶33, 163). This statement deserves our special 
attention. Earlier in paragraph 30, the second part of the new center, Strauss 
points out that the Sabians “believed that God is the spirit of the sphere.” In 
repeating the belief of the Sabians he adds something. According to Strauss 
himself in “The Literary Character,” “the purpose of repeating conventional 
statements is to hide the disclosure, in the repetition, of unconventional 
views. What matters is…the slight additions to, or omissions from the con-
ventional view which occur in the repetition” (¶37 [V.4], 64). Now in Strauss’s 
first statement, for the Sabians, God is the spirit of the sphere; in his second 
statement, the gods are heavenly bodies, or God is the spirit of the heavenly 
bodies. Two points contribute to the difference between the two statements. 
While at first blush “sphere” and “heavenly bodies” are not the same thing, 
later in his essay Strauss makes it clear that for the Sabians, “their god [is] the 
sphere and its stars” (¶54, 181); therefore in this regard, sphere and heavenly 
bodies can be classified as belonging to one single type of thing. But why does 
Strauss use “heavenly bodies” rather than “stars” in the initial statement (¶33, 
163)? The second statement differs from the first one also in its “slight addi-
tion” to the first statement. It suggests that the Sabians did not have a unified 
belief in God, but rather believed either in heavenly bodies, in corporeal gods, 
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or in a god whose essence is spirit. Now it becomes clear that Strauss uses 
“heavenly bodies” in order to highlight the contrast between body and spirit, 
or intellect. By suggesting that there were two kinds of beliefs among the 
Sabians, Strauss indicates that there were in fact two types of Sabians in the 
Guide. Referring to a rather subtle half-way statement in Guide III 29, Strauss 
had presented the difference between these two types of the Sabians more 
clearly in his “Law of Reason in the Kuzari”: those who “identified God with 
the spirit of the celestial sphere” are “‘the philosophers’ of the Sabian period”; 
on the other hand, “the large majority of” the Sabians “evidently identified 
God with the body of the celestial sphere.”37 

Maimonides’s most comprehensive discussion of the Sabians and Sabian 
literature is in Guide III 29, to which Strauss refers as often as nine times, 
the largest number of textual references to a single chapter in the essay. It is 
in Guide III 29 that Maimonides introduces the Sabian work The Nabatean 
Agriculture. According to Maimonides, The Nabatean Agriculture, among 
other things, tells the parallel stories of the biblical figures Adam, Noah, 
Abraham, and so on. With intervals, Maimonides reports the Sabian story 
about Adam. He tells us that when Adam left India and came to Babylon, 
“he brought with him marvelous things: among them a golden tree that grew 
and had leaves and branches, also a stone tree, and a green leaf of a tree that 
fire could not burn” (Guide III 29, 516). Those who are familiar with the Five 
Books of Moses would recall that in Exodus there is a burning bush which 
is not consumed by the fire and out of the midst of which the Lord appeared 
to Moses and called Moses to deliver the Israelites from the bondage of the 
Egyptians (Exod. 3:2). After telling this story about Adam, Maimonides 
remarks: “it is to be wondered at that people who think that the world is 
eternal should at the same time believe in these things that are impossible in 
nature for those who have knowledge of the speculation on nature” (Guide III 
29, 516). For Maimonides, “people who think that the world is eternal” are, 
or at least agree with, philosophers. And the philosophers should know what 
is impossible in nature. Such people should not believe that there is “a tree 
that fire could not burn.” Following this, Maimonides says that the Sabian 
authors’ purpose “in mentioning Adam and everything they ascribe to him is 
to fortify their doctrine concerning the eternity of the world so that it should 
follow that the stars and the sphere are the deity” (Guide III 29, 516). It seems 
that Maimonides takes this Sabian story as not true but superstitious. Does 
he imply that the story of Moses in front of the burning bush is also not true? 

37  Leo Strauss, “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in PAW, 125n97. 
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The Sabian story of Adam continues in Guide III 29 only after Maimonides 
has told the story of how Abraham fought against the Sabian worship of stars 
and how Moses received prophetic inspiration and commanded the prohibi-
tion against idolatry. This time the story of Adam is even more marvelous: 

about Adam, the first man, that he [i.e., the author of The Nabatean 
Agriculture] recounts in his book that in India there is a tree whose 
branches, if taken and thrown on the earth, move, crawling as snakes 
do; and also that there is another tree there whose root has a human 
form; this root may be heard to growl and to emit isolated words. He 
also narrates that if a man take a leaf of an herb, whose description is 
given, and puts it against his breast, he becomes hidden from people 
and is not seen wherever he comes in or goes out. If this herb is used 
in fumigations under the open sky, people hear a sound and fearsome 
voices in the atmosphere while the smoke rises. (Guide III 29, 519)

Maimonides admits that the Sabian story of Adam is a fable, meaning that 
it is not literally true, as in the case of the biblical description of a corporeal 
God. Moreover, Maimonides asserts that the Sabian story of Adam serves to 
criticize the miracles and to suggest that “they are worked by means of tricks” 
(Guide III 29, 519). It is not too difficult to see that this part of the story of 
Adam is connected to the earlier part, the part regarding the “tree that fire 
could not burn.” Maimonides tacitly divides the story and scatters its parts in 
different places in the chapter. This part of the story of Adam is preceded by 
two seemingly contradictory statements. First, Maimonides admits that “the 
meaning of many of the laws became clear to me and their causes became 
known to me through my study of the doctrines, opinions, practices, and cult 
of the Sabians.” Second, he claims that the book The Nabatean Agriculture “is 
filled with the ravings of the idolaters and…with the actions of talismans,” 
and “also” with “extraordinary ravings laughed at by the intelligent, which 
are thought to depreciate the manifest miracles” (Guide III 29, 518–19). Such 
statements may induce the reader to ask: What are those “extraordinary rav-
ings” all about? And what is their connection with the many laws? 

Again, Strauss provides us with a rather clear interpretation of what is at 
issue in this long and confusing chapter of the Guide. In the digressive para-
graph on Maimonides in his 1943 essay “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,”38 
Strauss explains that for Maimonides, these “ravings,” or in his terms this 

38  “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” was written from “December 1941 to August 1942 with many 
long interruptions.” See Heinrich Meier, “The Renewal of Philosophy and the Challenge of Revealed 
Religion,” 27n6. For the original German, see Politische Philosophie und die Herausforderung der 
Offenbarungsreligion, 44n6. Strauss’s “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” was first published in Pro-
ceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, no. 13 (1943): 47–96. 
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“ridiculous nonsense,” was deliberately presented by the Sabian author to 
show how absurd the biblical miracles are. Moreover, Strauss points out that 
the purpose of some of the stories, according to Maimonides, was to suggest 
that “the biblical miracles were performed by tricks.”39 Strauss discerned that 
there were two types of men under the same name “the Sabians,”40 and thus 
it is possible to infer from it that the two “ravings” in Maimonides’s passage 
should belong to these two types of men respectively. Strauss is in fact giving 
hints to the reader, who would then notice that in the above-quoted passages 
of Guide III 29, the same elements, such as the transformation between snake 
and rod, a tree that fire cannot burn, and “the fearsome voices in the atmo-
sphere while the smoke rises,” were indicated either in the biblical account 
of the revelation on Mount Sinai/Horeb, that is, were part of what Strauss 
calls the Mosaic theophany (Exod. 3, 19, 20, Deut. 5), or belonged among the 
miracles Moses performed in Egypt (Exodus 7:8–13). The author of “How 
To Begin To Study The Guide” thus presupposes that his reader would have 
read his “Law of Reason in the Kuzari” and detected his point in that spe-
cific paragraph on Maimonides’s discussion of The Nabatean Agriculture. By 
placing Maimonides’s discussion of Sabianism in the new center of his essay, 
Strauss not only tacitly yet successfully connects the Sabian habits of idolatry 
with the Mosaic legislation, with biblical miracles, and with prophecy in gen-
eral; he also gives evidence for his argument that “progress beyond Moses” 
is possible. 

IV. On Progress

The twofold meaning of Sabianism, implied by Strauss, also bears on the 
Mosaic Law. As Strauss points out, “Sabian habits” are responsible for the 
description of God as a corporeal being in biblical texts and for the sacrificial 
laws in the Torah (¶32, 163). Yet on the other hand, idolatry, “the Sabianism 
proper,” is precisely what the Mosaic Law intended to destroy. Strauss’s use 
of the term “habits” reminds us of Guide I 31, in which Maimonides dis-
cusses the “causes of disagreement about things.” The first three causes were 
taken from Alexander of Aphrodisias, the third-century commentator on 
the writings of Aristotle. According to Alexander, the causes of disagreement 
among people are man’s “love of domination and love of strife,” the diffi-
culty of apprehending a subtle and obscure thing, and “the ignorance of man 
and his inability to grasp things that are possible to apprehend.” However, 

39  Strauss, “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in PAW, 125. 
40  Ibid., 125n97.
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Maimonides claims, “in our times there is a fourth cause that [Alexander] 
did not mention because it did not exist among them. It is habit and upbring-
ing. For man has in his nature a love of, and an inclination for, that to which 
he is habituated” (Guide I 31, 66–67). According to Maimonides, “opinions” 
are among the things that man would be habituated to and would wish to 
defend, and the source of those opinions, such as the corporeality of God, 
are the “texts that it is an established usage to think highly of and to regard 
as true” (Guide I 31, 67). Whereas Maimonides refers to the “texts” as the 
fourth “cause of disagreement,” Strauss not only narrows them down to 
“revered ‘texts,’” but also identifies them, in paragraph 13 (where Guide I 31 
is referred to for the first time) as “obstacles to speculation” (¶13, 148–49). 
In other words, Strauss makes clear what Maimonides insinuated: habits 
formed from the “revered” or sacred texts are new “obstacles” to achieving 
true knowledge.41 Furthermore, Strauss points out that habits are in need 
of change, but a wise and prudent thinker like Maimonides would “wish 
to proceed in a manner that changes habits to the smallest possible degree” 
(¶13, 148).

Strauss suggests that Maimonides saw the necessity of changing the habit 
of understanding the Torah literally. In Strauss’s presentation, Sabianism as a 
universal habit is the second of three reasons for the possibility of “progress 
beyond the teaching of the Torah,” which means it is the central reason (¶32, 
163). Strauss explains that although the corporeal meaning is not the true 
meaning of the Torah, “it is as much intended as the true meaning…because 
of the need to educate and to guide the vulgar,” who were originally “under 
the spell of Sabianism” (¶33, 164). The goal of such education is for the vulgar 
to know that God is (that God exists), for “the vulgar mind does not admit…
the existence of any being that is not bodily” (¶33, 164). 

According to Strauss, the reason for the possibility of “progress beyond 
Moses” also lies in “the limitation of law,” because “law is more concerned 
with actions than with thoughts”: thus the Mosaic Law is concerned merely 
with “the thirteen moral attributes.” Strauss observes that Maimonides 
treated Abraham as “a man of speculation,” whereas Moses was regarded as 
“a prophet who convinced by miracles and ruled by means of promises and 
threats.” He makes one more step to clarify that for Maimonides, Abraham’s 

41  On Strauss’s early discussion of this passage in Guide I 31, compare Heinrich Meier, “The History of 
Philosophy and the Intention of the Philosopher,” 59n7 and Timothy W. Burns, “Strauss on the Reli-
gious and Intellectual Situation of the Present,” in Reorientation: Leo Strauss in the 1930s, ed. Martin 
D. Yaffe and Richard S. Ruderman (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 79–113, esp. 85–86. 
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God is “the God of the transmoral whole,” and Moses’s God is “the law-giving 
God” (¶31, 162). It goes without saying that for Maimonides as well as for all 
classical philosophers, action is lower in dignity than thought, and the moral 
God is not free from passion. Strauss here is challenging his reader with the 
question: Does Maimonides indeed take Moses to be superior to Abraham?

Another reason given by Strauss for Maimonides’s “progress beyond 
Moses” emerges through Maimonides’s treatment of providence. In the Guide, 
Maimonides indicates that the true view of providence is communicated in 
the book of Job (Guide III 22–23, 486–97). In accord with this indication, 
Strauss points out that Maimonides implies “that the book of Job…marks 
a progress beyond the Torah and even beyond the prophets (cf. III 19).” Yet 
providence is not the point Strauss wants to make here. What is at stake is the 
distinction “between the view of the Law…and the true view” and thus, ulti-
mately, the intellectual status of the Mosaic revelation. When Maimonides 
explains “the account of the revelation on Mount Sinai,” he indicates, Strauss 
says, that “the beautiful consideration of the texts is the consideration of their 
outer meaning (II 36 end, 37)” (¶34, 164). Let us take a look at “the outer 
meaning” of the texts in the Guide that Strauss refers to. Following the Sages, 
Maimonides points out in the last part of Guide II 36 that prophecy ceases 
when the prophets are sad, angry, or disturbed, or, so to speak, when they 
are dominated by their emotions rather than by their intellect. Even Moses 
is not excepted from this rule. According to Maimonides, this is why dur-
ing the Exile, prophecy no longer exists. In the last lines of the chapter he 
refers to the promised restoration of prophecy “in the days of the Messiah” 
(Guide II 36, 373). In the next chapter, Maimonides discusses three classes of 
men with respect to their cognitive status. He states that it is “characteristic 
of the class of men of science engaged in speculation” that “the intellectual 
overflow overflows only toward the rational faculty and does not overflow at 
all toward the imaginative faculty.” On the other hand, it is “characteristic of 
the class of prophets” that “this overflow reaches both faculties, the rational 
and the imaginative.” As for the class of those for whom “the overflow only 
reaches their imaginative faculty,” they are those “who govern cities, legisla-
tors, the soothsayers, the augurs and the dreamers of veridical dreams,” and 
those who are not men of science yet “do extraordinary things by means of 
strange devices and secret arts” (Guide II 37, 374). Although Maimonides 
does not rank these three classes in the chapter, it is crystal clear that to him, 
theoretically, intellect is superior to imagination (cf. Guide I 73, 209–12). Now 
Strauss’s remark that Maimonides’s indication regarding “the beautiful con-
sideration of the texts” occurs “within the section on prophecy in which he 
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makes for the first time an explicit distinction between the legal (or exegetic) 
and the speculative discussion of the same subject (cf. II 45 beginning)” (¶34, 
164), that is, within chapters II 32–48, leads us back to the very chapter in 
which Maimonides focuses on the revelation on Mount Sinai, Guide II 33. The 
general thrust of that chapter is how God’s words reach the people of Israel 
“at the Gathering at Mount Sinai.” According to Maimonides, “every time 
when their hearing words is mentioned, it is their hearing the voice that is 
meant, Moses being the one who heard words and reported them [the words] 
to them. This is the external meaning of the text of the Torah and of most of 
the dicta of the Sages” (Guide II 33, 364). In other words, Maimonides makes 
a distinction between Moses and all the other people at Mount Sinai, saying 
that Moses is the only one who hears the commandments by God. However, 
Maimonides does not stop at the “external meaning of the text.” In the name 
of the Midrash and Talmud sages, he points out further that the first two 
commandments reach the people as clearly as they reach Moses. “For these 
two principles, I mean the existence of the deity and His being one, are know-
able by human speculation alone. Now with regard to everything that can be 
known by demonstration, the status of the prophet and that of everyone else 
who knows it are equal” (Guide II 33, 364). As Strauss indicates, Maimonides 
makes “an explicit distinction between the legal (or exegetic) and the specula-
tive discussion of the same subject.” According to the legal discussion, Moses 
is the only one who heard the words of God and repeated the words to the 
people. Yet according to the speculative discussion, Moses is not the only 
one who heard the words of God. The equal status of knowing the first two 
commandments between Moses and those who know how to make demon-
stration means that “there is no superiority of one over the other. Thus these 
two principles are not known through prophecy alone” (Guide II 33, 364). 
Maimonides’s exotericism or “beautiful consideration” is even more revealing 
in Strauss’s next instance: “Accordingly, he speaks in his explanation of the 
Account of the Chariot, at any rate apparently, only of the literal meaning of 
this most secret text” (¶34, 164). In the Introduction to the Third Part of the 
Guide, Maimonides states that he would like to interpret the meaning of the 
Account of the Chariot “in such a way that anyone who heard that interpreta-
tion would think that I do not say anything over and beyond what is indicated 
by the text, but that it is as if I translated words from one language to another 
or summarized the meaning of the external sense of the speech” (Guide III 
Introd., 416). Thus in the way that he describes, Maimonides can explain the 
secret of the Account of the Chariot without transgressing the rabbinic pro-
hibition against teaching it publicly. However, as he immediately adds: “On 
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the other hand, if that interpretation is examined with a perfect care by him 
for whom this Treatise is composed and who has understood all its chapters…
the whole matter…will become clear to him” (Guide III Introd., 416). Clearly, 
this “whole matter” cannot be “the external sense of the speeches” that he 
has summarized from the texts of the books of Ezekiel and Isaiah. And by 
understanding Maimonides’s secret teaching and presenting it in the way that 
Maimonides explains the secrets of the Law, Strauss shows that he is one of 
those for whom Maimonides’s treatise was composed.

Strauss also regards “progress beyond Moses” as possible because he 
discerns that Maimonides’s view on the intellectual status of the Mosaic 
prophecy is self-contradictory. What is at issue in this regard is whether Moses 
applied imagination in his prophecy. Strauss points out that Maimonides’s 
assertion that “Moses’ prophecy was entirely independent of the imagination 
leads to a great difficulty,” for similes and metaphors are brought forth by 
imagination (¶35, 165). Since there are plenty of similes and metaphors in 
the Torah, it is difficult to say that Moses does not use his imagination, as 
Maimonides claims (cf. Guide II 36, 373). Strauss notes that for Maimonides, 
“all cognition or true belief stems from the human intellect, sense perception, 
opinion, or tradition.” He then talks about the different cognitive status of the 
Ten Commandments again (¶36, 165; cf. Guide II 33, 363–64). Here Strauss 
continues his discussion of Maimonides’s explanation of the very core of the 
Mosaic prophecy, the Sinaitic revelation. He seems to deliberately scatter the 
same subject in different paragraphs, just as Maimonides does in the Guide. 
Strauss makes clear that in Maimonides’s view, man’s ultimate perfection is 
the perfection of his intellect. In this sense, faith as a moral virtue does not 
belong to the highest human perfection (¶36, 165–66; cf. Guide III 53–54). 
Since the prophetic speeches have a “nonrational element” which is “to some 
extent imaginary”—Strauss calls it “infrarational”—their truth becomes 
problematic. The answer to this problem is “the supranatural testimony 
of the miracles” (¶36, 166). By speaking of “miracles,” Strauss again draws 
attention to Guide III 29, the chapter on the Sabian work The Nabatean Agri-
culture, whose story about miracles made by tricks is retold by Maimonides. 
Strauss’s conclusion of the possibility of “progress beyond Moses” is that 
since the Torah is not always literally true, “the teaching of other prophets 
may be superior in some points to that of Moses” (¶36, 166). We see here that 
the standard for the superiority is truth (cf. Guide I 1, III 54).

But there is still the “difficulty” of how to differentiate the suprara-
tional from the infrarational among the not literally true parts of the Torah, 
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because the former should be believed while the latter should not. According 
to Strauss, “recourse to the fact that we hear through” the Torah “not human 
beings but God himself” is untenable, because in Maimonides’s view, “God 
does not use speech in any sense.” Strauss comments that “this fact entails 
infinite consequences” (¶36, 167). One of these “infinite consequences,” 
to use Strauss’s own suggestion in his “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” 
could be that the Bible or the Torah can be taken as “a work of the human 
mind” and “it has to be read like any other book—like Homer, like Plato, 
like Shakespeare—with respect but also with willingness to argue with the 
author, to disagree with him, to criticize him.”42 To resolve the difficulty, 
Strauss makes the suggestion in our essay that “the infrarational in the Bible 
is distinguished from the suprarational by the fact that the former is impos-
sible, whereas the latter is possible.” By “impossible” he means those “biblical 
utterances that contradict what has been demonstrated by natural science or 
by reason,” whereas “the possible” refers to “views the contrary of which has 
not been demonstrated,” such as “creation out of nothing” (¶36, 167). Closely 
following Maimonides’s teaching, Strauss takes creation out of nothing to 
be possible, because the contrary of it, namely, the eternity of the world, has 
not been demonstrated. Here, Strauss refers to two chapters of the Guide, I 
32 and II 25, and of the two, II 25 is more pertinent to our context. There, 
Maimonides states: 

Know that with a belief in the creation of the world in time, all the 
miracles become possible and the Law becomes possible, and all ques-
tions that may be asked on this subject, vanish.…For if creation in 
time were demonstrated—if only as Plato understands creation—all 
the overhasty claims made to us on this point by the philosophers 
would become void. In the same way, if the philosophers would suc-
ceed in demonstrating eternity as Aristotle understands it, the Law as 
a whole would become void. (Guide II 25, 329–30)43 

42  Leo Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” L’Homme, Revue française d’anthropologie 21, 
no. 1 (Jan.–March 1981): 6. The essay is a posthumous publication of a lecture given by Strauss at the 
University of Chicago on January 25, 1957. 
43  It should be noted that while in this passage Maimonides seems to place Plato’s view on “creation or 
eternity” on the side of the Law, he states earlier in the same chapter that “if…one believed in eternity 
according to the second opinion we have explained [in II 13]—which is the opinion of Plato—accord-
ing to which the heavens too are subject to generation and corruption, this opinion would not destroy 
the foundations of the Law” (Guide II 25, 328; cf. II 26, 330–31). According to Maimonides, “the 
second opinion is that of all the philosophers of whom we have heard reports and whose discourses 
we have seen.…They say that it is absurd that God would bring a thing into existence out of nothing.…
This is also the belief of Plato” (Guide II 13, 282–83). In other words, it is more likely that Maimonides 
regards Plato’s view on the issue as siding with eternity. 
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The incompatibility between the Law and philosophy is nowhere made 
clearer than in this chapter of the Guide. Strauss refers to it in order to show, 
however indirectly, why progress beyond Moses, whose teaching is based 
on revelation, and therefore based on miracles,44 is necessary. Yet, as Strauss 
says, Maimonides “is compelled…to leave it open whether it is not rather the 
imagination that ought to have the last word” (¶38, 167). It is in this connec-
tion that Strauss calls into question Maimonides’s “enigmatic equation” of 
the Account of the Beginning and the Account of the Chariot with natural 
science and divine science respectively. He raises the rather surprising and 
dazzling question: “But this enigmatic equation leaves obscure the place or 
the status of the fact of God’s free creation of the world out of nothing: does 
this fact belong to the Account of the Beginning or to the Account of the 
Chariot or to both or to neither?” (¶38, 167). It is not so easy to recognize that 
Strauss implies the answer in the way of presenting his question. Whereas 
traditionally creation belongs exactly to the Account of the Beginning, by 
bringing up this question, Strauss denies the association. How can creation 
out of nothing, one of the greatest miracles, be identical with natural sci-
ence? On the other hand, Strauss states that “the Account of the Chariot 
deals with God’s governance of the world, in contradistinction not only to 
His providence…but also to His creation” (¶38, 167). In a way, this statement, 
by differentiating “governance” from “providence” and “creation,” implies 
Maimonides’s subtle division of “providence” and “governance” on one hand, 
and the difference between divine intellect and divine will, on the other (cf. 
¶54, 180–81). In other words, it gives hints regarding the connection of divine 
intellect to governance and divine will to providence that Maimonides made 
use of in the Guide. Now it is clear that according to Strauss’s understand-
ing of Maimonides, creation does not belong to the Account of the Chariot 
either. Therefore, the only answer to his question is that “the fact of God’s free 
creation of the world out of nothing” belongs neither to the Account of the 
Beginning nor to the Account of the Chariot. Strauss picks up the topic of the 
two accounts in paragraph 38 again so as to bring about the question of “the 
rank between the Mosaic theophany and the Isaian theophany” (¶38, 167). 
While it is quite clear that the Isaian theophany is related to the Account of 
the Chariot, the parallel Strauss draws between the two accounts and the two 
theophanies makes one wonder whether he is rather suggesting an associa-
tion of the Account of Beginning with the Mosaic theophany or prophecy. 
However this may be, since from the perspective of the rabbinic tradition, 

44  Among other places, in his lecture “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” Strauss points out that “Rev-
elation is a miracle” (6).
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the Account of the Chariot is superior to the Account of the Beginning, and 
the latter “occurs in the Torah of Moses,” progress beyond Moses is possible 
as well as necessary (¶38, 167). 

Yet this conclusion does not satisfy Strauss. He proposes “a postbibli-
cal progress” (¶39, 168). He points out, as was shown and emphasized in the 
Guide, that the Aramaic translator of the Bible, Onqelos the Stranger,45 as 
well as the talmudic Sages, were “freer from corporealism than the Bible” 
(¶40, 169). Furthermore, since Maimonides has the knowledge of natural sci-
ence that the talmudic Sages and Onqelos the Stranger did not have, Strauss 
claims, “progress beyond Onqelos the Stranger and the Talmud became pos-
sible” (¶41, 169). This progress is possible for two reasons. The first, religious 
or political, reason lies in the habituation of the Jewish people to the Torah 
and “the rise and political victory of Christianity and Islam,” which made 
God’s existence generally accepted. The second reason is the introduction of 
philosophy and the art of demonstration into Judaism, which Strauss calls a 
“great progress.” However, in Strauss’s view, Maimonides does not “regard 
his age as the peak of wisdom. He never forgot the power of what one may 
call the inverted Sabianism that perpetuates corporealism through unquali-
fied submission to the literal meaning of the Bible and thus even outdoes 
Sabianism proper” (¶41, 170, emphasis added). If “Sabianism proper” signifies 
the Sabian practice of idolatry, talismans, and so on, Strauss means by “the 
inverted Sabianism” the submission to the literal, namely, corporeal under-
standing of the Bible, an understanding sanctioned by an authoritative book 
and a long tradition. Being, like Moses, a lawgiver, Maimonides had to make 
concessions to the “inverted Sabianism” or Sabian relics in his community. 
However, being, unlike Moses, a philosopher, he gave an allegorical inter-
pretation of the “revered text” as a remedy for the perplexity of most readers 
in the face of the corporealism suggested by the Bible, and in the Guide took 
the decisive step “in the overcoming of Sabianism” (¶41, 170). In other words, 
Strauss regards Maimonides as the peak of “progress beyond Moses,” declar-
ing that “the Torah for the Perplexed thus marks a progress beyond the Torah 
for the Unperplexed” (¶42, 171). By characterizing Maimonides’s Guide as 
the new “Torah for the Perplexed,” Strauss presents Maimonides as the new 
Moses (¶42, 171). 

◆  ◆  ◆

45  Aryeh Tepper suggests that Strauss’s translation of “Onqelos the Stranger…is subtly pointing in the 
direction of Plato’s Laws,” that is, to “the Athenian Stranger” (Progressive Minds, Conservative Politics, 
56). In the Shlomo Pines translation, the name is rendered as “Onqelos the Proselyte.”
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Progress is no doubt an important theme in Strauss’s “How To Begin To 
Study.” The essay undertakes the philosophic task of presenting Moses Mai-
monides in a position superior to that of the prophet Moses. In other words, 
in “How To Begin To Study,” Strauss places Maimonides at the end of the 
“progress beyond Moses.” To use his own words, “Maimonides regarded the 
step that he took in the Guide as the ultimate step in the decisive respect, 
namely, in the overcoming of Sabianism” (¶41, 170). Philosophically, the 
inner Sabianism is the cause of the necessity of “progress beyond Moses,” 
and it is because the step Maimonides took was decisively philosophic that it 
can be taken as ultimate. 

However, progress is not the “leading theme” in “How To Begin To 
Study.”46 Strauss’s primary intention is rather to give a guide to Maimonides’s 
Guide of the Perplexed. By presenting the plan of the Guide and indicating 
“the How” and “the What,” Strauss shows “the way toward” an adequate 
understanding of Maimonides’s secret teaching in the Guide. As we have 
stated earlier, the chief purpose of Strauss’s essay is to explain what Mai-
monides “means” by his identification of natural science with the Account 
of the Beginning and divine science with the Account of the Chariot. Strauss 
answers this question first by disconnecting “God’s free creation of the world 
out of nothing” from these Accounts. The ultimate answer is implied in his 
suggestive association of the Account of the Beginning with Mosaic proph-
ecy. Strauss states that “the nonidentity of the teaching of the philosophers 
as a whole and the thirteen roots of the Law as a whole are the first word 
and the last word of Maimonides” (¶8, 145). Since “the thirteen roots of the 
Law” represent the whole teaching of the Law, it is safe to say that in Strauss’s 
view, Maimonides regards the identification of the two sciences with the two 
Accounts as not literally true. 

For Strauss, Maimonides’s Guide is the philosophic work par excellence in 
responding to the theologico-political problem he had struggled with since his 

46  See, for instance, Aryeh Tepper, “‘Progress’ as a Leading Term and Theme in Leo Strauss’s ‘How To 
Begin To Study The Guide of the Perplexed,” in Homo Homini: Essays in Jewish Philosophy Presented 
by His Students to Professor Warren Zev Harvey, ed. Shmuel Wygoda et al. (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2018), 
127–51. See also Isadore Twersky, review of The Guide of the Perplexed, by Moses Maimonides, trans. 
Shlomo Pines, Speculum 41 (1966): 556. Tepper brilliantly points out the twofoldness of progress in 
Strauss’s essay and the importance of the element of “progress in understanding.” Yet it seems to me 
that “progress in understanding” is in fact implied in what he calls “progress in the historical sense”: 
even in cases that involve the historical dimension, such as the progress of Onqelos the Stranger 
compared to the Bible, in Strauss’s essay, “progress” is always pointing to “progress in understanding.” 
The very term Strauss uses in the essay, “progress beyond Moses,” refers first of all to “progress” from 
imagination to intellect, that is, “progress in understanding.” 
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youth.47 Maimonides knows and judiciously conveys to his attentive reader that 
there is no way to make peace between the Law and Philosophy theoretically. If 
it is from Plato’s Laws, through a clue given by Avicenna, that Strauss learned 
how to decipher the secrets of prophecy,48 then it is from Maimonides’s Guide 
that he understood how to explore in depth the opposition of Jerusalem and 
Athens. Throughout his philosophic life, Strauss insists on their fundamental 
antagonism. From 1946 through 1967, Strauss gave at least on three occasions 
lectures with the title “Jerusalem and Athens.” In the 1946 lecture, he states at the 
beginning: “During the second World War, it has been fairly common practice 
to proclaim the unity of Western civilization, or to assert the basic harmony of 
its two main elements, the Biblical tradition and the Greek tradition.…The time 
has come for reminding ourselves of the disharmony, the antagonism of the two 
pillars on which western civilization rests.”49 In the 1950 lecture he reiterates 
that Jerusalem and Athens are “in actual conflict—by which I mean the actual 
struggle going on between these two forces.”50 In 1967, Strauss presents his last 
lecture titled “Jerusalem and Athens” at the City College of New York. By the 
end of the first part of the lecture, Strauss points out more specifically that the 
“fundamental opposition of Athens at its peak to Jerusalem [is] the opposition 
of the God or gods of the philosophers to the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
the opposition of Reason and Revelation.”51 Such opposition or antagonism is 
known only by philosophers and their opponents. While most scholars see in 
Maimonides’s Guide the synthesis of Judaism and philosophy, Strauss discerns 
in it Maimonides’s philosophic efforts to overcome the “inverted Sabianism” of 
adherence to the literal meaning of the Torah; he also sees in the Guide the high-
est type of philosophic education. In Maimonides’s enchanted and enchanting 
forest, Strauss became the philosopher he was.52 

47  Leo Strauss, “Vorwort,” in Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft in ihrer Genesis (dated October 1964), in GS 
3:8; cf. “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,” in LAM, 224. See also Meier, “The Theologico-Political 
Problem: On the Theme of Leo Strauss,” in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 1–51.
48  “A Giving of Accounts: Jacob Klein and Leo Strauss,” 3.
49  Leo Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens (Lecture to be delivered in November 1946 in the General 
Seminar),” typescript generously supplied by Heinrich Meier. The lecture was delivered at the New 
School for Social Research, New York, on November 13, 1946.
50  Leo Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens” (lecture delivered at Hillel House, Chicago, on October 25, 
1950). Transcript edited by David M. Kretz, https://www.academia.edu/29738143/Transcript_of_Leo_
Strauss_Jerusalem_and_Athens_1950 Accessed August 10, 2019.
51  Leo Strauss, Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Reflections (New York: City College, 1967), 21.
52  See “How To Begin To Study,” ¶3 (142); cf. ¶58 (184).

https://www.academia.edu/29738143/Transcript_of_Leo_Strauss_Jerusalem_and_Athens_1950_
https://www.academia.edu/29738143/Transcript_of_Leo_Strauss_Jerusalem_and_Athens_1950_
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Paul Stern’s Dante is a teacher of life, a moral teacher, for whom morality is 
not, however, grounded in intelligible truth, but in ignorance and deception: 
the ignorance of nonphilosophers and the deception carried out by philoso-
phers for the alleged benefit of all. In exposing Dante’s supposed message, 
however, Stern de facto sustains nothing short of the public abrogation of 
philosophy as an unjust way of life; by the same token, Stern’s argument dis-
engaging politics and morality from any metaphysical or theological ground 
feeds volens nolens into the inglorious flourishing of “entertainment” as our 
present libertine age’s most revered idol. To be sure, Stern’s Dante is a “lover 
of knowledge,” as opposed to petty entertainment. Yet the love cherished goes 
hand in hand with perplexity, is one with perplexity, and its object is a broken 
Self anticipating late or post-modernity’s “subjectivity.” As a result, it is not 
clear how, if at all, Stern’s Dante’s love of knowledge counters the drive—so 
rampant in our “entertainment industry”—of narcissistic compulsions.

Stern’s reading of Dante strikes a familiar chord in the ear of those accus-
tomed to what has become in recent years a seemingly standard reading of 
Strauss as propounder of an instrumentalist, if not altogether Machiavellian 
approach to religion or theology. The “end,” of course, is supposed to be good, 

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.

 *  The present critical review condenses arguments and insights articulated in depth and scholarly 
detail in the forthcoming article “Christianity and Philosophy in Dante” to appear in Mediaevalia,  
no. 42 (2021).
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yet its means is conceived as frankly beyond good and evil. Ironically, morality 
itself is supposed to be amoral insofar as it stands as instrument of supermoral 
(read: morally indifferent) pursuits, rather than as pathway to a proper, at once 
immanent and transcendent, good—a Ciceronian res publica.1 The common 
good is then replaced by the good of the philosopher, even as the philosopher 
can be beneficial to nonphilosophers. This is where Dante is supposed to be 
of help. His poetry is precisely what Stern sees as filling the gap between the 
good of philosophers and the good of nonphilosophers—between the truth 
of reason and that of, well, faith. How does Dante’s “philosophical poetry” 
fulfill its task? In a twofold, tongue-in-cheek manner, by using Christianity 
(medieval theology) and Neoplatonism (represented by Virgil) against each 
other in the interests of “a new revelation” (221) that relishes immanence (after 
Neoplatonism) in the very act, however, of discovering its brokenness (Chris-
tian insight). Dante’s new revelation incarnates a political synthesis of two 
supposedly antipolitical stances, inheriting Christianity’s sensitivity towards 
the worldly self ’s dividedness and Christianity’s pagan nemesis’s rejection of 
divine transcendence. 

Part and parcel of Dante’s synthesis is the denial of any fundamental 
unity of consciousness, of any absolute identity grounding contextual ones. 
The consummate hero expresses his heroism by feeling at home in his dis-
cordant self, renouncing any quest for a truth beyond perplexity, in favor of 
perplexity conceived as truth. Having renounced any quest for the eternal, the 
enlightened hero takes seriously (that is, takes as irreducible) our “political” 
dividedness; having turned to the human world (“history”?) as self-referential, 
the same hero resists any implosion of the political into the carnal (“elemen-
tal” selfishness)—even as the latter is seen as grounding the former. 

Can the political be salvaged in Stern’s terms? Or does it need a firmer, 
“stronger” grounding—clearly not one provided by any Kantian or neo-
Kantian “as if”? As the “ideals” of contemporary political discourse (not 
least of them, those of multiculturalism and environmentalism) are melting 
across the world like wax into the cauldron of despotism, more than “broken 

1  “Thus it is—said Scipio—that the Public Good (Republic) is the Good of the People, although the 
People is not any sort of herd of men gathered in any which way, but the gathering of a multitude 
associated by a shared sense of right and of common utility; and yet, the first cause of such a gathering 
is not so much weakness, as that natural disposition of men as if to join a herd” (Est igitur res publica, 
res poluli; populus autem non omnis hominum cœtus quoquo modo congregatus, sed cœtus multitu-
dinis iuris consensu et utilitatis communione sociatus; eius autem prima causa coeundi est non tam 
inbecillitas quam naturalis quaedam hominum quasi congregatio) (Cicero, De re publica 1.25, in the 
footsteps of Aristotle, Politics bk. 1).
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subjectivity” or an appeal thereto is needed to prevent politics from decay-
ing into subpolitical barbarism. No academic emptying out of politics of any 
metaphysical pretense would seem fit to contrast the flooding of politics with 
progressive frenzy. 

Stern’s Dante subverts the very idea of classical political philosophy, which 
had entailed a quest for the essential meaning of political life and order. By 
severing politics from any metaphysical unity, Stern’s reading invites a phi-
losophy for which politics is “designed to produce an efflorescence of human 
powers” (178–79), disguising the deep “perplexities” that the philosopher sets 
out to expose, “to think anew,” by way of challenging their moral-political 
mask (179–80). In short, philosophy invites the production of political-moral 
masks of the “perplexities” that philosophy sets out to expose. Politics emerges 
as merely instrumental to the philosopher’s revelation of a broken being. 

What is said of politics and morality applies mutatis mutandis to beauty 
and pleasure, as well. Stern’s volume instrumentalizes both aspects of life by 
disengaging them from the problem of eternity, or from eternity as essential 
dimension of mind. Just as beauty points to no transcendence, pleasure cannot 
be pure: pleasure and pain are inextricable by the very fact that pleasure does 
not signal the redeeming presence of what is always present, even though we 
are not present to it unless sporadically, in the medium of our own makings. 
In short, Stern’s Dante opens the door to modernity’s opposition of aesthetics, 
as science of beauty, to ethics, now reduced to a science of mere utility. The 
classical desire for which beauty is necessarily bound to a common good (utili-
tas communis) reflecting directly a supreme good (summum bonum) or Plato’s 
“the idea of the good,” yields irrevocably to desire pointing to our material 
shortcomings, which is to say, to our existence, or mortality and the concomi-
tant need to mask it. Now, this poetic masking is said to be for the good of all, 
namely, of both philosophers and nonphilosophers, although, again, the good 
addressed is a broken one, insofar as the good of philosophers consists in the 
self-reflection of a broken subjectivity, whereas the good of nonphilosophers 
consists in being entertained by artifices sedating passions that would oth-
erwise threaten the philosophical life, not least of them the passion of moral 
indignation (82, 114), to which our common sense of injustice seems to be 
reduced without remainder. 

There is no appeal to justice in Stern’s work; no trace left of any classical 
teaching of natural right. And if “elemental” selfishness is countered, it is in 
the tacit name of enlightened selfishness, of a selfishness grounded in the mar-
riage of “sexual desire” and “reason,” emerging, in turn, out of the primacy 
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of “becoming” and “possibility” over being and actuality (72–79 and 88). In 
conformity with such a premise, Stern’s Dante offers us no ethical model, no 
ethical incarnation of intellectual virtue. Concrete models of ethical integrity, 
models providing a reliable compass to political life, would seem to entail a 
natural hierarchy of ends, and thus a rootedness of ethics in metaphysical 
questions as ends. Instead of any concrete path of life that we may emulate 
qua political agents, Stern’s Dante offers us a discourse pointing from ethics to 
flesh-bound “finitude” as “source… of human good” (241). Stern’s “defense” of 
politics/ethics exposes itself, in this respect, to the objection that it bereaves its 
target of any anchorage allowing it to stay afloat in the face of the temptation 
to relapse into the intimate source of human good. Ultimately, Stern’s reading 
seems to undermine the “exoteric” dimension of political life, by upholding 
it as a mere means to an “esoteric” dimension in which “philosophers” alone 
are truly at home. What non-philosophers are left with, in effect, is not a way 
of nobility to follow, but ideals in the dark (“the obscure”), linguistic formu-
las directing us towards their unforeseeable realization. Such a realization 
requires, among other things, the rejection of any requirement to be good 
independently of the work demanded to progress towards the realization of 
a Kantian-like “Kingdom of Ends.” Once again, the shadow of modernity is 
projected upon Dante.

If an alternative reading of Dante is called for, it need not deny the poetic 
character of politics as mask of ignorance, and yes, of perplexity, too, particu-
larly in the face of death. What is objectionable in Stern is not the stress he 
places upon the concealment at work in ordinary political life, but the schol-
ar’s closure to any recognition of a sense, or unity of meaning to political life 
more fundamental than any perplexity and the thought thereof. To speak in 
biblical terms, what is objectionable in Stern is what is objectionable in much 
of modern political thought, namely, a conception of man that dispenses with 
any “original blessing,” to confine man’s genealogy to a “fallen” condition. The 
foremost implication of such a confinement is—as Giambattista Vico showed 
incisively in his critiques of modern anthropology (Hobbes, Descartes, Spi-
noza, Locke, etc.)—an outright rejection of any and all divine providence (as 
opposed, for instance, to what we might call a “historical providence”). Now, 
as much as Stern’s opposition to fideistic readings of Dante may be justified, 
Stern’s volume has not shown what it seems to take for granted, namely, that 
we can read Dante as a whole without taking seriously his teachings concern-
ing divine providence, natural or otherwise.
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The absence of divine providence points further back to the separation 
of the human from the divine, of the ethical from the metaphysical, of what 
appears “after nature” from what hides “before nature.” On Stern’s reading, 
Dante is then a thoroughly modern man, oriented towards the future since 
he conceives of origins in themselves as subhuman, and thus as constituting 
something we naturally tend to rise above. Even reflection upon the “bro-
ken” underpinnings of politics is supposed to be above or superior to these 
underpinnings. 

In sum, Stern’s defense of politics amounts to the defense of a character-
istically (late) modern conception of politics on account of which we are, in 
fact, compelled to live politically (239). The vindication of politics stands upon 
a description of man’s origins as subpolitical. Stern might object that for his 
Dante the encounter with the “other” is primordial. Yet any such encounter is 
a far cry from the nobility political life can reflect and indeed incarnate. What 
the politics addressed by Stern’s Dante points to is nothing noble, let alone 
sacred, but “the desires that shape [our] thinking,” the thinking of nonphi-
losophers and philosophers alike (157). Politics reflects desires the vision of 
which makes us “acutely aware of the partiality of knowing” (154). Broken-
ness, relativity, finitude: these are the inglorious conquests of a science of 
politics cut off from the suprapolitical. 

Though in Stern politics is “the realm of action and reflection on action 
that most reveals the soul” (156), what is meant by “soul,” here, is hardly 
anything noble or worthy of high esteem; far from being a mirror of the 
superhuman, the political life envisioned by Stern mirrors nothing but the 
subhuman, if only as fuel for a society of homines fabri, men compelled, virtu-
ally destined, to spin dreams convincing them of their fragility and of the 
concomitant necessity of their dream making.

Stern’s Dante’s hero is then a man intimately, even happily aware of his 
limits, not because he has seen past them (as ancient Socratics had?), but 
because the “poetic” medium of his awareness points him systematically away 
from the unlimited, to revel in the limited, the finite, the partial in its open-
ness to further, inescapable partiality. Such is the content of Dante’s supposed 
“new revelation,” the lesson Dante is supposed to have reckoned himself to be 
responsible to prophesy so that a new, “healthier” “world-historical” society 
may emerge (240). 

The vision at hand is tantalizing, especially inasmuch as it invites the 
thought that the triumph of finitude presupposes the transcendence of the 
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ancestral intuition of a necessary bond between the limited and the unlimited, 
between politics and metaphysics: Stern’s own thesis stands on the shoulders 
of his critique of medieval Christianity in the persons of Saint Augustineand 
Saint Thomas Aquinas. Their premodern intuition is now belittled as unduly 
limited, blind, as it were, to the real nature of our limits. It would then be unfair 
to conclude that Stern dispenses altogether with the category of the unlim-
ited. If only tacitly, he evokes it by ascending (or perhaps descending) onto the 
horizon of finitude radically unbound to infinity. Just as, for Stern, “Dante’s 
moderation culminates in… immoderate love,” so does his finitude culminate 
in a kind of infinity characterized most tellingly by “human time” (249). 

The secular, “healthier” society Stern’s book evokes as incarnating the 
mutual separation of ethics and metaphysics carries within its bosom the 
unresolved problem of knowledge without virtue and of virtue without knowl-
edge. If ethics were as shut to metaphysics as Leibnizian monads are to causal 
influences, then no knowledge (as such) could alter our moral life. Such a les-
son would seem to be confirmed by the Socratic hypothesis that virtue cannot 
be taught: virtue needs to be cultivated, lived. Yet for Socrates the life of virtue 
is inseparable from the question of truth. Truth alone, as revealed through 
the practice of scratching beneath the façade of human certainty, can prove to 
Socrates that the divine speaks truthfully, which is to say, that human speech 
presupposes and thus somehow depends upon divine speech. Holding that 
virtue cannot be taught is fine as long as we do not thereupon infer that truth 
does not transcend the realm of ethics, or that the ethical life demands the 
banishment of metaphysics. Accordingly, the Socratic hypothesis spelled out 
most notably in Plato’s Protagoras is open to the possibility that knowledge has 
a positive influence on our moral life. To return to Dante, the human requires 
exposure to the divine: a purgatory shut to heavenly gardens would be less 
than human. Conversely, far from abrogating ethics, metaphysics illuminates 
ethics, both from without (religiously) and from within (philosophically). And 
if vice proves to be “an emancipator of the mind,” as W. E. H. Lecky would 
poignantly remark,2 that is not under the modern assumption that truth is 
a pragmatic synthesis of virtues and vices (Machiavelli), but under an older 
assumption that virtue alone does not resolve the problem of truth for us: 
ethics or politics cannot resolve metaphysical questions any more than meta 
 

2  Leo Strauss cites W. E. H. Lecky’s History of the Rise and Influence of the Spirit of Rationalism in 
Europe, vol. 2 (1883) in a heading for “Persecution and the Art of Writing,” in Persecution and the Art 
of Writing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), 22. 
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physics can resolve political problems.3 Neither does Dante’s Paradise silence 
Purgatory, rendering human providence expendable, even as Stern’s de facto 
silencing of Paradise, and thereby of divine providence, remains unjustifiable.

3  The constitutional openness of ethics to metaphysics signals an ineffaceable categorical distinction 
between doing good and being good. Goodness as such requires both deed and knowledge in their 
mutual irreducibility (we do not know simply for the sake of doing, and we do not do simply so that 
we may know: the primacy of truth does not render our work superfluous, even as it prevents it from 
being self-sufficient). 
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David McIlwain’s new study of Oakeshott and Strauss is a welcome contri-
bution to the critical literature on twentieth-century conservative political 
philosophy. McIlwain’s book brings Oakeshott to the attention of readers 
who may have heard of Oakeshott as a relativist and a historicist, or as a 
defender of modernity, but not as a conservative. 

McIlwain’s work offers an extended and wide-ranging comparison of 
Strauss and Oakeshott, and his command of the history of political thought 
is impressive, even if one wishes, at times, that the book were more narrowly 
focused. In the scope of a monograph, he examines the conventional charac-
terization of both thinkers as conservative, their interest in liberal education, 
history, and Hobbes, the relationship of each man’s thought to Alexandre 
Kojève, Strauss and Socratism after Nietzsche and Heidegger, and Oakeshott 
and Augustinianism after Hobbes and Hegel. I will focus here on just a few of 
these topics: conservatism, moderation, liberal education, and religion.

McIlwain argues, correctly, that the so-called conservatism of each 
man was neither simple nor unqualified. It was not something that could be 
equated with the economic or social conservatism prevalent in the United 
States or England in the mid- to late twentieth century. Strauss and Oakeshott 
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were not primarily motivated by politics or economics at all—neither was 
a defender of a regime—but both were philosophers through and through. 
Yet they were interested in politics and economics. And both Strauss and 
Oakeshott displayed political moderation alongside uncompromising com-
mitments to philosophical rigor—even, in the case of Oakeshott, exhibiting 
a “radical” stance toward nonpolitical modes of life. As Oakeshott explained 
provocatively, it is not inconsistent to be conservative in politics but “radical 
in respect of almost every other activity.”1 

How can moderation and radicalism coexist in a single thinker? For 
Oakeshott, part of the answer may be found in his “modal” characterization 
of human activity. He wrote in his early book Experience and Its Modes and 
in his later essay “The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of Mankind” that 
human beings are capable of viewing the world in a variety of ways. Fore-
most among these are the “modes” of history, science, and practice. In each 
mode certain considerations are salient and others irrelevant. Moderation 
may therefore be a virtue in the practical-political life, as Oakeshott thought 
it was, but not in historical study or science or philosophy. Oakeshott qua 
philosopher sought to apprehend and understand experience “without res-
ervation or arrest.”2 But in politics he was much more Burkean, praising 
existing traditions of conduct for their stabilizing effects. The ideology and 
“rationalism” that characterized much of modern political activity were dan-
gerous and destructive. 

Strauss similarly, McIlwain argues, began, at age thirty, “to find coher-
ence in a life of philosophical radicalism and political moderation” (23). In 
his love of moderation, Strauss particularly praised the English temperament 
and character. The English, he wrote, “never indulged in those radical breaks 
with traditions which played such a role on the continent” (28). Whatever 
might have been wrong with the “peculiarly modern ideal” in England, 
Strauss thought, the English were tempered by their immersion in the classi-
cal tradition. In a memorable formulation, Strauss observed that Englishmen 
“always kept in store a substantial amount of the necessary counterpoison” 
(28) to modernity, which was, of course, precisely this classical tradition.

The primary difference between Strauss and Oakeshott on this score lay in 
Oakeshott’s acceptance of the continuity of historical traditions and practical 

1  Michael Oakeshott, “On Being Conservative,” in Rationalism in Politics (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty 
Fund, 1991), 435.
2  Michael Oakeshott, Experience and Its Modes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933), 80.
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ways of living, which did not appear to him to arise out of theorizing. Practi-
cal and political life was the stuff that philosophers examined; philosophers 
did not themselves construct or guide it. In this sense, philosophy was always 
an activity that was secondary in time, if not in priority. If Oakeshott thought 
that one could simultaneously be a radical (in the philosophical exploration 
of questions wherever they might lead) and a moderate (in politics), Strauss, 
who lacked the modal framework, could not affirm such practical, moderate 
conservatism. Rather, “he understood the modern world to be already the 
creation of theory” (33), according to McIlwain—not the owl of Minerva at 
dusk but the afterglow of theory at dawn.

Both thinkers, however, were deeply troubled by the advance of progres-
sive and collectivist political projects that encouraged powerful states and 
uniformity among citizens. On this score they were both conservative in a 
way that is recognizable even today. Oakeshott is more straightforwardly the 
“individualist,” given his religious and poetic conception of what it means to 
be human and his acceptance of modern pluralism. But Strauss, too, saw the 
risks posed by mass democracy and urged a quasi-aristocratic cultivation of 
liberally educated men. As he wrote in “Liberal Education and Responsibil-
ity,” we should not imagine that liberal education will ever become universal. 
“It will always remain the obligation and the privilege of a minority,” observed 
Strauss.3 But he hoped that this minority might also remember its political 
duty to the society that had enabled its education.

McIlwain’s discussion of Strauss and Oakeshott on liberal education is 
particularly insightful because it emphasizes their commonalities and differ-
ences. To summarize their agreement, both Strauss and Oakeshott thought 
that universities must be defended on decidedly nonutilitarian grounds as 
places where liberal education was valued as an end in itself. Both objected to 
the overweening demands of the technologically advanced society that had 
sprung up around them; both saw that such a society was likely to marginal-
ize liberal education because it did not understand it or see its value. Liberal 
education requires leisure, and it is “at odds with an ethos of total mobiliza-
tion of society for practical gain” (43). In other words, it is amateur, in the 
very best sense of that term. 

Liberal education is also unlikely to be understood by those who have not 
experienced it, whether they be men of the world or university administrators 

3  Leo Strauss, Liberalism Ancient and Modern, ed. Allan Bloom (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1968), 24.
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trained in professional subjects such as law, business, and contemporary 
social science. Still, neither Strauss nor Oakeshott ignored the practical world 
around them and the need to defend universities as places that facilitated 
liberal education. Indeed, as McIlwain notes, much of their writing about 
liberal education offered practical criticism and even at times polemical 
diagnoses of the current disease. They knew well that the “continuing realm 
of necessity” (48) required both the wisdom that can be cultivated only in 
leisure and the moderation and phronesis that must be exercised in practical 
affairs. Again, it is the distinction between radicalism and moderation: an 
unceasing commitment to the philosophical life may coexist with prudent 
actions in daily life and politics.

The differences between Strauss and Oakeshott are also important. As 
McIlwain rightly points out, Strauss and Oakeshott understood the origins 
of liberal education differently. For Oakeshott, it began with the Christian 
scholars of the twelfth-century Renaissance, while for Strauss it began with 
Socrates and Greek antiquity. Since he was educated as a historian, history was 
more complicated for Oakeshott than it was for Strauss, even though Strauss 
paid greater attention to medieval Jewish philosophy than Oakeshott. Neither 
of them, by the way, undertook anything like the trenchant study of world 
religions that Eric Voegelin undertook, in part, no doubt, because neither 
shared Voegelin’s deep interest in divine revelation. Instead, both gravitated 
toward particular favored philosophers, and particular favored time periods, 
for reasons associated with their own philosophical preoccupations.

One qualification is in order, however, about Oakeshott and Plato. 
Though he wrote far less about the ancients than did Strauss, a perusal of 
Oakeshott’s recently published notebooks reveals a deep and abiding engage-
ment with Plato; and another manuscript is a record of the detailed notes he 
took on the Republic—almost a line by line exegesis of the dialogue. The truth, 
perhaps, is that Strauss and Oakeshott exhibit a difference of emphasis and 
interpretation. Oakeshott was, in fact, deeply influenced by Plato, not least 
in his notion of conversation as a metaphor for life. Conversation as mod-
eled in the Platonic dialogues was a deeply civilizing project that Oakeshott 
thought would never conclude, as long as there are people alive to engage 
in it. Oakeshott differed markedly from Strauss in his interpretation of the 
cave metaphor, among other things. In fact, Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct 
expresses greater sympathy for the cave dwellers than for the philosopher-
king, as McIlwain notes in several places.
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Finally, McIlwain’s comments on Oakeshott and religion. Neither Strauss 
nor Oakeshott is typically considered “religious” in any conventional way. 
Neither was an apologist for a religious tradition, though both were schooled 
in a Judeo-Christian view of the world. For Strauss, the emphasis was obvi-
ously on the Jewish experience, for Oakeshott, the Christian. McIlwain’s way 
of generalizing this background is as follows: the “German Jewish Strauss” 
and the “English Christian Oakeshott” (3) drew upon both national and reli-
gious inheritances in approaching the problem of historical identity, among 
other topics.

Yet the idea that the mature Oakeshott was a Christian himself is 
implausible. I do not think this is what McIlwain means to imply, for his 
entire chapter on Oakeshott and Augustinianism (or “transposed Augustini-
anism,” as Timothy Fuller has properly put it) shows that Oakeshott’s view of 
religion is unorthodox and deeply imbued with aesthetic overtones. 

Oakeshott’s transposed Augustinianism recasts Augustine’s dualism 
between the “city of God” and the “city of man” as two kinds of moral char-
acter. One is Rationalist, invested in worldly achievement, and focused on 
political change. The other is ironic and skeptical, interested in “self-enact-
ment,” as Oakeshott termed it in On Human Conduct, and inclined toward 
poetry, friendship, and conversation. Oakeshott loved dualisms, and he 
repeated many times a version of this one. In his early work it was the “reli-
gious” and “worldly” man. In the posthumously published Politics of Faith 
and the Politics of Scepticism, it was faith versus skepticism. In On Human 
Conduct, it was self-disclosure and self-enactment as ways of engaging in 
moral conduct, “civil” and “enterprise” associations as different understand-
ings of society. 

But nota bene—his ideal types were always imbued with moral judg-
ment. The person who is “religious,” skeptical, and poetic is much preferred 
to the Rationalist progressive malcontent. Yet the religious and poetic person 
need not be recognizably Christian, nor need he believe anything at all that 
is doctrinally orthodox to Christians everywhere—for example, that faith in 
Jesus is required for salvation, or that there are certain moral precepts that 
ought be obeyed. 

This is all to say that while Oakeshott certainly has a religious and poetic 
view, and a compelling one at that, he recasts the idea of religion into his 
own, idiosyncratic frame. His “religion” draws on Christianity, theology, and 
particularly the writings of Augustine, but it is not doctrinally Christian. Yet 
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Strauss’s opposition between religion and philosophy is alien to Oakeshott. 
As McIlwain observes, for Strauss the vitality of Western civilization lay “in 
the fertile restlessness created by the tension between its two incommensu-
rable sources, Greek rationalism and the biblical tradition” (153). Oakeshott 
had no such view.

In sum, this is a good book that fills a gap in the scholarship about 
Oakeshott and Strauss. I believe it would be better if it were more narrowly 
focused. But I look forward, very much, to this author’s future contributions 
to the study of political philosophy.
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“Alcibiades—I feel I have always known him” (xiii). In the preface to her 
book The Life of Alcibiades, distinguished classicist Jacqueline de Romilly 
demonstrates her lifelong devotion to studying the character of this “colorful 
adventurer” (xi). Originally published in 1995, the book appears in a new 
translation by Elizabeth Trapnell Rawlings, who argues that present-day 
readers will draw worthwhile lessons from it—particularly the message that 
“a charismatic, amoral, and narcissistic leader imposes enormous risks on 
a democratic state” (x). It is unsurprising, therefore, that de Romilly cites 
Alcibiades’s “overwhelming…contemporary relevance” (xii–xiii) as the main 
inspiration for her work. Yet it is puzzling that she offers no explanation of 
this relevance beyond the claim that Alcibiades, a statesman destroyed by 
his own ambition, should serve as a warning for modern politicians. When 
many statesmen throughout history could provide such a warning, why study 
Alcibiades in particular? It seems strange that de Romilly would dedicate 
meager discussion not only to what she insists is the linchpin of her book, but 
also to what might help readers better understand the enduring significance 
of Alcibiades: his relationship with Socrates as described by Plato. 

De Romilly does draw on Plato at the beginning of her book, saying 
he gives Alcibiades the perfect introduction in the Symposium. Alcibiades 
arrives at the famous party late, drunk, leaning on a flute player, and “thickly 
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crowned with ivy and violets.”1 The symposiasts, however, still receive Alcibi-
ades eagerly. According to de Romilly, his fellow citizens adored him because 
he possessed six irresistible qualities: beauty, aristocracy, wealth, intellectual 
superiority, Socrates’s friendship, and youth. All of these qualities increased 
Alcibiades’s popularity, de Romilly claims, but it was Socrates’s friendship 
that made him “not just the archetypal ‘golden boy’” (12). She says that 
Socrates and Alcibiades loved each other, that Alcibiades was deeply moved 
by Socrates, and that this emotion gave him “deep comprehension, at least 
temporarily or sporadically, of another Socratic ideal, the desire to follow the 
path of goodness, which reveals an exceptional understanding and admi-
ration” (10). Later, however, de Romilly contradicts this claim, raising the 
question whether this “exceptional understanding” really existed.  

Between the chapter detailing the scandals of Alcibiades’s early life—the 
insults he leveled against everyone from his schoolteacher to his father-in-law, 
his numerous affairs, his refusals to be held accountable for his actions—and 
the chapter about his entry into politics, de Romilly places an “interlude”: 
“Alcibiades between Two Lifestyles” (31). Here, she argues that Plato wrote 
Alcibiades I to show that Alcibiades missed his opportunity to follow the 
Socratic teachings. Before his political career began, he could have chosen 
philosophy over “immediate success”—and yet he “not only failed to choose, 
but he was not even aware there was a choice” (32). Suddenly, it seems that 
Alcibiades had no understanding at all of Socrates nor of their many conver-
sations. And it is here, just where any reader would want to dig deeper into 
Alcibiades’s rejection of philosophy, that de Romilly leaves Socrates and Plato 
behind. She turns to Thucydides because “Alcibiades begins to act” (34). 

Though she also draws on Plutarch, Diodorus Siculus, Cornelius Nepos, 
and Xenophon, de Romilly dedicates the largest portion of her book to Alcib-
iades’s life as described by Thucydides. She is clearly a careful reader of the 
famous historian. When discussing Alcibiades’s first political success—his 
negotiation of an alliance between Athens and Argos, which he convinced 
the Spartans not to prevent—de Romilly acknowledges that many scholars 
find his persuasion of the Spartans implausible and try to correct Thucydides 
on this point. De Romilly, however, argues that “these explanations for the 
weaknesses and ambiguities in the text do not mean we should reject his 
version of the facts for the sake of psychological rationalism” (44). Instead, 
readers should ask whether those ambiguities, when considered in context, 

1  Plato, Symposium, trans. Seth Benardete (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 212d4–e2. 
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bring realizations about Alcibiades’s character to light. De Romilly thinks 
Thucydides makes Alcibiades’s securing of the Argive alliance seem incred-
ible for a reason: to emphasize that Alcibiades, with his extraordinary charm, 
cleverness, and manipulative genius, could do what the average person would 
find impossible. 

This idea runs throughout de Romilly’s discussions of the Sicilian expe-
dition, Alcibiades’s betrayals of both Athens and Sparta, and his eventual 
return to Athens, as does the idea that “Alcibiades acted solely out of self-
interest” (36). De Romilly presents him as a statesman whose ambition knew 
no bounds, who “preferred opportunity to principle” (37), and who would 
always further his own aims or settle a personal vendetta before consider-
ing the common good (if he ever considered it). She also links Alcibiades’s 
character to that of Athens. De Romilly claims that during the speech that 
inspired the Athenians to undertake the Sicilian expedition, Alcibiades “was, 
as an individual, the image of Athens” (63): enterprising, imperialistic, and 
desirous of conquest. 

De Romilly goes further. She argues that through this address, Alcibi-
ades showed himself to be “the first theoretician of activism for its own sake” 
(65). Though she recognizes that it was Thucydides who wrote the speech, she 
insists that “there can be no doubt: this bold philosophy, proclaimed boldly, 
was [Alcibiades’s]” (66). De Romilly says some listeners must have questioned 
his exhortations and wondered what ultimate purpose their actions would 
serve, but she rests assured of the “clarity” of Alcibiades’s own ideas (65). 
Plato’s depiction of Alcibiades, however, shows that his motives were more 
complicated and confused than de Romilly makes them out to be, even after 
his break with Socrates.

It is true that in his speech, Alcibiades seems to focus on maintaining and 
expanding Athens’s power simply because he fears what will happen if it is 
lost. He associates no virtuous end with that power, appearing to desire it, as 
de Romilly claims, for its own sake.2 Alcibiades presents himself in this same 
way at the beginning of Alcibiades I. When Socrates prompts him to say that 
a good war is called a just war, for example, Alcibiades cannot think of the 
term “just,” even after consideration.3 Yet Socrates has approached Alcibiades 

2  The Landmark Thucydides, trans. Richard Crawley, ed. Robert B. Strassler (New York: Free Press, 
1996), 6.18.
3  Plato, Alcibiades I, trans. Carnes Lord, in The Roots of Political Philosophy, ed. Thomas L. Pangle 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987), 108d9–109a9. My discussion of Alcibiades I relies on 
Christopher Bruell, “Alcibiades,” in On the Socratic Education: An Introduction to the Shorter Platonic 
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not only as his “first…lover,” but also as the lover who “alone persist[s],” even 
after the rest have moved on (103a1–5). Socrates would not be so determined 
if he did not see some unrealized potential in Alcibiades—some longing, per-
haps, that Alcibiades cannot quite accept or understand.

As the dialogue progresses, Socrates attempts to uncover that potential 
by broadening Alcibiades’s focus and questioning his poise. When he finally 
realizes that Socrates wants him to talk about justice, Alcibiades scoffs at the 
idea that anyone smart would prize a concern for this virtue over his own 
profit (113d1–8). By getting Alcibiades to claim that it is noble to rescue a 
fellow soldier at one’s own risk, however, Socrates reveals Alcibiades’s regard 
for justice and makes him admit that “I myself don’t know what I am say-
ing” (115a1–c5, 116e3–4). Socrates takes advantage of this aporetic moment 
to weave an enthralling vision for Alcibiades—a vision in which Alcibiades, 
having reached the last frontier of political success, has become “renowned 
among the Greeks and the barbarians—for which you have a greater love, it 
seems to me, than anyone has ever had for anything” (124b4–6). Socrates tries 
to convince Alcibiades that if he wants to achieve this goal, he must always 
aim for justice in his political endeavors, a practice that will make him “dear 
to the gods” (134d1–e7). By the end of the dialogue, Alcibiades seems to have 
placed himself entirely in the hands of Socrates and his “god” (135d1–e9). 
His promise to “take trouble over justice” (135e4–5) from now on, however, 
shows that he still does not understand how attached to justice he has already 
been, which means he is not as ready to examine it as he appears.

The Alcibiades of the Symposium, who has clearly undergone a painful 
and confusing separation from Socrates, bears out this ominous possibility. 
As de Romilly mentions, Alcibiades arrives at the party with a crown on his 
head—a crown that initially obscures his vision, preventing him from seeing 
Socrates (Symp. 213a6–b2). When Alcibiades does notice the philosopher, he 
is unnerved and claims their break is permanent, but also expresses a desire 
to commend him (213e3–5). After deciding to make a speech in praise of 
Socrates, Alcibiades swears to “tell the truth,” but then equivocates, saying 
that “as far as my wish goes, I shall not lie” (214e6–11). Some part of Alcibi-
ades seems to know that he will not tell the whole truth about Socrates, for 
he either cannot fulfill his “wish” to do so or does not feel it strongly enough. 

Dialogues (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999) and Steven Forde, “On the Alcibiades I,” in 
Pangle, Roots of Political Philosophy.
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Alcibiades says he will praise Socrates “through likenesses…for the sake 
of the truth” (215a4–6). This method—discussing likenesses or images as a 
way of eventually seeing beyond them to what is real—is one that, according 
to Socrates, people who “always want the good things to be theirs” use. They 
behold beauty in the “pursuits and laws” of their city, and their longing to pos-
sess this beauty is so great that they need to ensure it really is beautiful—that 
it is not simply “imagined by [them]” (205a7–211a7). The problem, however, is 
that investigating whether something is truly beautiful requires confronting 
the possibility that it may not satisfy the hopes invested in it—and having 
the courage to accept that one’s cherished customs and beliefs might merely 
be likenesses. In acknowledging that he may not hit the truth, Alcibiades 
demonstrates some understanding that he lacks that courage. Furthermore, 
though he claims to look deeply inside Socrates in his speech, he sees only 
“images of gods” (215b3–4)—images, not truths. Though Socrates awakened 
Alcibiades’s desire for “the good things” in Alcibiades I, Alcibiades cannot 
bear to think his greatest love—the renown, both earthly and eternal, that he 
hopes his political successes will bring him—might not be as real or lasting as 
it looks. The crown, which keeps Alcibiades from seeing Socrates clearly, has 
also kept him from following the philosophic path. 

Both of de Romilly’s claims about Alcibiades, then—that he possessed an 
“extraordinary understanding” of Socrates, and that he nonetheless “was not 
even aware there was a choice” between politics and philosophy (10, 32)—are 
exaggerations. Additionally, the connections that she draws among Alcibi-
ades, Athens, and contemporary political life could be deepened by further 
exploration of Alcibiades’s relationship with Socrates. In many sections 
of her book, de Romilly mentions the lesson that current political leaders 
should draw from the eventual downfall of both Alcibiades and Athens: that 
unchecked ambition, prized above the common good, ruins individuals and 
cities (14, 30, 40, 63, 81, 85–86, 125, 185, 195). Though this lesson is a worthy 
one, de Romilly simply repeats it in different ways rather than examining 
what it is about Alcibiades’s ambition that makes it so relevant to modern 
readers. There have been many overly ambitious statesmen, and, although de 
Romilly’s portrayal of Alcibiades as a power-hungry activist should resonate 
with her audience, it does not provide a strong enough argument for study-
ing this statesman in particular. A more nuanced picture—that of a man 
who pursues political dreams because he longs for the noble, but cannot look 
beyond those images to the truth—would hit much closer to home. 
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Whether Catholics can be good American citizens has long been an open 
question, and the past decade or so has seen the list of naysayers grow con-
siderably. America is fundamentally liberal, some argue, and liberalism is 
irreconcilable with the Catholic understanding of political order. Protestants 
and agnostics of the early republic were attracted to this position, but one is 
increasingly likely to hear this view articulated by Catholics in the twenty-
first century. Early Americans were prone to dislike Catholicism; while that 
still may be the case, a tendency has grown within Catholicism to dislike 
America. 

This is not to say that the antagonism on the part of some Catholics 
toward America is representative of the Catholic Church’s view, or the views 
of most practicing Catholic Americans. What is startling is not the number, 
but the fact that the critics of America tend to be young and within academia, 
suggesting that the new generation of intellectual Catholics are less enam-
ored with the American republic and more open to an alternative—without 
a clear idea of that alternative—than their parents and grandparents. In the 
second half of the twentieth century, American Catholics could take solace 
in fact that their leading thinkers were willing to hold as self-evident the 
truths of the Declaration of Indpendence. But is that still the case? Were mid-
twentieth-century Catholic defenses of America, as some suggest, bound up 
with the wrongheaded, liberal-democratic spirit of Vatican II? 

Anyone who answers this latter question in the affirmative would do 
well to acquire a copy of Michael P. Federici’s edition of Orestes Brownson’s 

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.
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writings. This collection of thirteen essays by the nineteenth-century Catho-
lic convert is a welcome addition to the discussions taking place today about 
the relationship between the Catholic faith and the American regime. This 
is a question that haunts Brownson’s postconversion writings. Those whose 
acquaintance with Brownson goes no further than his 1866 The American 
Republic will benefit from reading the essays collected by Federici, which 
range from 1856 to 1874. Each of the essays attempts, in some manner, to 
understand not only how Catholics are situated in America, but also the posi-
tive role they can play, and indeed should play, if America is to survive and 
thrive. For Brownson, America’s written Constitution will endure only if the 
unwritten moral constitution is well formed, and only the Catholic Church is 
in a position to provide the nation’s populace with the necessary moral for-
mation. Brownson is not arguing for the establishment of Catholicism as the 
official, sanctioned religion of the republic; rather, Catholicism for Brownson 
can and should serve as a public philosophy informing the laws, policies, and 
adjudications arrived at through the normal institutional govering processes. 

Far from resting on a superficial understanding of the American found-
ing, Brownson’s argument that American citizens need Catholic formation 
relies on a careful examination of America’s political heritage. As Federici 
points out in his introduction, “Brownson’s political theory is consistent with 
the American framers’ constitutional theory articulated in The Federalist” 
and “can be viewed as a defense of the framers’ political theory against the 
contrary democratic ideologies of his age” (8). Those ideologies gave rise to 
the most dangerous of all political herisies in American history—secession. 
Brownson minced no words in denouncing Southern leaders for tearing the 
nation asunder, and criticized those who upheld the compact theory of the 
Union, the idea that the states retained their sovereign autonomy after the 
ratification of the Constitution. He held that the states are sovereign only as 
integrated parts of the Union, meaning they have no political identity outside 
the United States. Rebellion is thus an act of suicide.

Tied closely to states’ rights is slavery, which Brownson strenuously 
argues is against the natural order of God’s creation. The enslavement of 
African men and women is among the worst sins of the United States, and 
he agreed with President Lincoln that the nation could not remain divided 
on so important an issue. The essays in Federici’s collection show, however, 
that Brownson’s views on the proper mode of settling the slavery question 
changed over time, perhaps not surprisingly given the onset of civil war and 
the president’s later Emancipation Proclamation. Like many, Brownson had 
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once hoped that the South could overcome the sin of slavery on their own, 
and was critical of enforcing such a measure upon them. Later reflection led 
him to see, again with Lincoln, that war measures such as emancipation were 
justifiable, but only as a means of securing peace. But when it came to recon-
structing the Southern states, Brownson opposed the executive branch taking 
the lead, preferring instead Congress as the proper institutional vehicle for 
reunifying the nation. 

What is clear in Brownson’s essays is that he is not a party man. He faults 
Southern Democrats for their poor political thought and criminal acts of 
rebellion; but he is far from a blind follower of Lincoln’s Republican Party, 
and is quick to criticize the president’s often very difficult war decisions. The 
two guiding lights of Brownson’s political thought are the natural law and 
the text of the US Constitution. Slavery is wrong because it violates natural 
law, even if the Constitution allows for it. Secession is wrong because it vio-
lates the Constitution, even if nature does not prescribe the union of North 
American states. Reconstruction has to be in accord with both the natural 
law and the text of the framers’ Constitution. Analyzing the events of his day 
with the help of these two lights allowed him to be friendly to the American 
political order, without being friendly to organized political parties. 

An interesting and unique inclusion by Federici is the essay—though 
really it is a short autobiographical book published in 1857—The Convert; or, 
Leaves from My Experience. While each of the other entries has something 
directly to do with American politics, this long piece (about 150 pages) is 
reminiscent of St. Augustine’s Confessions far more than of The City of God. 
Brownson’s concern is explaining how he came to believe in the tenets of the 
Roman Catholic faith, but only after giving a catalogue of the other theologi-
cal and cosmological viewpoints he tried on first. Nothing fit, as it were, until 
he took seriously Catholic teaching. Brownson describes his work here as an 
attempt to tell the public his story, and to do so truthfully. Odd though it 
at first seems to include this with the far more political essays, Federici was 
right to do so, for The Convert tells the story of an unmistakably American 
citizen who believes in republican institutions, but is searching for a deeper 
set of moral convictions that can unite the political community. One of the 
themes of the story is the apparent contradiction between Catholic dogma 
and the republic. Brownson concludes that the church’s teachings may be out 
of step with popular sentiment at a given moment, but not with the institu-
tions of the regime or the political thought of the framers more generally. 
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This personal account of his life helps explain the positions—controversial 
then and now—Brownson defends in the other twelve essays. 

If there is one sentence in the collection that best explains Brownson’s 
political thought, it is the following: “Our work, after saving our souls, per-
haps as one of the conditions of saving them, is to do what we can to save 
our country” (62). Every page gives evidence of a man who both passionately 
believes in all the Catholic Church teaches and is full of hope in what the 
American republic can become. That such hope could exist in the most tur-
bulent of times America has ever seen should make us wonder at the apparent 
lack of hope among some leading Catholic intellectuals today. Perhaps it is 
impossible to be a good Catholic and a good citizen of America, but before 
we arrive at such a dismal conclusion, we should take seriously the claims of 
the leading nineteenth-century Catholic American thinker who thought the 
contrary. Thanks to Federici’s efforts, we have, in addition to that thinker’s 
The American Republic, a good collection of his essays with which to do so. 
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When Robert Goldwin put together a volume on the origins and program of 
the New Left in the late sixties, he wished to include opposing viewpoints. 
Critics of the movement, including Allan Bloom, Walter Berns, Harry Clor, 
and Sidney Hook, signed up and contributed essays. But, Goldwin lamented, 
“one after the other, leading New Left authors refused the invitation.”1 Osten-
sibly, this was because a dialogue of any sort would have legitimized their 
critics and exposed the interlocutors to the charge of selling out to the Estab-
lishment. The sole exception was Howard Zinn, who contributed an essay 
on the (poor) health of American democracy. Zinn’s willingness to enter the 
fray, while his comrades—many of whom were students still struggling to 
define the movement—refused, helped make Zinn the de facto intellectual 
campus leader of the New Left. He was also shrewd enough to capitalize on 
his position. Ten years later he published his People’s History of the United 
States, a book which, as Mary Grabar aptly demonstrates, is a political pro-
gram masquerading as a history textbook.

Zinn’s success has been astonishing and nothing short of an American 
rags-to-riches story. The son of poor Russian-Jewish immigrants, Zinn was 
best known for his political activism on behalf of the New Left at Boston Uni-
versity in the late sixties and the seventies. His scholarly output was rather 
thin, and greatly eclipsed by his political writings, particularly against the 

1  Robert Goldwin, editor’s preface to How Democratic Is America? Responses to the New Left Chal-
lenge (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1969), i.
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war in Vietnam. Zinn’s focus on political action at the expense of scholarship 
earned him the lasting rancor of John Silber, Boston University’s president. 
Silber was particularly annoyed at Zinn for attempting to suppress campus 
speakers with whom he disagreed, as well as with Zinn’s unusual method of 
grading. According to Silber, Zinn would pass around a “hat in his class to let 
people draw their grades, and he told them in advance that there were only 
A’s and B’s in the hat.”2 Silber was also alarmed by Zinn’s rejection of scholar-
ship and contemplation, a charge that Zinn, with a decided preference for 
impetuosity over circumspection, happily confirms: “The best kind of educa-
tion you can get is when you’re involved in social struggles for a cause” (59). 
The skirmishes with Silber continued until Zinn’s retirement in 1988. 

Zinn’s textbook survey, A People’s History of the United States, was pub-
lished in 1980 and received a cool reception in the academic community. 
Scholars on both the left and the right challenged its credibility and suggested 
that it distorted the facts in pursuit of a political agenda. Zinn’s publisher, 
perhaps anticipating only modest sales, decided to publish a modest four 
thousand copies of the work. It soon became clear that supply of the book 
could not keep pace with the growing demand. Twenty-four printings later, 
the book had sold nearly a million copies and catapulted Zinn into celebrity 
status. Moving quickly to capitalize on this success, Zinn released a second, 
expanded edition, along with A Young People’s History of the United States. In 
addition, Zinn spun off movies, documentaries, and the nonprofit Zinn Edu-
cation Project, which he described as “a collaborative effort with Rethinking 
Schools and Teaching for Change” (xxix). By 2012, more than two million 
copies of the book had been sold. Zinn’s fame in the popular culture—Grabar 
calls him “the icon and rock star of historians”—has been astonishing (xxxv).

Grabar sets out to expose the shoddiness of Zinn’s history. She builds a 
convincing case that, on every page, Zinn’s history is “distorted, manipula-
tive, and plain dishonest.…No other historian has gotten away with as much 
as Zinn has” (xv). Zinn’s analysis exaggerates certain elements and silences 
others to craft a version of American history, from the Founding to the Civil 
Rights movement, that presents America as corrupt and oppressive. Where 
no case can be made, Zinn is hardly above using innuendo and leading ques-
tions to make his point. In his account of the Allies’ victory over Nazism, he 
observes: “With the defeat of the Axis, were fascism’s essential elements—
militarism, racism, and imperialism—now gone? Or were they absorbed 

2  See http://hnn.us/roundup/entries/18775.html.
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into the already poisoned bones of their victors?” (cf. xiii). The outrageous 
identification of the Allied victory with fascism is typical of Zinn’s approach, 
which deploys outlandish claims to shock some readers and tantalize others 
with the promise of revealing the true story behind the official history.

Perhaps the best-known part of Zinn’s account is his grim presentation of 
Christopher Columbus. Today, following Zinn, nearly every college textbook 
begins with some version of Zinn’s account of the European destruction of 
the Indians (3–4). This account is critical because it allows him to tell the 
story of the discovery of the new world as part of a broader tale of European 
exploitation and brutality. Grabar shows that Zinn simply lifted his account 
from a high-school history textbook by his fellow antiwar colleague Hans 
Koning. No wonder academic historians were unimpressed with Zinn’s work.

Koning’s account is a straightforward morality tale, where the European 
explorers are presented as nefarious agents of the nascent modern state. Their 
motives are confined wholly to material greed, in pursuit of which their bru-
tality knows no bounds. The protagonists in the story are the natives, who live 
simply in peace and communal harmony. Zinn sharpens the story around 
an oppressor/oppressed narrative by exaggerating and suppressing details as 
necessary. He also adds a decidedly socialist narrative. In his account, the 
native peoples have little concept of either private property or war (cf. 77–87). 
Indeed, Zinn reports that Arawak Indians had a simple society “based on 
village communes where most property was jointly held” (7). Nor were the 
natives well versed in the art of war: “having never seen iron, [they] acciden-
tally cut themselves on the Europeans’ swords when they touch them” (4). 
In Zinn’s account, Columbus quickly realizes that he can exploit the natural 
goodness of the natives in order to enrich himself.

Readers of Rousseau’s Second Discourse know how this story ends. But 
Rousseau was not so foolish as to suggest that natural man was social, that 
he lived peacefully in harmony with his fellows with neither political nor 
religious institutions to govern relations between the sexes. Zinn attempts to 
confine amour-propre, and the violent passions that accompany it, entirely 
to the Europeans, who rape and enslave the natives at will. Grabar patiently 
points to the distortions and omissions in Zinn’s account, but Zinn’s response 
to such criticism, namely, that scholarly protocol should not prevail against 
the “noble political purpose behind [his] history,” seems to have persuaded 
many of his readers (25). The long-term effects of this moral indoctrination, 
as Mark Blitz observes, undermine the very means of correcting them: “Silly 
or dangerous academic views no longer bounce so easily off healthy young 
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souls. Years of repetition from high school and earlier weaken natural 
defenses, and more and more foolishness is absorbed. The number of 
students who see only the errors of capitalism but not its merits, who 
define our country by its faults and not by the structures of liberty it has 
established, and who believe reason to be a weapon of privilege and not 
the essence of our humanity is astounding.”3 

Zinn’s treatment of other episodes in American history continues in the 
same vein. His account of the Founding merely reiterates the conclusions of 
Charles Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United 
States. It goes without saying that Zinn is uninterested in Herbert Storing’s 
work on the anti-Federalists or the actual debate surrounding the adoption of 
the Constitution. Rather he imagines a cabal among the nefarious Founders 
who discovered that “by creating a nation, a symbol, a legal unity called the 
United States, they could take over land, profits, and political power from 
favorites of the British Empire” (35). Zinn’s goal is to deny nationhood, to 
see the Founding as the assertion of one set of economic interests against 
another, and to dismiss any higher claims as part of a justifying ideology. 

Inverting Leo Strauss’s maxim about interpreting the low in the light of 
the high, Zinn always interprets the high in the light of the low. With excep-
tional consistency, Zinn deftly reduces every claim to justice or nobility in 
American history to a crude power—or profit—grab. Once Zinn’s formula 
is exposed, it is easy to see how every episode in American history can be 
explained in terms of exploitation. Zinn is particularly interested in showing 
that the United States is as culpable for the Cold War as the Soviets. Grabar 
tirelessly details Zinn’s omissions and distortions. Her account is persuasive 
and consequently raises an important question: Why has Zinn’s work been 
so influential? 

The appeal of Zinn cannot be traced back simply to his Marxism. One 
searches Zinn’s history in vain for a discussion of Marxism, or a critique of 
the labor theory of value, the scientific account of the material forces that 
undergird ideology. Rather, as Grabar shows, Zinn presents a bucolic account 
of pristine nature in the lifestyles of native peoples such as the Arawak Indi-
ans. Zinn thus presents a set of anthropological and moral claims that are 
closer to Rousseau than to Marx. Zinn’s case lacks the depth of Rousseau’s 

3  Mark Bliz, “The Academy of Mediocrity,” The American Mind, Nov. 28, 2018, https://american-
mind.org/features/the-reichstag-is-still-burning/the-academy-of-mediocrity/.
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psychological anthropology. Like the Sophists, he tells young people the story 
they want to hear, a story that coincidentally supports Zinn’s reputation as a 
social activist. 

Zinn’s portrait of simple, virtuous, and peace-loving souls who share 
their labor, wealth, and love in the spirit of true community presents an 
appealing alternative to the self-interest and restless pursuit of gain of the 
bourgeois. Rousseau challenges us to consider whether the strength of a com-
munity requires the suppression of individuality, freedom, and the arts. In 
contrast, Zinn does not discern how politics and tightly knit communities 
might pose a threat to individual enlightenment or, for that matter, the cen-
sorship or elimination of the theater, of which Zinn was so fond. Nor has 
Zinn considered whether equality alone is sufficient to build a community, 
or the love of others, as brothers and sisters in his account of native peoples, 
requires a common father (or mother). Instead, Zinn conceives of history in 
the light of his fondest political hopes and dreams while failing to consider 
the most violent and terrible political possibilities. His account therefore 
lacks moderation and encourages fanaticism. That young people should be 
attracted to such an account is hardly a surprise.

Howard Zinn set out to debunk the view that America is a nation 
conceived in liberty and dedicated to equality. His history has proven so suc-
cessful that it makes it nearly impossible to consider the merits of the earlier 
view of the Founding. In debunking Zinn’s history, Mary Grabar has loos-
ened his dogmatic account of American history and allows us to reflect once 
again on the unfinished work of the Founders. 
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The opening paragraph of “The Poet as Teacher of Statesmen,” the introduc-
tion to The Soul of Statesmanship, is a fitting place to begin: “This volume 
joins a growing chorus of scholars who approach Shakespeare as a politi-
cal thinker. Its authors—drawing upon expertise in fields such as political 
philosophy, American government, and law—explore how Shakespeare’s 
plays dramatize perennial questions about human nature, moral virtue, 
and statesmanship, and demonstrate that reading them as works of philo-
sophical literature enhances our understanding of political life” (xi). The 
editors place these essays in the tradition of humanistic politics, and gesture 
to Tocqueville, Burke, Lincoln, and Twain as thinkers and writers sensitive 
to Shakespeare’s deep and substantive engagement with political problems. 
Indeed, they go so far as to claim that “the Bard was, and remains, our politi-
cal teacher as Homer and Virgil were said to have been the political teachers 
of the Greeks and Romans” (xii).

The volume’s nine essays divide neatly into three each on Shakespeare’s 
tragedies, comedies, and histories. Part 1, “Tragedy and the Folly of the Ruler,” 
includes essays by Timothy Burns (“One That Loved Not Wisely but Too 
Well: Devotional Love and Politics in Othello”), Carson Holloway (“Macbeth: 
The Spiritual Drama of the Tyrannical Soul”), and L. Joseph Hebert (“Wings 
as Swift as Love: Hamlet and the Virtues (and Vices) of the King”). Part 2, 
“Comedy and the Reign of Wisdom,” includes essays by Denise Schaeffer and 
Mary P. Nichols (“Both False and True: Love, Death, and Poetry in Love’s 

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.
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Labour’s Lost”), Thomas Vincent Svogun (“Jurisprudence in Shakespeare’s 
Merchant of Venice”), and Luigi Bradizza (“Christian Ethics and Political 
Moderation in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure”). Part 3, “History and 
Rule as the Measure of Statesmen,” includes essays by Khalil M. Habib (“The 
Bastard in King John; or, On the Need for a Unified English Nation”), Joseph 
Alulis (“To Make High Majesty Look Like Itself: Shakespeare’s Richard II 
and the Nature of the Good Regime”), and David Alvis (“This Blessed Plot: 
Divine Justice and Law from Richard II’s Trial by Combat to Henry V’s Battle 
of Agincourt”).

“Soul of Statesmanship” is a striking title choice. It suggests a search for 
the essence of ruling, the virtues or actions of genuine statesmen over against 
lackluster rulers or tyrants. But it also suggests an interest in the soul of the 
ruler, his or her interior life (and, as all of these authors acknowledge, his or 
her eternal life). Though this distinction is not an explicit structuring ele-
ment, each essay considers the “soul” of statesmanship sometimes in the first 
sense and sometimes in the second. Ultimately, each implies that if we are 
to understand fully the essence of ruling, we must adequately consider the 
inner, eternal life of the ruler.

The essays on Shakespeare’s tragedies emphasize the classical under-
standing of tyranny: “rule by one for his own advantage and not for the 
common good” (24). According to Burns, Iago extends this principle of self-
ish self-regard to all individuals, so that the tyrant is simply what any of us 
would be if given the chance—every life masks an overriding “hidden but 
ever operative self-interest” (16). If Iago is right, our public face is a mask 
for our selfish souls, and we should not be surprised if politics, and our per-
sonal relationships, can be reduced to the pursuit of private gain. On this 
reading, the tragedy of Othello is that he accepts Iago’s cynicism enough to 
distrust and then condemn those he loves best. For Holloway, Macbeth is 
the classic tyrant and, as Xenophon argues in the Hiero, the one who suf-
fers most under tyranny is the tyrant himself. And since Shakespeare gives 
Macbeth, more than once, the opportunity to repent, “the full extent of the 
tragic protagonist’s loss” is “the apparent loss of his soul” (33). Hebert argues 
that Hamlet tragically fails to love self, neighbor, and God, and that these 
three loves “ought to govern both states and men” (38). Hamlet fails because 
he lacks the caritas necessary to heal the troubles besetting the state. Hamlet 
therefore in the end imitates his uncle’s tyrannous behavior, since he cares 
most about “grasping for petty, private, and hateful forms of revenge” (51). 
He dies unrepentant, and this death, a result of his own perverse desire to die 
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and so a failure of self-love, leaves Denmark with nothing but a “foul, strange, 
and unnatural” silence (53). 

In general, the goodness of the soul is the final criterion of a good life, 
and hence also the final criterion of good statesmanship. This makes states-
manship a demanding enterprise: straightforward self-interest is replaced by 
something more complex, leaders must keep in mind their eternal destiny, 
and caritas is necessary for the good ruler. But the essays on Shakespeare’s 
comedies remind us that while the soul makes statesmanship more demand-
ing, in another sense it makes it less so. Svogun argues that The Merchant of 
Venice systematically exposes the problems of a positivist legal framework. 
Appeals to the natural (or moral) law, the law of the soul, must supplement 
and sometimes overturn positive and instrumental contractual law (often 
enough by softening its hard, unyielding edges). It is not enough that Bas-
sanio wins the lottery; he must also ask Portia’s consent. Shylock’s contract 
with Antonio is not self-interpreting; Portia demonstrates that individuals 
can use that same formalism “to defeat the lawmaker’s will or in this instance 
the will of an individual who invokes the power of the sovereign to enforce a 
contract he entered into” (89–90).

Bradizza’s analysis of Measure for Measure likewise appeals to the moral 
realities of the soul to soften the potentially harsh realities of positive law. 
Strikingly, in this play the source of the legal demandingness in Vienna is 
itself the perfection demanded by the moral law. Angelo thinks the state 
should pursue the perfect virtue of its citizens. Isabella observes the obvious 
failings of the state and concludes that withdrawal to the convent is her only 
choice. The Duke rejects both forms of harshness: the punishment appro-
priate for the incontinent is marriage rather than death, and his broader 
intention is to “bring about moral behavior but to continue to permit sin-
ful thoughts. Vienna is to be a continent but not necessarily virtuous city” 
(106). Even though the divine law demands perfection, the state can judge 
only external behavior because none of us has perfect knowledge of our inner 
states (including of course our own). Thus, somewhat paradoxically, the 
statesman who would be true to the moral law must be merciful.

Schaeffer and Nichol’s consideration of Love’s Labour’s Lost elegantly 
highlights the tension between the hardness and softness of the moral law 
and so also the relationship between justice and mercy in the good statesman. 
In this play, “whereas the men appear charming but frivolous and unreliable, 
the more serious women represent social order and the embodied limitations 
of the human condition” (59). The play invites us to see a fruitful balance 
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between these two tendencies, between the Spring and Winter represented in 
the final pageant at the end of the play: we must all of us recognize that “the 
constraints of human life exist alongside its joys” (75). Our souls should make 
us serious, since they are serious things and demand that we bend always 
towards our death and the reward we should hope for in heaven. And our 
souls should make us joyful, since they are beautiful things given to us by 
God who means for us to celebrate them and to live fully, even playfully, in 
the present moment.

The essays on Shakespeare’s English history plays reveal the interplay of 
these broader theoretical claims in the development of the English nation. 
Habib, for example, argues that King John “acts as an unaccountable God” 
(124) and believes himself subject to neither “church [n]or earthly authority 
and that England is his to do with as he pleases” (123). Philip Falconbridge, 
the bastard son of Richard I, develops a patriotism that “embodies a unique 
combination of both Christian and political instincts and might well be 
Shakespeare’s way of showing us what a model king and citizen ought to look 
like” (124). This patriotism, a love of his homeland “that serves as a newly 
found source of a standard for society” that “can serve as a guide to virtuous 
action,” is subordinated to a “moral compass that informs his sense of duty 
for the common good” (and so subordinate also to the divine law) (136).

Alulis’s essay on Richard II emphasizes a balance between the divine and 
human by showing us a ruler who fails to achieve it. Richard II’s claim to 
absolute rule is connected to his sacramental understanding of his anoint-
ing, and “complete submission to a king” is justified as a “vehicle of grace” 
and “aid to virtue” (148). But his own actions (principally the confiscation of 
Bolingbroke’s property) show that Richard does not measure up to his own 
ideals. The tragedy of the play is that Richard II “unworthily claimed title to 
rule in the best regime, rule by one of superhuman virtue” (154).

One might think that the appropriate response to Richard II would be 
to temper one’s superhuman ideals, but Alvis’s essay on the second tetralogy 
argues otherwise. Like Shaeffer and Nichols, Alvis emphasizes the inherent 
tension between the human and the divine in politics. We are neither angels 
nor beasts, and each should balance the demands of the other in recognition 
of our twofold nature. “The demise of Richard [II] marks the end of Eng-
land’s medieval political order and the divine right theory of kingship. In the 
place of divine right emerges a political universe that is devoid of theologi-
cally significant ceremonies and political institutions” (166). What follows 
is an endless series of wars among the nobles under the reign of Henry IV, 
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proving “that brute strength only invites further contests of force” (169). Even 
if the king and nobles were good in the natural sense, “law and virtue are 
only truly efficacious when human beings think that they are sanctioned by 
divine authority” (176). Henry V recognizes that he must satisfy the temporal 
demands of the ruled while also placing his authority within a supernatu-
ral context. At the battle of Agincourt, and in particular through the Saint 
Crispin’s Day speech, Henry locates their earthly success within God’s provi-
dential order (rather than the divine right of the ruler), and thereby justifies 
the place of the English nation (and his own kingship) within European 
politics.

Any review is woefully selective, and a review of nine independent essays 
even more so. But I hope I have conveyed the underlying unity present in The 
Soul of Statesmanship, as well as its sustained interest in the complexities of 
the soul in the political order. I warmly recommend them to all those inter-
ested (and honestly, all of us should be interested) in the power and promise 
of humanistic politics.
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Irving Babbitt is something of a forgotten giant in American political 
thought. His eclipse is puzzling. He decisively influenced T. S. Eliot and Rus-
sell Kirk (among others), and his major themes—the rise of nationalism, the 
endless multiplication of rights, the imperialism of idealistic democracies, 
and the corruption of liberty into license—are more relevant today than 
when Babbitt wrote almost one hundred years ago. So why the neglect?

Babbitt’s fading reputation may be, in part, his own fault: he was a master 
without a masterpiece, or at least a master without a career-crowning work. 
Many of his most original insights are developed not in Democracy and 
Leadership (his major work on politics), but in Rousseau and Romanticism, 
a monograph on French literature. To see any one of his ideas worked out to 
its full extent, a reader must traverse a half-dozen books on almost as many 
subjects. A specialized modern scholar, say, in international politics, has little 
reason to explore a somewhat ponderous disquisition on Chateaubriand, 
Madame de Staël, and the French Romantics. As a result, Babbitt’s audience 
has dwindled. (That he foresaw how overspecialization and the decline of 
liberal education would lead to this fate does not make it the more excusable.) 

William S. Smith has taken an excellent first step—or rather, first leap—
at setting this problem aright. In Democracy and Imperialism, Smith collects 
and sets in order Babbitt’s political thought in a far more systematic fashion 
than Babbitt did himself. In doing so, he has the potential to expand the 
scholarship on Irving Babbitt beyond the confines of devotees to a much 
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more general readership. This book belongs on the shelf of any scholar at the 
intersection of international relations (IR) and political philosophy. 

“Babbitt,” Smith writes, “makes a unique philosophical contribution by 
extending th[e] city-soul parallel to the field of international affairs” (180). 
This is not an abstruse contribution but one of enduring relevance. Smith 
presents his subject so that the IR scholar, who might otherwise doze at talk 
of city-souls, will instead recognize the battle lines between liberal inter-
nationalists, constructivists, and realists, even though Babbitt wrote a half 
century before these divisions emerged. He will likewise recognize the debate 
between Fukuyama and Huntington that shook the discipline in the nineties 
and early aughts, and whose tremors continue to shape American foreign 
policy today. (In 2017, the Washington Post ran a long piece on the origins 
of Trump’s foreign policy in the thought of Samuel Huntington. They might 
have traced it back further still, to Babbitt.) Democracy and Imperialism 
gives a full chapter to these two thinkers, along with Henry Kissinger; by 
the end, Smith has convincingly shown that theirs is not a new debate, but 
simply another round in a centuries-long struggle between Romanticism and 
tradition—a struggle Babbitt spent most of his life elucidating. 

According to Babbitt, the Romantic impulse seeks to liberate man from 
external control. (The IR scholar will recognize E. H. Carr’s idealists in what 
Babbitt calls Romantics.) This liberation, though, leads not to free men but 
to disordered souls. These disordered souls, in turn, lead to disorder in the 
state, including tyrannies such as the Terror and Napoleonic rule. Disordered 
states, in turn, lead to disordered politics in the world. Liberal democracies, 
with their universalizing ideals and their lack of self-restraint, will embark 
on moralizing crusades, descending into a kind of imperialism as surely as 
they descend into revolution. Idealism, Babbitt insists, necessarily ends in 
tragedy (51), and in one of his signature phrases, Babbitt warned against “that 
singular mixture of altruism and high explosives that we are pleased to term 
our civilization” (57). 

Here Babbitt makes a surprising connection. He argues that Roman-
tic and scientific worldviews are superficially opposed but fundamentally 
united. Both Rousseau and Bacon (and their heirs) seek to liberate mankind 
from constraint. It is no accident that emotive humanitarianism found itself 
in the same trench as machine guns and poison gas. “These two philosophies 
existed side by side in modernity to unite a worship of scientific power with 
a worship of emotion and unchecked impulse.…[Babbitt wrote,] ‘In seeking 
to gain dominion over things he lost dominion over himself ’” (30–33). Peace 
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comes only through self-discipline and self-renunciation. Combining uto-
pian feelings of brotherhood with the utilitarian conquest of nature would, 
Babbitt predicted, lead inevitably to war.

Since the test of a theory is how well it predicts the future, it is worth 
noting how much Babbitt foresaw. After World War I, when Americans were 
turning to self-determination as a means to peace, he correctly predicted the 
rise of militaristic nationalism. In 1917, he predicted the US-Japanese conflict 
in the Pacific (136). He seems to have guessed at the rise of identity politics, 
including its connection to the “sublime convicts” (81) of Romantic literature. 
And, if I may stretch the word a bit, here is his Tocquevillian prediction of the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe: “the arts would be simultaneously wonderful 
and trivial” (98).

The political theorist will find Babbitt just as relevant. In his critique of 
liberalism, Babbitt clearly anticipates the debates provoked by figures such 
as Patrick Deneen and Sohrab Ahmari: “Babbitt argued that even ‘moderate’ 
social contract theorists such as Locke had paved the way for the revolution-
ary” (94). Indeed, it is almost eerie to read an author write, in 1924, that 
“understanding the difference between a Jeffersonian liberal and a Wash-
ingtonian constitutionalist is ‘the key that unlocks American history’” (73), 
and that the former, if unchecked, will lead to the despotism of a spiritually 
bankrupt, Epicurean meritocracy (75). 

Unsurprisingly, much of Babbitt’s political thought is Burkean, especially 
his critique of ideology. Smith draws out this intellectual parentage, but he 
emphasizes, rightly, that Babbitt owes a deeper debt to the ancients. Babbitt’s 
central theme is a blend of Aristotle and Confucius: of man as a political 
animal who first must seek to control himself before he seeks to rule others. 

Political theorists will also appreciate Smith’s care with his subject. 
Democracy and Imperialism is, first and foremost, a work of faithful recon-
struction. Smith approaches his charge like the curator of a historic house: he 
reconstructs and presents Babbitt exactly as he would have been, with a bit 
of explanatory commentary along the way, and he trusts that the result will 
inspire by itself. As part of this approach, Smith largely lets Babbitt speak for 
himself. On some pages, as much as a third of the text consists of quotation 
from Babbitt’s works. This method works well: Babbitt wrote manfully, but 
his argumentation was often haphazard; in letting Babbitt speak for himself, 
from one book to another, Smith has preserved the force and verve of the 
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original texts while setting their ideas in a more logical and digestible form 
for the reader.

Democracy and Imperialism, though, is not just for the Babbitt new-
comer. Even those who have read extensively from Babbitt’s corpus will find 
this a valuable resource. Smith gives us a full portrait of Babbitt’s thought 
on international politics, more complete than what any other book offers. It 
has lost none of Babbitt’s clarity, and it has added a much greater coherence. 
In short, Smith has written a book that is more valuable as a go-to source on 
Babbitt than anything Babbitt himself composed. In the future, when I need 
to look up something from Babbitt, I suspect I will turn to Smith first, and to 
Babbitt second. 

Democracy and Imperialism has one last readership, this one the least 
obvious but the most important: undergraduates. Chapters 4 (“Democracy 
as Revolution”) and 5 (“Democracy as Imperialism”) are provocative, acces-
sible, and learned; they are ideal counterpoints to undergraduate readings 
from Rousseau. They express, directly and accessibly, many of the dangers 
in this tradition of political thought, and they do so in such a way that the 
undergraduate needs no additional background reading to be able to enter 
the conversation. They also pair well with readings on modern idealists such 
as Samantha Power, for Babbitt forbids excusing failed policymakers on the 
grounds of good intentions. I have already tested these chapters on my own 
undergraduates, and I can affirm that the subsequent discussion was the best 
of the semester. 

Democracy and Imperialism has few weaknesses; only four bear men-
tioning. One, regrettable but unavoidable, is that by focusing exclusively on 
Babbitt’s political thought, Smith has necessarily set aside his work on lit-
erature and liberal education. Babbitt’s contributions in these areas, though, 
were just as incisive and prescient as his work on democracy. The interested 
reader should not stop with this book. 

A second weakness is a missed opportunity. Babbitt could easily speak 
to the classical and Christian realist movements in IR theory (such as Paul 
Miller’s American Power), yet these connections are never explored. Like-
wise, many of Babbitt’s hypotheses (which he did not bother to support with 
evidence) have since been corroborated extensively in modern political sci-
ence. Babbitt’s insistence that democracies might be more imperialistic than 
nondemocracies has been borne out by the data, and the author missed the 
chance to point this out.
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Third, Smith treats his subject with such reverence that he scarcely dares 
suggest that Babbitt might have erred. Yet, for as much as authors like Ken-
neth Waltz grossly oversimplify international politics, they have made at least 
one lasting contribution: the whole is not the same as its parts. When Bab-
bitt insists that “society is man written in larger letters” (8), it is not clear he 
appreciates this basic political truth. The state is both more and less than man. 
Similarly, Smith never qualifies Babbitt’s central claim, that political order 
depends most on leaders of high character. He goes so far as to insist that 
“sound and elevated leadership provides the main bulwark against capricious 
popular opinion” (131). But does it? Babbitt rarely supports this or related 
ideas with compelling evidence, and Democracy and Imperialism might have 
tried to do more either to support this claim or to allow that Babbitt might 
have overstated his case.

Finally, Democracy and Imperialism strikes me—and here is only per-
sonal opinion—as somewhat unjust to American foreign policy. For all its 
errors and overreach, surely there is yet much to commend about the last 
forty years. Smith pulls no punches: “There should be no doubt that the recent 
rise of nationalism in the West was a result of highly unimaginative leaders 
who were incapable of directing popular aspirations in a healthier direction” 
(156). Well, yes; granted. But does it follow that the Gulf War was a mistake 
(177) or that Fukuyama’s prognostications are “rubble” (162)? These judg-
ments, and others like them, seem too hasty. Babbitt lacked faith in American 
foreign policy, and Smith seems to share his skepticism; this reader, though, 
finds much to celebrate, even if there is also much to correct.

These few weaknesses aside, this book is excellent. It is a faithful, compre-
hensive reconstruction of one of the twentieth century’s most interesting (but 
least studied) political minds. William Smith has written a book we needed. 
What is more, he has also given us a book full of wisdom, just as Babbitt was 
full of wisdom. It is worthwhile to have on the shelf even if only to pick up at 
leisure and search out how to better oneself. 

I close with a suggestion. Any scholar interested in both political theory 
and IR should read this book. The IR scholar and the political theorist, 
though, should perhaps approach this book in different ways. The theorist 
should read it from front to back, as written: Smith carefully builds to Babbitt’s 
main ideas, first by excavating their foundations in Babbitt’s humanism, then 
building up Babbitt’s theory of democracy, and finally by relating the entire 
edifice to the American world order. The theorist will appreciate how Smith 
begins with Babbitt’s critique of Rousseau and how this critique culminates 
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in a critique of the twentieth-century West. The IR scholar, though, might 
find this approach too arcane. Smith does not tackle a topic until he has made 
all the pieces ready, so that, by page 50, he has barely mentioned imperialism, 
despite its presence in the book’s title. Therefore, to IR scholars interested 
in this book, I would suggest working backward: begin with chapters 5 
(“Democracy and Imperialism”) and 7 (“World Order”), where Smith applies 
Babbitt’s ideas to twenty-first-century American foreign policy, and then turn 
to the early chapters, which elucidate the origins of democratic adventurism 
in Rousseau and his Romantic heirs. That way, the IR scholar will know in 
chapter 1 why he should care about a long-dead literature professor writing 
against an even longer-dead philosopher. 

Because the IR scholar should care. Babbitt is a reminder of the impor-
tance and power of a liberal education: “Babbitt’s research on Romanticism 
was what generated his theories on international relations” (110). That a Har-
vard professor of French literature, a student of eighteenth-century thought, 
somehow speaks more directly to contemporary debates in American foreign 
policy than many living pundits, let alone many political scientists, is a call 
to every scholar to spend a little less time in a secluded niche and a little 
more in the communion of generations. That, after all, is what defines the 
true cosmopolitan—and the true purpose of university education (140–41). 
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Michelle M. Kundmueller is to be commended for taking seriously the 
claim that Homer is a great teacher and not merely a repository of quaint, if 
enthralling, cultic myths that no person alive—no sane person—could ever 
believe. Her new book, Homer’s Hero: Human Excellence in the “Iliad” and 
the “Odyssey,” seeks to elaborate the Homeric understanding of human vir-
tue, and it does so with a view to answering the question of the best way of 
life for a human being. At the same time, it opens the question of the relation 
between love or desire and virtue. In what way does the former determine 
the latter? Which desires produce which virtues, and which virtues are most 
worthy of respect? Like many of her contemporaries,1 Kundmueller is also 
interested in the question of the status of women and the private family. She 
asks: Can women “ever exhibit the heroic virtues” (18)? Can the well-ordered 
private family, and the virtues cultivated therein, serve as the basis for a “just, 
speech-based politics” (17)?

1  See Helene Foley, “Penelope as Moral Agent,” in The Distaff Side: Representing the Female in 
Homer’s “Odyssey,” ed. Beth Cohen (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 93–116; Arlene 
Saxonhouse, “Political Women: Ancient Comedies and Modern Dilemmas,” and Mary P. Nichols, 
“Toward a New—and Old—Feminism for Liberal Democracy,” in Finding a New Feminism: Rethink-
ing the Woman Question for Liberal Democracy, ed. Pamela Grande Jansen (Lanham, MD: Roman & 
Littlefield, 1996), 149–70 and 171–92; Laura McClure, introduction to Making Silence Speak: Women’s 
Voices in Greek Literature and Society, ed. Andre Lardinois and Laura McClure (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2001), 3–16; and Ann Ward, “Mothering and the Sacrifice of Self: Women and 
Friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics,” Thirdspace 7 (2008): 32–57.

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.
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To answer these and related questions, Kundmueller undertakes a brisk 
and spirited analysis of six Homeric heroes. She begins with those she claims 
are single-mindedly devoted to honor (Ajax and Agamemnon); then she turns 
to those who are, as she puts it, “in transition or at least torn between the love 
of honor… and the love of their own private life” (47) (Achilles and Hec-
tor); then she turns to those she claims are best able to transcend the love of 
honor and who are, as a result, best able to satisfy their other, higher desires, 
such as the desire for “family, intimate friends, and the private household” 
(2) (Odysseus and Penelope). According to Kundmueller, Homer teaches that 
the pursuit of honor, as it is practiced in public or political life, is the chief 
obstacle to happiness or at any rate to the happiness of those who are able to 
be made happy by the highest things (1–2).2 It is also an obstacle to justice 
(180, 188, 15; but cf. 176–77, 181–82, 189–90). To the genuinely virtuous, poli-
tics offers nothing truly satisfying (196, 187); yet, because “private happiness 
needs protection” (16), it is sometimes necessary for the genuinely virtuous to 
engage in politics (16–17, 135, 182–83, 187–88). Happily, the virtues cultivated 
in the private sphere are, in Homer’s view, “likely” to support a just and stable 
politics (183, 192, 17, 14). What that politics might look like, and how it will 
protect the “rights of others” from abuse (194), Kundmueller does not say, 
apparently because Homer himself is silent (1, 183, 192). She does, however, 
divine that it will be “based on consensus, deliberation, and discussion” (192); 
that it will be “oriented toward the common good” (192); and that it will be 
less conducive to the vain and competitive status-seeking that thrives in our 
own culture (196–98).

As the structure of her work would suggest, Kundmueller regards Odys-
seus and Penelope as the best of Homer’s heroes (2). They are the best because 
they know and love their own (141, 181, 186–87), because they love “that which 
is good” (134), and because they love private life and the family (182, 186–87, 
192). Odysseus in particular is deserving of praise since, unlike his honor-
loving peers, he possesses the intelligence, courage, and self-restraint needed 
to secure his “first priority” (122), namely, his return to his family (15, 186). 
He is flawed, to be sure, by “an inadequate understanding of justice” (17; cf. 
189, 196); but, all things considered, his injustices are “relatively paltry” (176) 
and surely extenuated by the fact that he harms others to help his friends, that 
is, his much-deserving family (166–67). No doubt many readers would say all 
this is “obvious,” indeed “painfully obvious” (100, 153). Yet, in Kundmueller’s 

2  “The core of human life and its happiest fulfillment is harmony and unity with that which is one’s 
own and the prospect for this happy state to continue insofar as humanly possible” (187).
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view, the “painfully obvious” reading stands in need of defense, since there 
exists a small minority of scholars3 who claim that Odysseus never desired 
to return home, or came to desire his return only after much time away; the 
most radical of these go so far as to claim that Odysseus’s apparently lov-
ing and happy marriage is in fact “nothing more than a ploy managed by 
Odysseus on Penelope and by Homer on overly sentimental readers” (153). 
Adducing as evidence “the length of Odysseus’s voyage, his capacity to tell 
convincing lies, and the stakes in Ithaka,” these scholars maintain that Odys-
seus prolonged his voyage, neglected his kingly duties, and lied about his 
delay, the truth being that he was altogether absorbed in the pursuit of other, 
higher goods, variously understood as knowledge or immortality (100–101, 
15–16). It is against these scholars that Kundmueller wishes to contend: she 
writes “for the sake of the skeptical,” to put their doubts to rest (153). 

Contra the skeptics, Kundmueller claims that, so far from regarding 
his wife as an object of “political strategy or manipulation” (153), Odysseus 
thinks of Penelope as his friend, indeed as his “greatest friend” (155). Their 
friendship, according to Kundmueller, is founded on like-mindedness, simi-
larity in virtue, and honesty (14, 135, 154–55, 181, 184). This might provoke 
one to ask: Is not Odysseus famously dishonest? Is he not the liar par excel-
lence? Kundmueller concedes that he is (see, e.g., 103, 141). Yet this by itself 
proves nothing, since a consummate liar is not an indiscriminate liar, as even 
the skeptics would admit. The question, then, is whether Odysseus can be 
honest with Penelope—it being perfectly clear that if Odysseus cannot be 
honest with Penelope, he cannot be a good friend to Penelope, much less her 
“greatest friend.” Thus Kundmueller must find the support she needs in the 
proof that Odysseus is honest with Penelope.

This proof constitutes the most important part of her work. The weighti-
est evidence she presents is the story Odysseus tells Penelope in book 23. This 
story appears to be the same story Odysseus tells the Phaiakians in books 
9–12. It would seem, then, that Odysseus’s capacity to be honest with Penelope, 

3  Kundmueller identifies as members of this camp Ahrensdorf, Benardete, Ruderman, Bolotin, 
and—more ambiguously—Howland, Deneen, and Clay. See Peter J. Ahrensdorf, Homer on the Gods and 
Human Virtue: Creating the Foundations of Classical Civilization (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014); Seth Benardete, The Bow and the Lyre: A Platonic Reading of the “Odyssey” (Lanham, MD: 
Roman & Littlefield, 2008); Richard S. Ruderman, “Odysseus and the Possibility of Enlightenment,” 
American Journal of Political Science 43 (1999): 138–61; David Bolotin, “The Concerns of Odysseus: An 
Introduction to the Odyssey,” Interpretation 17 (1989): 41–58; Jacob Howland, The Republic: The Odyssey 
of Philosophy (Philadelphia: Paul Dry Books, 2004); Patrick J. Deneen, The Odyssey of Political Theory: 
The Politics of Departure and Return (Lanham, MD: Roman & Littlefield, 2003); Jenny Strauss Clay, The 
Wrath of Athena: Gods and Men in the “Odyssey” (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997).
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and therewith his capacity to reciprocate her friendship, stands or falls by his 
capacity to be honest with the Phaiakians. Odysseus’s capacity to be honest 
with the Phaiakians Kundmueller makes to stand on Homer’s capacity to be 
honest with his readers. According to Kundmueller, Homer always tells his 
readers when Odysseus is lying; he never deceives us; his testimony is “unim-
peachable” (104; cf. 72, 106). For example: “When Odysseus, disguised as a 
beggar and still undetected, tells his false history to Penelope in book 19, the 
line following his speech explains that he ‘knew how to say many false things 
that were like true sayings.’… A few lines later… Homer explains that Odys-
seus hides his tears and ‘deceived her’” (104). Because Homer nowhere calls 
into question Odysseus’s speech to the Phaiakians, Kundmueller concludes 
“that Odysseus tells the truth in his longest and most complete version of 
the story of his voyage” (104). Later, “when Odysseus tells Penelope about his 
voyage from Troy, Homer provides no evidence that Odysseus is lying or tell-
ing less than the complete story of his adventures” (105). “Homer could not 
be clearer about the completeness of Odysseus’s tale” (155; cf. 234nn43–45; 
221n20).

It is certainly true that Homer says that Odysseus told Penelope every-
thing, “the complete story,” leaving nothing out. It would seem, then, that if 
we are to take Homer at his word, we must be prepared to believe, first, that 
after tearfully reuniting with his wife, Odysseus told her the truth not only 
about the measureless toil still awaiting him, to be completed far from home, 
but also about his past infidelities, knowing full well that by doing so he risked 
spoiling the tender reunion he had sought for so long (compare 10.289–306 
and 10.333–47 with 23.320; 12.447–53 with 23.333–37; consider 23.264–67); 
and, second, that he did so under the auspices of a god who delayed the com-
ing of dawn so as to permit him to bring his tale to completion (23.241–46). 
This is surely not incredible; for who among us has never been moved to tell 
the truth—the painful truth—to a friend, even or especially when doing so 
may dissolve the friendship and imperil our own happiness?4 And who has 
not felt, in moments of deep satisfaction, in moments of sublime and self-
forgetting joy, the complete stoppage of time?

Still, a credible claim is not a true claim, and a feeling is not an argu-
ment. Given the great weight Kundmueller places on Homer’s testimony, it 
is surprising that she spends so much time talking about the Platonic myth 
of Er (10–15, 25, 33, 46, 95–96, 156, 158, 161, 176, 183) and so little time 

4  Compare to Bolotin, “The Concerns of Odysseus,” 49–50.
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investigating the Platonic critique of Homer or the ancient claim that he was 
a pleasing liar who spoke with hidden meanings.5 If there is a weakness in 
Kundmueller’s account, it seems to me to be this: she does not adequately 
reflect on Homer’s mode of writing or on the question of whether or to what 
extent he felt the need to accommodate himself to his audience. Homer him-
self seems to have thought this question an important one; at any rate, he all 
but begins his most prosaic work, the Odyssey, with a disavowal of art (1.9–10) 
and a reproof of a singer (1.337–44; compare 1.153–54, 22.344–53, 23.133–36). 
The reproof is especially revealing, as it comes from the lips of Penelope. In 
her first speech in the work, she blames the singer Phemius for singing a song 
she does not wish to hear, a song that pains her. She does this even though the 
song appears to have had a civilizing effect on the suitors (compare 1.325–26 
with 1.132–34). To her tearful demand that he sing a different song—one that 
will do the same trick without touching so close to home (1.337–40)—her 
son, Telemachos, gives this harsh reply:

Why, my mother, do you begrudge this excellent singer
his pleasing himself as the thought drives him? It is not the singers
who are to blame, it must be Zeus is to blame, who gives out
to men who eat bread, to each and all, the way he wills it.
There is nothing wrong in his singing the sad return of the Danaans.
People, surely, always give more applause to that song
which is the latest to circulate among the listeners. 
So let your heart and let your spirit be hardened to listen.6

5  Cf., e.g., Plato, Republic 377d–378d, 386a ff., and 601a ff., esp. 602b, 605b–d, 606a–d; Xenophon, 
Memorabilia 1.2.58–61 and Symposium 3.6; Thucydides, War of the Peloponnesians and Athenians 
1.21.1–2, 1.9.4, 1.10.3.
6  Homer, The Odyssey, trans. Richmond Lattimore (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 1.346–53.
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This collection is composed of six lectures given at the American University of 
Beirut on December 2–4, 2015. It includes “Cutting Off the King’s Head” (by 
Mladen Dolar); “Author, Subject, Structure: Lacan contra Foucault” (Lorenzo 
Chiesa); “Better Failures: Science and Psychoanalysis” (Samo Tomšič); “Merely 
Analogical: Structuralism and the Critique of Political Economy” (Anne van 
Leeuwen); “Battle Fatigue: Kiarostami and Capitalism” (Joan Copjec); and 
finally, “Foucault’s Neoliberal Post-Marxism” (Zdravko Kobe). 

Measure against Measure: Why Lacan contra Foucault

An introduction by editor Nadia Bou Ali, entitled “Measure against Measure: 
Why Lacan contra Foucault,” emphasizes that the idea of a frank confron-
tation between these two influential thinkers was initially drawn up when 
Lacan came to Beirut in 1974 during the Lebanese civil war. He had clearly 
perceived the complex tensions of a modern society, torn between individual 
demands, or particularistic and universalist collective rights, which had not 
been able to avoid sinking into sectarian struggle. This struggle was traceable 
to a lack of adequate institutional solutions (which seemed to be less the case 
at the end of 2019 in Lebanon, since even Hezbollah was under challenge). At 
the other end of the spectrum, it seems that Foucault was highly suspicious 

© 2020 Interpretation, Inc.
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of any form of institution (a suspicion that Nadia Bou Ali and Zdravko Kobe 
call “neoliberal,”1 though it is more closely akin to the anarchistic “libertari-
anism” of the Left). Foucault even sought a possible alternative to existing 
institutions in the Iranian revolution in 1978, before becoming disillusioned. 
For the uprising was not anti-institutionalist enough for him—quite the 
contrary, since Foucault’s aim was to “cut off the head” of any institution-
alization of “politics” (the title of Mladen Dolar’s contribution, infra). This 
aim is not so far from his approval of the 1792 massacres in Paris during 
the French Revolution, recalls Nadia Bou Ali (2). That approval exemplified 
recourse to direct “justice” without any need for “a referent, an institutional 
mediation that scales down, neuters and softly” and aseptically “controls.”

Foucault’s desire to go “directly” to things recalls Sartre’s “group in 
fusion,” whose overall energy is channeled by a “series” of actions to be car-
ried out according to a project. It differs, in degree but not in nature, from 
the rampages of the crowd evoked by Gustave Le Bon and, later, Sigmund 
Freud. Foucault seems to oscillate between the two approaches in his demand 
for “liberation” accompanied by a total, all-encompassing (subjective, ethical, 
political) “revolution,” as Nadia Bou Ali argues (2). However, he failed to take 
into sufficient account Lacan’s warning that any action, even the most “just” 
or “enraged” (reference to the Parisian massacres of 1792) does not escape 
“jouissance,” the pleasure of erection as a be-all and end-all, or the “power” of 
going all the way, all the way to the heady intoxication of untrammeled power 
(or the human passions of the ancients on which Spinoza dwelt, followed by 
the “second” Rousseau in the Reveries, prelude to the Romantic movement): 
“phallic symbols” galore, as Lacan might have put it. 

Ali emphasizes that in May 1968, as much as Lacan could smile when in 
the middle of the intellectual mode of so-called structuralism, the students 

1  The concept of “neoliberalism” seems to be twofold, because while it is rather similar at the political 
level to the anti-State anarchism to which Foucault can be connected, as some argue (for example, 
in France, Geoffroy de Lagasnerie, La dernière leçon de Michel Foucault: Sur le néolibéralisme, la 
théorie et la politique [Paris: Fayard, 2012]), at the economic level it is understood as the symbol of the 
supremacy of financial and technocratic capitalism over industrial and family capitalism. But this is 
nothing new, given Hilferding’s analysis in Finance Capital (1910), and above all, it can hardly explain, 
for example, the current industrial supremacy of the GAFAM or the Chinese and Indian upsurges, 
without forgetting the global decrease in poverty rates (reversing in this case the Marxist theory of 
pauperization linked to mechanization of the production process); which implies first of all analyzing 
the Schumpeterian aspect of capitalism identified by Max Weber. Unlike Marx, Weber distinguished 
the “lure of gain” and the “thirst to acquire” from the “rational organization of work,” where “ratio-
nality” integrates an ethics and a vocation (Beruf) that cannot be reduced to the mere efficiency or 
logic of resource allocation, even when accentuated by the digitization of the globalized economy 
(structured by transnational firms).
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in revolt could sarcastically chant that “the structures will not demonstrate 
in the streets,” while he, Lacan, was warning them that in reality it was 
their supposed “struggle” that gave them “jouissance.” The jouissance was 
itself part and parcel of the contemporary metamorphosis of capitalism as 
it turned towards the utilization of knowledge as “more to get into,” thereby 
reinforcing the stranglehold of capitalism. Even the idea of “destroying” its 
very foundations, as advocated by Foucault and the post-existentialism that 
followed the multiple bankruptcies of Marxism-Leninism (USSR, Maoism, 
Castroism, etc.), provided a form of jouissance that could project itself as 
“alternative” power.

That is why Ali argues (17) that what distinguishes Foucault and Lacan is 
that one of them, Foucault, challenged mediation and contested the figure of 
the “Master” dear to the Greeks as an initiator, a referent, between oneself and 
the world. Foucault thereby implicitly refused any referent imposed between 
signifier and signified (Derrida, for example, as he indicates in Positions 
[1975], when he strives to “go farther” than Lenin). This led in some instances 
to integral relativism, which Gilles Deleuze (a friend of Foucault’s, whom the 
latter greatly admired) called absolute empiricism, a generator of unchained 
concepts galore. One may think of David Hume questioning the very notion 
of cause, whereas for Lacan, total doubt (that of “doubting doubt that doubts 
doubt,” as Edgar Morin stressed) would not escape the fact that in any concep-
tualization, in any “interplay” between the signified (contents) and a signifier 
(representation), however “radical” and “liberated” it may fancy itself from 
the stranglehold of “the Code” of the referent and consequently of the “insti-
tution” that produces and envelops it, a desire for (more) jouissance retains 
its allure. Hence the centrality of desire as a permanent search for abreaction 
and, at the same time, for negative delineation insofar as it forces the energy of 
the will to dissipate instead of erecting itself (hence the psychoanalytical idea, 
present in Pierre Janet as well as Freud, of viewing it as a “regression”).

But isn’t this precisely what Foucault, Deleuze, Derrida, and Lyotard were 
seeking, with Lyotard adding, in Dérive à partir de Marx et Freud (1975), as if in 
response to Lacan’s objection and similarly to Georges Bataille, in L’expérience 
intérieure (1943), that jouissance should be experienced sadly? How, in other 
words, can human energy be prevented from concentrating itself in power to 
act? How can the energy of institutionalized society be rarefied at the source? 
How can the “State” itself, the ultimate referent, the “way of governing,” to 
cite Foucault (175), be eliminated and replaced by something of which he con-
stantly sought out the materialization, for example, in the Islamic revolution 
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of Iran? On a parallel track, this school of thought led to the idea of “decon-
structing,” of undermining the ties binding us to the Real, to its contents, 
however imaginary and symbolized they may be—what Leo Strauss named 
politeia when he used Aristotle as a starting point for his thought, as recalled 
by Claude Lefort. 

Hence, precisely, this idea of continuing to “cut off the head,” but this time 
in depth, in our innermost being; going above and beyond the reservations 
voiced by Lacan when he warned that this would not deactivate the trigger 
of jouissance and its erection as the other, permanent face of Power (a per-
severing “severe Father,” according to a famous play on Lacan’s words). For 
Foucault, however, the erection was dissolved in pleasure and rendered irrel-
evant. As for Deleuze, he indirectly addressed Lacan’s objection by arguing 
(just like Lyotard, supra) that as a result, desire should be targeted with neither 
object nor abreaction, hence perhaps his being drawn to Masoch and masoch-
ism (in Mille Plateaux [1980]). Foucault, on the other hand, admitted at least 
the provisional necessity of the object, hence perhaps his preference for Sade 
(including when the latter justifies the death of “Juliette”; see Histoire de la folie 
à l’âge classique [1961]). And hence his ambiguity: On one hand, there was the 
wish not only to “continue to cut off the political head” (37), but also to radi-
cally contest any and all power. On the other hand, retorted Lacan, the rise of 
radical extremes does not prevent us from deriving jouissance and striving to 
perpetuate power. In other words, how is it possible to apparently be “noth-
ing” (nihil), rather than something, the “self” liable to accumulate power and 
perennial “domination” over others, even though in reality the appearance 
and illusions are bound to congeal into power, if only by means of mediaza-
tion, renown and status as manifested in the production and reproduction  
of new elites?

Cutting Off the King’s Head

It is in any case in this direction that Mladen Dolar’s contribution seems to 
be heading, taking up a statement by Foucault: “We need to cut off the King’s 
head: in political theory that has still to be done” (37). This implies, accord-
ing to Dolar, that Foucault saw “power” less as “repression” than as a kind of 
machine, certainly paradoxical, of consent given by “free subjects” rather than 
“slaves” (similar in this respect to Norbert Elias’s “self-constraint” concept). 
Hence the subtlety of its influence, to be tracked down in order to extract 
“the” power (or “biopower”) that infiltrates everywhere, whether in bodies, 
pleasures, or the production of speech. 
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But what would be the ultimate goal of this search, which is akin to an 
infinite search for atonement, an admission of guilt that digs deep into the 
intimate, and which became perceptible in the incessant questioning promul-
gated by Foucault’s followers (the suivantes, Lacan would have said) regarding 
entire sections of Western history (the arts, literature, economics) considered 
as overly white, macho, “heteronormed”? For example, Dolar (40) evokes the 
idea of a willingness to substitute for this notion of power, claiming to be “one” 
or uniform, the pleasure of proliferation, of the dispersion of norms, each sub-
ject building its own at every moment, as Deleuze (supra) also claims. But 
under those conditions, Dolar wonders, will there not be, even surreptitiously, 
a search for a common referent permitting their cohabitation? The process 
can lead to a power even stronger than the one previously rejected, in a kind of 
“return of the repressed,” as is seen in the return of a new, more fundamental 
religiosity wrapped in millenarian and “end of the world” urgency; that, in a 
nutshell, is Charles Taylor’s criticism of Foucault (in Sources of the Self [1989] 
and The Malaise of Modernity [1991]), not to mention Richard Rorty (in Objec-
tivity, Relativism, and Truth [1991]). 

This brings us back to Foucault’s suspiciously “sensitive” relationship with 
“analysis” of the “repressed,” with the forcible absence of power, of center (the 
essence of the postmodern idea coming from Le Corbusier’s architecture and 
adopted by Lyotard, following Maurice Blanchot, in La condition postmod-
erne [1980]), the gaping breach of which attracts and, as Lacan emphasizes, is 
even conducive to jouissance. Foucault, on the other hand, dissents. Hence his 
rejection of the “psychoanalysis” he criticizes (as does Deleuze with his Anti-
Oedipus), believing rather in dispersion, dissipation, difference in itself (as in 
Deleuze) similar to Derrida’s différance (the a indicating precisely a breach 
in meaning). This dispersion would put an end to a uniform conception of 
“Man,” regulating his power relationships in a single dimension: that of the 
single, paternal norm. For them, this norm had to (sollen) “die” (the famous 
“death of Man”) because its definition of having-to-be is in fact merely a West-
ern production, destined to disappear as a unique patriarchal model. Then 
again, as indicated by Dolar’s citing of Lacan’s formula “Father or worse” (49), 
while the model is vigorously contested, it is perhaps not so easily replaceable. 
Dolar pointed out that its current nonsubstitution may be much worse, insofar 
as whatever replaces it will bring into being a far more coercive power (which 
is now the case in some American, British, and French universities).



 6 1 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 46 / Issue 3

Author, Subject, Structure: Lacan contra Foucault

This removal of any unifying referent and the resulting proliferation of 
“norms” (in fact “points of view”) raises the question of the “Subject”: Is he 
still the “author” of all these actions, asks Lorenzo Chieza (55)? Wouldn’t any 
“self,” even when illustrious, be rather a “system” effect, similar to waves of 
words that appear autonomous and dynamic but are in reality “drowned out” 
among other waves, all of them forming “ incessant streams of speech”? And 
yet they have a role to assume, that of support, such as Freud’s “proper name”: 
though not a subject, it is at least a “speaker” possessing a “language,” that is 
to say, an “unconscious,” according to Lacan, which brings about jouissance 
by its very existence. This is what distinguishes the Lacanian approach (supra), 
as confirmed by Chieza (59–64). In fact, it brings fulfillment to the “speaker” 
enjoying the (at times imaginary) “consequences” of its symbolic enunciation, 
which means that the human speaker is something more than an emitter 
among others.

Better Failures: Science and Psychoanalysis

Under these conditions, what really differentiates Lacan from Foucault is, as 
Samo Tomšič points out (81), that Foucault perceived the link between the 
desire to know and the joy it brings as just one more capitalist “invention,” 
certainly of a specific nature, yet always part and parcel of the continuum 
of its global production. For Lacan, on the other hand, the link between 
knowledge and jouissance is not insignificant, in that it places the latter at the 
center rather than the periphery of accumulation, with capitalism nonetheless 
enabling calculation of value through harmonization of its production. 

But what yardstick should we forge and symbolize to define not only 
the degree of desire, its intensity in the imagination, but above all the rate of 
jouissance, what it actually provides—even in conformism and the suppos-
edly hostile radicalities supposed to fight it? Let us suppose that the “figure 
of Man” has indeed crumbled and been dissolved owing to the relativization 
of its enunciations. In that case, given the supposed disappearance of the 
Subject (of History) and the Author, viewed as simple effects of the “System” 
now contracted into the single notion of “speaker” (or the “it speaks, only to 
say nothing”), how are we to measure this loss (in/voluntary loss of meaning 
that Foucault and Deleuze were strategically seeking)…and the jouissance it 
nevertheless still secretes (recalls Lacan)? 
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The question is especially salient because this (“in/voluntary”) loss of ref-
erential indexation is not, as occasionally claimed, similar to the transition 
from classical Newtonian physics (attraction/repulsion as the final referent) to 
quantum physics (waves/particles), in which the referent itself varies accord-
ing to polarizations. For these two physics complement each other in the sense 
that while the measured element varies, it remains possible to evaluate accord-
ing to its state in “space-time.” In the context of human temporality eager to 
rid itself of any evaluation deemed “repressive,” “castrating,” or “closed,” on 
the other hand, it goes beyond dialectic (in both the Hegelian and the Marx-
ian [Aufhebung] senses), and there would no longer be any need to overcome 
“contradictions” between the true and the false, for example, or to establish 
differences between men and women. For there would no longer be a standard 
of measurement allowing for evaluation (no more subjects, no more authors 
or “contradictions” either), and these categories would be “constructed,” that 
is, produced: “fake news” according to point of view, “meta-truths” of the 
“ni-ni”: neither man nor woman, neither hetero nor homo, or the assumption  
of queer + +.

Lacan nonetheless observed that even at a loss (loss of meaning), this mul-
tiform production continues to produce (construct) just as much jouissance, 
and therefore power—even if it means rendering it morbid (Foucault and his 
admiration for Sade) and/or unbearable (Deleuze, Derrida, and Lyotard and 
their “idea” of sad wandering, of deferring and delaying without purpose or 
end). Hence their ultimate justification (legitimization in reality) stipulating 
that “everything” (true, false, truth, lies, sex, and excessiveness) has in fact 
always been there, at the same time: neither past, present, nor (no) future, 
nothing but this eternal moment in “meta-ana/morphosis,” as Nietzsche 
indicated (fighting against “back worlds,” recalls Jean Baudrillard in his Cool 
Memories [1980–1985]).

The abandonment of any idea of universal measurement (or the “death of 
Man”) has become a commonplace that, according to Tomšič, seems to bring 
Lacan and Foucault closer together, despite their differences. While Foucault, 
in his quest for differentiations/oppositions between “normal and pathologi-
cal” (which he borrows from Georges Canguilhem), sees the figures of the 
madman, the prisoner, and the assassin as excesses in denying, “deconstruct-
ing” “Man” as a yardstick (a “recent invention” according to Foucault in Les 
mots et les choses [1966]), Lacan sees deformations (anamorphoses): those of 
“mirrors” (of the self) at various “stages,” like a labyrinth in which the Mino-
taur would be the subject surging out of its swirling open spaces or fragmented 
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mirrors, gaps or faults perceived as breakthroughs, even if they are dead ends. 
Lacan lays stress on Beckett’s “Fail better,” Tomšič points out (85), as a means 
of illustrating a permanent process, a Möbius ring, a circle by which the sub-
ject strives to escape himself (running faster than its shadow: soot, trace), like 
a “knife without blade with missing handle” (image dear to Jean Baudrillard).

Psychotherapeutic analysis, in this labyrinthine context (similar also to 
that of Jorge Luis Borges in Le jardin aux sentiers qui bifurquent [1928]), then 
becomes a permanent Ariadne’s thread, its existence a perpetual reminder, 
“repetition” according to Lacan (as also indicated by Deleuze in Difference and 
Repetition [1968]). Would not “analysis” be the portrait infinitely portraying 
itself, reflection reflecting “beyond good and evil”? It is not surprising that one 
of the last magazines run by Lacan was called l’Âne2 (from the French “ana/
lyse”), moving at once forward and backward, even when espousing “radical” 
positions because we do not escape consequences, which inevitably produce 
jouissance, meaning vanity, prestige: power.

But would the ambivalence bringing together yet distinguishing from 
one another Foucault and Lacan (the latter insisting more than the former on 
the need to reflect on the jouissive consequences of any destruction, probably 
because Lacan also thought as a doctor) likewise concern their analyses of 
“gender” relations,3 particularly as regards the “roles” attributed to them by a 
historically situated social structure? 

Merely Analogical: Structuralism and the 
Critique of Political Economy

This seems to be the question posed by Anne van Leeuwen (109), where she 
studies the “analogy” established by the feminist Gayle Rubin between the 
production of goods and the production of unequal roles between the sexes 
or the “sex/gender system” (111). Van Leeuwen identifies an anthropological 
dimension, which she borrows from Lévi-Strauss, in the sense of not merely 
establishing, as do some feminist analyses derived from Marxism, a “simple” 
parallelism between capitalist production and sexism. The latter, she argues, 
is much older than capitalism, even if there may be “analogies.” Hence the 

2  http://psychanalyse-paris.com/Le-Nouvel-Ane-no-1.html. 
3  The “queer” interpretation of “gender” seems to blur the distinction to be maintained between 
“sexual orientation” and “gender,” which does not mean that there is no a priori connotation; hence 
the use of the term “sexism,” which clearly reflects this ambivalence, yet without merging the terms, 
unlike again the fashionable neologism designating “the heterosexual” as “cisgender,” which also 
confuses “sexual orientation” and “gender.”
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distinction between “analogy,” which compares, and “isomorphy” (parallel-
ism), which conflates them. Van Leeuwen raises the issue by referring to the 
position of Judith Butler, who appropriated Gayle Rubin’s analysis in order 
to differentiate herself from the traditional Marxist conception that sees in 
feminist struggle only a cultural dimension (112). Butler would contest this 
Marxist conception by insisting, with Rubin (while relying on Foucault), that 
the feminist struggle is not peripheral to the “materialist critique of the econ-
omy” but in fact represents a fundamental political vector of combat. It does 
so especially by designating heterosexuality and, more generally, “the family 
order” (113) as central elements of “reproduction of any economy” (capitalist 
or not), a division to be combated. 

Except, notes van Leeuwen, contrary to what these three authors (Rubin, 
Butler, Foucault) argue, the feminist analysis establishing an avowedly “Marx-
ist” (materialist) analogy between economic production and the production 
of inequalities between the sexes fails to perceive Marx’s analysis concerning 
the “socio-symbolic” nature of the commodity, which exceeds its utility value 
(117–19), namely, “fetishism,” its phantasmatic projection, which could help. 
When correlated with Lévi-Strauss’s analysis of anthropological invariants, 
Marx could further the study of the various “projections” likewise fetishized 
in gender relations. 

Hence the idea of integrating Lacanian input on the weight of the “real-
symbolic-imaginary” triptych in analysis, which is nonetheless questioned by 
critics such as Nancy Fraser (127) and Gayle Rubin (supra). In a word, we should 
not disregard the weight of the cultural identities and social antagonisms that 
constantly shape gender relations and therefore influence imaginary projec-
tions and their symbols; they cannot be analyzed only in themselves, as in 
Saussure, Freud, and a fortiori Lacan. 

Battle Fatigue: Kiarostami and Capitalism

Can this complex “social” question be easily detached from its cultural envi-
ronment, from symbolic experience—in a word, from an imaginary that 
infuses new life but finally “fatigues”? This question, which concerns “affect” 
as an unavoidable dimension, also seems to be at the heart of Joan Copjec’s 
contribution to the volume. This is particularly so when this author examines 
why one of the heroes of Kiarostami’s film (Taste of Cherry, winner of the 
1997 Cannes film prize) is trying to commit suicide (he possesses an enviable 
status, but discovers the difficulty of attaining his objectives) in an Iran that, 
in 1988, was drained of blood from a war against Iraq triggered and carried 
out for the benefit of “capitalist” backers. 
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This correlation seems to be posited by the author from the outset as 
explication of the conflict between Iran and Iraq (1980–1988). The war 
represented an implacable environment, dispossessing actors of their own 
lives, except precisely for deciding on their “own” death and observing the 
impossibility of simply having it done. Hence Copjec understands “fatigue” 
in the sense not only of despair, but also of resistance, of vigilance, which 
entails wondering about our relationship to death, the “being-for-death” of 
Heidegger that Copjec references (140), along with Henry Corbin’s interpreta-
tion. Being-toward-death is associated with the Shia vision of an imaginary 
temporality, an “eighth dimension,” and with Emmanuel Levinas’s interpre-
tation of fatigue as a state of vigilance. According to Copjec, being “tired” 
presupposes a historical context that she considers deeply scarred by “the war 
action of capitalism against bodies and the means of resisting,” fatigue being 
both the consequence and a means of resistance in Levinas’s idea to remain 
anonymous so as not to be enrolled as Heidegger’s Dasein was in his National 
Socialist sense of “Being” (142). 

This overall analysis remains surprising, however, because even if the 
author seems to oppose the two analyses (evoking Foucault and Derrida, 143), 
the first one supporting the notion of resistance to any “biopower” and the 
second one trying to clarify the nonbiological conception of being-for-death 
in Heidegger’s thought, the author seems to implicitly admit a correlation 
between capitalism and National Socialism. The correlation obtains even 
if Levinas’s analysis would allow much better resistance than Heidegger’s, 
despite Derrida’s attempt to reconcile the two. 

Except that Copjec, with the help of Foucault, seems to prolong, in a dot-
ted line, the Marxist analysis (especially Stalinist in the 1930s) stipulating that 
National Socialism was the extension of capitalism involving the domestica-
tion of labor and the systematization of Taylorism as the alienation of bodies 
personified by the Arbeit macht frei of the Nazis (142). This is a thesis that 
remains debatable, given that National Socialism vehemently criticized capi-
talism (for example in Mein Kampf) as too “liberal” (and too “Jewish”).4

Nevertheless, the author sees in Kiarostami’s Taste of Cherry the possibil-
ity of observing, behind the apparent “fatigue,” the “vigilance” (153) that uses 
insomnia to keep the “eyes open,” even if despair is on the rise. He thereby 

4  It would have been possible to include Max Weber here too, insofar as he analyzes the specificity 
of capitalism, its “spirit” (Geist) as a technique, not in the sense of the Heideggerian way (Gestell) 
but rather of the Durkheimian organization of work (from clan solidarity to “functional” solidarity) 
enveloped by the notion of “mission” (Beruf) developing reputation and prestige.
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suggests a kind of experimental neo-Stoicism at the edge of the precipice 
remaining resistant to a disenchanted era. 

Foucault’s Neoliberal Post-Marxism

It would be this “experimental” approach of resistance in everyday life, espe-
cially institutionalized and therefore susceptible to “domination,” for Foucault, 
that Zdravko Kobe perceives in the “practical” works of the latter (161). This 
is especially so when he indicates that he considers himself an “experimenter 
rather than a theoretician” (162) seeking out a path other than that of the 
“State,” which for him is “nothing more than a way of governing” (175). He 
thereby indicates that it would be possible to do without the State insofar as 
its negative effects lead to “segregation,” dividing society into “dominant and 
dominated” (Marx and Marcuse had taken the same path), some of the latter 
being thrown away via asylum, hospital, and prison (175). 

Hence the idea of “liberating” so-called civil society (a Hegelian concept) 
from the State, which according to Kobe allowed Foucault to study the meta-
morphosis of classical “liberal” thought (balance of power) into “neoliberal” 
practice (rise of control-based institutions). It would no longer be a question of 
“economic” preeminence (generalization of the idea of the market to all human 
activities), but rather of the emergence of a mutation of the State which, having 
observed the efforts of society to free itself from its hold (since the end of the 
eighteenth century) would initially undermine itself by limiting its rigid social 
control to necessarily repressive moments (repressing revolts), only to return 
through cut-down freedom divided into “rights to,” metamorphosed into the 
individualized “products” it proposes to manage (social security, unemploy-
ment, pensions, etc.) in the place of “civil society” (181). 

Foucault strove to study this metamorphosis and its subtle control tools 
(such as psychoanalysis, individual responsibility, institutional autonomy, 191) 
all aimed at making individuals internalize the intimate need to be accompa-
nied in their choices by a metamorphosis of the state (the so-called biopower) 
while retaining the illusion that they are liberated—even while isolating them-
selves (186).

Hence Foucault’s desire to find new forms of governance that would ren-
der people less dependent as consumers and more supportive of each other. 
Hence his hope in the promised transversal dimension of the Iranian revolu-
tion before disenchantment, as he rediscovered ancient “self-care” practices 
that would relativize our reference systems and not be incompatible with the 
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current “multicultural” management of social practices proposed by market 
globalization. Hence the reproach made by some towards the “French theory” 
(including Foucault), which would accompany these “neoliberal” paths instead 
of fighting them, as did Freud, Reich, Marcuse, and Lacan (190), with regard to 
their unconscious dimensions. Foucault would retort, according to Kobe, that 
it is always a question of “control,” even when it is a question of escaping it and 
helping “society” to do so.

◆ ◆ ◆

The guiding idea throughout this confrontation between Lacan and Foucault 
would be that not only power but also any criticism of power, however radical 
such criticism may be (such as those of Foucault, Deleuze, and Derrida), gen-
erates jouissance (as Lacan stresses) seeking to establish itself (institutionalize 
itself) even while challenging existing institutions, forces, and relations. Even if 
jouissance can point to constant resistance, “vigilance” (Levinas) towards any 
triumphant enunciation, it will once again have to be “deconstructed” insofar 
as it winds up establishing itself as a normative power, a desire to perpetuate 
itself as rebellion, anomaly, margin (avoiding frustration, repression). There 
will always be a new erection (of power) even if it consists in permanently 
“dismantling” codes, languages, sexes, arts, cultures, diverse identities, to the 
benefit of a general confusion without subject, object, or author. All this effort 
does not (always) manage to conceal the resulting jouissance and therefore the 
power that it provides in prestige and status. (This is still evident in current 
protests.) Moreover, this “destruction” (similar in reality to implosion) pri-
marily affects informed individuals (as seen in certain sectors of production 
of symbolic goods, universities, various media), an “elite,” whereas the average 
individual has no desire to carry out this hara-kiri, preferring “fetishism of 
merchandise”—unless he undermines this fetishism by having it subjected to 
the various “emergencies” of the millenarian type, as is claimed today. Hence 
a double impasse: in/voluntary and/or alarmist impotence can hardly contain 
consumerist jouissance. 

This means that this critical approach is increasingly transformed into a 
vicious circle that remains increasingly angry, irritated, and at the same time 
magnetized by the consequences inherent to both the notion of power and to 
its “destruction.” Even when one breaks it, and tries to escape, jouissance is 
not dissipated, except by a forward flight into destruction (from guilt to death, 
killing the meaning of gender in language). 
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This impasse, both theoretical and practical, undoubtedly stems from 
everything it seems to have set aside in the historical experience “lived” in 
Europe in the Husserlian sense of transcendental specificity, positing (for 
example in the Krisis [1936]) that this continent (Europe) is something other 
than one more “ontic” historicity. The impasse has in fact been universalized 
more under the notion of the rule of law than under dictatorship (proletarian, 
fascist, National Socialist). For that notion incorporates objections to the fact 
that “power corrupts,” even when democratic representation is more and more 
fragmented. This centrifugal phenomenon (as well as the jouissance—vanity, 
pride—that it provides) proves by experience that “only power stops power” 
(Locke, Montesquieu). It does so, however, if and only if there is acceptance 
of the idea that this conception is derived from rationalism distinct from the 
logic of “passions and interests” (Hobbes). For the rule of law is anchored not 
only in the logic of an “ethics of moral feelings” (Adam Smith), or of a “code 
of ethics” (Jeremy Bentham), of universalization of the whole in the form of 
moral law and the common good (Kant relying on Rousseau) symbolized by 
both a “hierarchy of norms” (Hans Kelsen) and “justice posed as equity” (John 
Rawls). It is anchored also, and primarily, in the fact that this transcenden-
tal rationalism—which Husserl called for (following Auguste Comte, Émile 
Durkheim and Max Weber; it can likewise be found among the American 
Founding Fathers, in particular James Madison in Federalist, No. 10) embod-
ies the principles that not only allow human action to emerge, to preserve 
itself, to emancipate itself in the freedom to think and to undertake, but also 
allow action to refine itself in its consequences towards others (planet earth 
included…). That is, it does so by not forgetting that in the notion of “Law” 
there is also a final meaning, that of its own foundations (as emphasized by 
Leo Strauss in Philosophy and Law [1935], where he comments on the links 
between philosophy and religion); this means that any Aristotelian quiddity 
wishing to escape the “human all too human” consequences of its materializa-
tion cannot help but reflect on its limits. 

But how? In the context of the permanent confrontation between “Ath-
ens and Jerusalem” evoked by Leo Strauss, shedding light on the direction 
in which its positive expression, the rule of law, professes, doing so within 
“rational” (transcendental) and not only “logical” dialogue between world 
civilizations in view of transcending passions and interests and the jouissance 
they procure, without forgetting the need to be “strong” and thereby to be able 
to create and protect, “together,” these different conditions of possibility.
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Karl Löwith and Martin Heidegger were connected by a special relation-
ship, and the body of their respective works is closely intertwined as well. 
Having met Heidegger as Husserl’s assistant in Freiburg, Löwith became 
one of Heidegger’s first students, and, indeed, a friend. From the early days, 
both succeeded in becoming distinguished philosophers of international 
importance. However, their reception varied greatly in later years. While 
Heidegger managed to build a school of his own, Löwith acquired the status 
of a minor classic (mostly owing to his works Meaning in History, Max Weber 
and Karl Marx, and From Hegel to Nietzsche). However, the later Heidegger 
was convinced that Löwith “has no idea of thinking, possibly, hates it”;1 other 
contemporaries, such as Heinrich Blücher, believed that Löwith “has nothing 
positive to say.”2 After Löwith’s death in 1973, it seemed he would sink into 

1  Martin Heidegger and Elisabeth Blochmann, Briefwechsel 1918–1969 (Marbach: Deutsche Schil-
lergesellschaft, 1990), 103. 
2  Lotte Kohler, ed., Within Four Walls: The Correspondence between Hannah Arendt and Heinrich 
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oblivion, and while he is slowly being rediscovered, an intellectual biography 
or a comprehensive monograph on Löwith’s philosophy has yet to be written. 

Partly responsible for this development is the considerable difference in 
source material. While Heidegger’s estate abounds, and the edition of the 
Gesamtausgabe is still underway (the important Black Notebooks having 
been published only recently), the situation is rather different with Löwith: 
the edition of his philosophical works was completed in 1988, and his estate 
at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach is quite small. However, it does 
provide some autobiographical material that has been partially published. 

This state of affairs mirrors the unequal biographies of Löwith and Hei-
degger. Heidegger stayed in Freiburg and its surroundings most of his life. 
He was able to build an undisturbed body of work and devoted much energy 
to his legacy. In contrast, Löwith was forced into exile more than once: his 
“world trip” went from Germany to the United States via Italy and Japan, 
before he finally returned to Germany in 1952. He had to leave much behind 
every time he moved and sold most of his library before leaving Japan. Also, 
neither he nor his wife appears to have valued his papers much: the Marbach 
archives acquired only recently two diaries that Ada Löwith had given to 
friends after her husband’s death, whereas the important manuscript of My 
Life in Germany before and after 1933 had been entirely “forgotten.”3 Löwith’s 
estate remains scattered to this day, publications of his correspondences face 
great difficulties, and they have been greatly delayed. This includes important 
exchanges with Rudolf Bultmann and Gerhard Krüger; the correspondence 
with Hans Jonas seems to be lost; the correspondence with Heidegger was in 
the works for many years, its planned publication having been announced 
for early 2014.

In the face of these difficulties, its appearance in 2017 was nothing less 
than a milestone. Alfred Denker, the editor, is one of the preeminent experts 
on Heidegger. His edition of the Heidegger-Löwith correspondence presents 
well over one hundred preserved letters and postcards. These span nearly 
the entire careers of both thinkers—from 1919 until Löwith’s death in 1973. 
The correspondence concentrates on the years following World War I and 
fades quickly after Heidegger embraced National Socialism in 1933. While 

Blücher, 1936–1968 (New York: Harcourt, 1996), 186.
3  See Ada Löwith’s postscript to Karl Löwith, My Life in Germany before and after 1933 (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1994), 169–70. See also Liliane Weissberg’s essay “Karl Löwiths Weltreise,” 
in “Ich staune, dass Sie in dieser Luft atmen können”: Jüdische Intellektuelle in Deutschland nach 1945, 
ed. Monika Boll and Raphael Gross (Frankfurt: Fischer, 2013), 126–70, 134. 
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the changing intensity of the correspondence documents estrangement and 
rapprochement, it proves that the two thinkers resumed contact shortly after 
1945 and continued to meet. The philosophical importance of the later letters 
is rather limited, but the early letters offer many, and very diverse, insights 
that make the edition extremely valuable. 

Heidegger and Löwith very quickly engaged in an open personal 
exchange. This offers the unique opportunity to place both thinkers within a 
framework and to reconstruct their respective influences. They discuss their 
contemporaries at length and take sides in the philosophical debates of the 
time. Their points of reference are surprising at times from today’s perspec-
tive: we find no mention of Leo Strauss, Hans Jonas, or Hannah Arendt, who 
are commonly connected with the Marburg Circle today, while others, such as 
Wilhelm von Rohden, Charlotte Grosser, Oskar Becker, and Günther Stern, 
play a certain role; Hermann Keyserling, Hans Vaihinger, and Ludwig Klages 
are also discussed. Often, the judgments are very pronounced, not to say 
harsh—already in March 1920, and despite their friendship, Heidegger says 
about Jaspers’s Psychologie der Weltanschauungen: “Jaspers’s book fades on a 
closer look. The order is positive and new, the ‘catalogue’ less so. In essence, 
it is unphilosophical” (17). A couple of months later, Heidegger writes that 
Erich von Kahler, with whom Löwith was engaged in a discussion on Max 
Weber’s Science as a Vocation that shaped Löwith’s self-understanding as 
a philosopher and scientist, “is painful to read”: “His style is overdone and 
flamboyant while coming from a very thin air. He seems to be the academic 
type who thinks about issues he never truly experienced” (21). 

Löwith, in turn, is no less outspoken and critical when attempting to 
position himself: “Husserl was never an option for me, his high demands 
notwithstanding. You will remember that already in my second semester, I 
frequently expressed my strong aversion against his philosophical disposi-
tion. Today I understand that Husserl, in essence, is no great philosopher, 
it is a massive sham to see him on a par with Kant. All of his attitude is 
infinitely unrealistic, soulless, and academic” (36). These lines from February 
1921 seemingly are in contrast with Löwith’s favorable estimation of Husserl 
in My Life in Germany before and after 1933, where he described Husserl as 
“the philosophical centre of attraction not only at Freiburg University but of 
German philosophy in general.… Through the mastery of phenomenologi-
cal analysis, the sober clarity of the lecture and the humane rigor of academic 
schooling, he educated us intellectually, referring us beyond the transient real-
ities to the timeless ‘essence’ of phenomena, which he understood according 
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to patterns of mathematical and logical beings. In seminar exercises he forced 
us to avoid long words, to test each concept by intuiting phenomena, and 
to give him ‘small coins,’ rather than big ‘paper money,’ in response to his 
questions. He was among those who are ‘conscientious in spirit,’ as Nietzsche 
called the type in Zarathustra.”4  

In both instances, Husserl is presented as Heidegger’s antagonist. Whereas 
in 1921 Husserl is seen with great antipathy, which justifies Löwith’s turn to 
Heidegger, in 1940 he constitutes the model of a true philosopher, and, more 
importantly, a measure of humanity, where Heidegger ultimately fails. The 
interpretation suggests itself that Löwith, while being very opinionated, might 
have judged persons and issues differently depending on occasion and dia-
logue partner. However, it also attests to a development in Löwith’s thought 
and the mark a changed intellectual and public climate left on him, while 
his original criticism remains. Indeed, Löwith’s cross reference to Nietzsche 
provides the context for a correct interpretation here. In Zarathustra, the 
“conscientious in spirit” (Gewissenhafter des Geistes) represents Nietzsche’s 
idea of a true philosopher, who has freed himself of dogmatism and prejudice, 
but has been unable to create something truly original. However—and here 
Löwith’s judgment departs from his early position—in 1940 he finds a kindred 
spirit in Husserl: “As both of them then start up and snap at each other, like 
deadly enemies, those two beings mortally frightened—so did it happen unto 
us. And yet! And yet—how little was lacking for them to caress each other, that 
dog and that lonesome one! Are they not both—lonesome ones!”5

However, Löwith extends his criticism to Heidegger (and Jaspers) as well: 
“Frankly speaking, sometimes you ‘drill’ too much and too tenaciously on 
the same spot. Towards Jaspers, I defended you vigorously, because Jaspers 
has a very superficial idea of fundamental philosophical and methodical 
questioning. It seems to me, however, that a remainder of Husserlian shrewd-
ness drives you to continue drilling where you have hit land long ago and 
eventually, your drilling may turn into an obsession” (39). This paragraph 
captures the essence of Löwith’s lifelong critical relationship to Heidegger: 
he is deeply involved with Heidegger’s thinking, understands his eminence, 
and is filled with deep respect. On the other hand, he is able to preserve his 
independence and manages to pinpoint Heidegger’s philosophical deficien-
cies. Already in 1936, Löwith analyzed Heidegger’s philosophical affinity 

4  Löwith, My Life in Germany, 27.
5  Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra (New York: Dover, 1999), 175.
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to National Socialism. After the war, he instigated the first Heidegger con-
troversy in Sartre’s Les Temps modernes and in 1953, Löwith published his 
major monograph Heidegger: Thinker in a Destitute Time, which left Hei-
degger “horribly hurt,” as Hannah Arendt observed.6 Löwith, “between the 
two extremes of fascination and repulsion,” attempted “to pursue a critical 
middle path,”7 and became the most important of Heidegger’s early critics.

Löwith’s critical approach does not stop with his teachers or colleagues. 
Indeed, large parts of the correspondence are devoted to the “vain and child-
ish question,” “Do I indeed have what it takes to be a philosopher? I.e., what 
kind of philosopher could I be?” (33). What we witness here is the formative 
crisis of a young, aspiring man who tries to find his place—not only in an 
academic environment, but in the world. Both men embark on this journey 
together and try to influence each other. Together, they ask for the conscien-
tious essence of mind, ask about the meaning of death, discuss friendship, 
and inquire about the notion of existence and the unum necessarium. The 
correspondence helps both to define themselves and to grasp their philo-
sophical projects. While it centers on personal and academic matters, Löwith 
especially tries to discuss broader contemporary issues and the rise of fascism. 
In December 1922 he notes: “The rise of the most bigoted nationalism and 
antisemitism—reinforced with Bavarian beer—is outright frightening.…On 
a near daily basis, there is some kind of evening presentation, speech, blabber 
of some academic club—and nearly always all discarded royals and excellen-
cies appear on invitation of the senate. Especially Ludendorff, who at striking 
distance has a fatal look: a root-and-branch poseur, brutal, flatulently vain 
and completely insipid” (76–77). Two years later, Löwith briefly alludes to this 
atmosphere when writing from Rome: “Down on the streets a horde of Fas-
cists is blaring right now, celebrating some kind of anniversary because there 
is no murder to celebrate. I have to think of Munich” (116). But Löwith does 
not only see what was in the open, if commonly ignored by many. Already in 
May 1923 he attempts to give a more profound analysis of the situation: 

In Bischofstein, at Marseille’s school, the boys learn nothing of Ger-
many, politics, the occupation of the Ruhr and so on.…But what will 
happen once they are released at 17/18 into the very different bluster 
of life, have to give up their former ways, unsuspecting and ignorant 
like anyone of the elder generation, when they will read the paternal 
newspaper, their narrow social circle. In Bischofstein, teachers don’t 

6  Kohler, Within Four Walls, 188.
7  Karl Löwith, Heidegger—Denker in dürftiger Zeit, in Sämtliche Schriften, vol. 8 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 
1984), 127.
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care about the symptomatic imagery the boys plaster their rooms 
with: German emperors, Hindenburg, Daddy in resplendent uniform, 
battle cruisers and so on. Nobody cares, it doesn’t take effect—but it 
isn’t rebuked as well, and there is no discussion with different-minded 
people. So, they are unpolitical on the outside only and once their time 
comes, they will enter another war with the same lack of memory, the 
same phrase-mongering, and with the same and complete lack of 
understanding when it comes to the dirty methods of a tenacious press 
and of public propaganda. (92–93)

The volume is an exceptionally rich source for both Löwith’s and Hei-
degger’s early years and ideas that otherwise could be traced only very 
indirectly within the deeper layers of their work. While this is not a critical 
edition and remains accessible to a casual reader, every letter is accompanied 
by a short commentary in which mentioned texts and persons are identified 
and properly referenced. This gives an additional value for scholarly work, 
which is further enhanced by a number of additions, most notably Hei-
degger’s expertise on Löwith’s first monograph, his habilitation thesis Das 
Individuum in der Rolle des Mitmenschen. In addition, a short excerpt from 
Löwith’s Italian diary dealing with Heidegger’s visit to Rome in 1936 and Ada 
Löwith’s letter of condolence to Heidegger’s wife are provided. The letter ends 
with the words: “There are only very few left of this generation, and already 
now I feel that a true understanding can hardly be achieved where one has 
not met each other in person” (203).

This summary captures the difficulties we all have to deal with in under-
standing Löwith. The existing autobiographical material seems to ease some 
challenges, but that might well be misleading, if the material is not interpreted 
carefully enough. Already Löwith’s other autobiographical manuscript, My 
Life in Germany, might serve as an example. It was written at a time when 
the situation in Japan became untenable and the urgent need for alternatives 
arose. For Löwith, it was the first contact with an American audience in a 
very tense and precarious situation. It seems to be evident that these circum-
stances influenced Löwith’s pen and writing.

As a matter of principle, these reservations apply to another autobio-
graphical text that has been preserved among Löwith’s papers, but that had 
been only partially published until very recently as well. In 2019, the psycho-
therapist Klaus Hölzer finally provided a complete edition entitled Fiala: Die 
Geschichte einer Versuchung. Hölzer considers the text to be a “very inspiring 
and enigmatic,” but valuable, supplement to Löwith’s better known autobiog-
raphies. However, he also understands the basic problem: “What is fact, what 
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is fiction in Fiala remains to be clarified” (120). And here the trouble begins. 
The manuscript lacks context and is quite isolated. Despite the fact that Löwith 
used the name “Fiala” as a pseudonym occasionally, already the speculations 
on the origin of this name abound in the literature: Is it an acronym of Final-
maria, where Löwith spent his time as POW in World War I? Does it come 
from Löwith’s own family?8 Even less do we know about the draft itself. What 
did Löwith himself think of it? What was the original concept? How far does 
its intellectual background extend beyond authors mentioned in it, such as 
Dostoevsky, Strindberg, Kierkegaard, and Filippo Neri? 

Fiala seems to be one of many coming-of-age novels that were clearly auto-
biographical, as well as fashionable and influential around that time. To name 
just a few: Musil’s Confusions of Young Törless, Hesse’s Demian and Beneath 
the Wheel, Torberg’s Der Schüler Gerber. They all share a common feature: the 
main character, a highly intelligent, extremely sensitive young man, has to 
struggle with his own psychological disposition and finds himself in a hostile 
yet decaying world. The resulting conflicts are existential and culminate in sui-
cidal thoughts and situations. For Löwith, all this was only too familiar, and in 
My Life in Germany, he reflected on this era (and on Heidegger) with regard to 
another author: “Rilke was the poet of this destructive period. A few sentences 
from his letters could easily serve as a guiding principle for an understanding 
of Heidegger’s work. Through its belief in progress and humanity, the bour-
geois world has forgotten the ‘ultimate instances’ of human life—namely‚ that 
it has been once and for all surpassed by death and by God.”9 

This is Fiala’s background, and indeed, the great temptation of the book 
is the temptation posed by death and the acceptance of life. Not of any life 
however, but the life of a “free spirit,” as Nietzsche calls it in the Gay Science, 
or the “tempter” in Beyond Good and Evil. While he sees the connection with 
Nietzsche, Hölzer nevertheless defines the central theme of the text as “his-
tory of a temptation.” For him, the title refers to “the history of his [Löwith’s] 
suicidal attempts and a general history of suicide” (which is not provided in 
the manuscript) (121). While Hölzer rightly asserts that autobiographical texts 
should always be read with a great deal of caution, he himself reads the text 
as a thinly veiled, literal autobiography. There might be some merit in this 
when Fiala is read together with and against other texts, diaries, or correspon-
dences, but it lacks any basis when Hölzer tries to use it in order to decipher 

8  For different interpretations, see, for example, Hölzer at Fiala, 121, and Weissberg, “Karl Löwiths 
Weltreise,” 129–30.
9  Löwith, My Life in Germany, 28.
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(and date) Löwith’s “three attempts at suicide,” or when he speculates on the 
character of Agnes Schlegel—whom he identifies with Löwith’s fellow student 
Charlotte Grosser—and her secret love: “who might have been this desired 
man? Was it Löwith? Or was it the man of the church Karl Barth?” (135). These 
diversions take up a lot of space in Hölzer’s explanatory afterword and render 
his attempts to interpret the text rather futile and incoherent. 

Take his explanation of Löwith’s (Fiala’s) relationships with Husserl 
(Prof. Endlich) and with Heidegger (Dr. Ansorge), respectively. Endlich is 
characterized as a man “who lived in his own ideas in such a solipsistic man-
ner it could appear that these ideas really might constitute a reality” (25). 
“For Fiala, the only difference between his professor and a mentally ill person 
seemed to be that the former was roaming freely, confusing sane minds with 
his delusional ideas, while the latter was in a madhouse” (26). Ansorge—“his 
outer world encompassed the room between his chair and his desk, and from 
there, to the auditorium, while his inner world was confined by his very own 
Dasein that he called ‘existence’”—“constructed in ten years full of hard labor 
a philosophical system that could compete with German Idealism in conse-
quence, complexity, incomprehensibility, perspicacity, and its absolute state 
of dilapidation, but not in richness.…It was impossible to say how his face 
looked from close proximity: the thinker was not able to look at anyone’s face 
properly, and for a longer period.…His appearance was downright unfree, 
frankness was alien to him in every respect; his natural expression was a 
cautious—and at times sneaky—distrust” (28–29).

Hölzer speculates that Löwith did not think so poorly of Husserl, “and 
with his sarcasm, he possibly was anxious to please Heidegger,…who was 
no friend of Husserl” (26n19). But if he wanted to please Heidegger with his 
account, shouldn’t Löwith have presented it to him? But then, why did Löwith 
write such a highly derogatory characterization of Heidegger only a few pages 
later? Hölzer gives no answer, but remains inconclusive on the nature of 
Löwith’s relationship to Heidegger. However, he takes the critical remarks in 
My Life in Germany and the quoted characterization of Dr. Ansorge in Fiala 
literally enough to suspect its deeply flawed character. For him, it amounts to 
a great deal of opportunism and dependency from Löwith’s side (see 138–41). 
Obviously, the idea that Löwith, whom Liliane Weissberg called “a master of 
vignettes,”10 might have constructed a literary figure to illustrate criticism, 
appearances, and inner composition in both cases is beyond Hölzer’s grasp. 

10  Weissberg, “Karl Löwiths Weltreise,” 135.
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However, it is true that young Löwith indeed had a very flawed relationship, 
but with academic philosophy. Didn’t Löwith write to Heidegger that he 
wished to “philosophize in a romanticist, aphoristically concentrated man-
ner…closely bordering on an artistic existence”?11

While Hölzer’s interpretation of Löwith’s Fiala remains deeply prob-
lematic, Löwith’s text itself is important. I cannot give a comprehensive 
interpretation here, so a few remarks must suffice. Without doubt, the auto-
biographical fundament is very pronounced. It remains possible that the 
documents quoted in the text—a graphological expertise, diary entries, and 
letters (they alone comprise a significant portion of the text)—are genuine. 
There is no certainty, however. And while the autobiographical undercurrents 
are strong, the systematic construction of the text is very pronounced as well. 
It starts with an exposition in which the reader learns that Fiala “was no hero 
at all, but a born fugitive” (9). The time frame of the account is approximately 
ten years that have been especially formative for adolescent Fiala. Already 
the second chapter of the text, “First Temptations,” brings up Fiala’s struggle 
with himself and its proximity to its ultimate solution in suicide—or in a 
self-abandonment in friendship. 

Friendship and philosophy are two major issues for young Fiala, and they 
are essential problems for Löwith as well: “The relationship to others—more 
explicitly: ‘friendship’—always has been one thorn in my flesh—philoso-
phy being the other one.”12 And indeed, Fiala’s main chapter on friendship 
is entitled “The Thorn in the Flesh.” It marks the longest part of the text, 
about a third of the entire manuscript, almost exclusively consisting of letters 
between Fiala and Agnes Schlegel. Like Agnes Schlegel herself, the chapter 
stands “on the crossway” (56) of life and death, and the question of meaning 
and freedom, the search for a god, are its recurrent themes. It might well 
have been Löwith’s personal judgment that Agnes Schlegel, in her decision 
for Christianity, decides against life—and vanishes in her illness. For Fiala, 
however, the breakthrough comes with a final temptation to commit suicide; 
this attempt ultimately disappears in the face of friendship. This time, how-
ever, it is a form of friendship that leads not to self-abandonment but to a 
deeper understanding and affirmation of life. 

While the first chapters of the manuscript deal with spiritual maturity, the 
last third consists of two parts: the first part celebrates the newly discovered 

11  Briefwechsel 1919–1973, 27.
12  Briefwechsel 1919–1973, 61.
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potentialities of life in a vita nuova; the latter pages are a summary of the 
text as such, starting off with a theoretical essay on suicide, leading into the 
“practical” analysis of life and the power of nature in Italy. The manuscript 
ends with a poem on Tasso and Filippo Nero:

All’ ombra die questa quercia
Torquato Tasso 
Vicino ai sospirati allori e alla morte 
ripensava silenzioso 
Le miserie sue tutte
e Filippo Neri 
Tra liete grida si faceva 
co’fanciulli fanciullo 
sapientemente.13 

In general, the setting of Fiala is more deconstructing and self-critical 
than Löwith’s well-known autobiography My Life in Germany. Some details 
are presented rather differently, most notably the motivation for joining the 
armed forces which, in Fiala, is based on the simple wish to die an easy and 
decorous death. Much of this can be attributed to literary forms; however, 
they are deeply rooted within Löwith’s philosophical mindset. Not only 
did Löwith write several essays on the problem of suicide during his career, 
he also alluded to the experience of death—and rebirth—in one of the last 
lectures he held at Marburg before going into exile: “If anything, it was the 
experience of the front, with its indifferent validity of Being and Nothing in 
the face of death, that taught us the meaning of life. We shot the entire 19th 
century—and our own origins—into pieces. It will not depend on programs 
and speeches but on you, on your daily works and omissions, whether this 
magnificent wasteland will give birth to a new, if perhaps very modest world 
of human life.”14 Here, while talking of his own experience, he defines the 
philosophical task he had set for his generation, and, especially, for himself. 
It is the question how to build a new life after experiencing utter destruction, 
both in the physical and the metaphysical worlds.

Both publications show how Löwith struggled with this task. But they 
provide more than an account of Löwith’s struggle. The closing poem of Fiala 
anticipates Löwith’s final truth in this matter as well: the eventual turn to 

13  Fiala, 116. In translation: “In the shadow of this oak / Torquato Tasso / near both the desired laurels 
and death / quietly contemplating / all his misery / and Filippo Neri / played rejoicing / a child among 
children / wise.”
14  See Ulrich von Bülow, Papierarbeiter: Autoren und ihre Archive (Göttingen: Wallstein, 2018), 152.
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nature and the “three metamorphoses of the spirit…I designated to you: how 
the spirit became a camel, the camel a lion, and the lion at last a child.”15 
However, for Löwith, this eventual turn to nature does not mark a possible 
solution for the modern situation. For Löwith, Nietzsche’s attempt to trans-
form forcefully into “a child” was doomed from the beginning. Nietzsche did 
succeed in the end, but only after he was “not a man anymore, and much less 
a super-man, but a vegetating, pitiful lunatic.”16 So, the task marks a problem 
that cannot be “solved,” but has to be endured.

15  Nietzsche, Zarathustra, 14.
16  Karl Löwith, “Nietzsche nach sechzig Jahren,” in Sämtliche Schriften, vol. 6 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 
1987), 462.
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Joseph Postell’s Bureaucracy in America details the development of Ameri-
can bureaucracy, from colonial to contemporary times. Though deeply 
critical of developments in the twentieth century, Postell acknowledges that 
America’s constitutional regime has fundamentally shaped the trajectory of 
administrative power, even while administration often threatens essential 
constitutional principles. Consequently, while one may be inclined to group 
Postell’s thesis with forceful broadsides against the administrative state, such 
as those by Phillip Hamburger and Theodore Lowi, that would be a mistake.1 
Hamburger and Lowi, in their own ways, tell tales of the villain, admin-
istrative power, vanquishing the constitutional or liberal order. For Postell, 
administration develops in punctuated ways. Modern administration has 
weakened, but not displaced, constitutional institutions. Separation of pow-
ers is not gone, even if bureaucracies often aggregate them in one agency. 
Experts are everywhere, but so are politicians. Despite its best efforts, public 
administration has never broken free of the Constitution. Instead, the two 
deeply wounded each other. Now they stagger on, neither one able to deliver 
the decisive blow to the other. 

Postell’s appreciation for developmental complexity and historical detail 
make him more akin to Stephen Skowronek, Steven Teles, Christopher 

1  Philip Hamburger, Is Administrative Law Unlawful? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014); 
Theodore J. Lowi, The End of Liberalism (New York: Norton, 2009).
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Howard, or Suzanne Mettler.2 By the telling of those political scientists, the 
American state has developed in malformed, counterproductive ways in 
response to various political stimuli that discouraged outright state building. 
Postell’s work helps us see similarly complicated layers of development in the 
American bureaucracy. In the heady days of the Progressives, victory seemed 
attainable. Nevertheless, the second half of the twentieth century brought 
those champions crashing down. Congress, the president, and the courts all 
reasserted themselves. When the dust settled, the bureaucracy had power, but 
little discretion and little accountability. The two political parties had equally 
incoherent ideas of administrative power and were equally skeptical of it. The 
powerful administrative apparatus was couched in an even more powerful, if 
ambivalent, constitutional structure. In short, what remained was an admin-
istrative state in crisis.

Postell’s contribution to the scholarship on American political thought 
will bear this out. Before getting into the details, however, I want to acknowl-
edge that my superficial forays into political and historical analysis will 
pale in comparison to the rich and satisfying detail of Postell’s book. I will 
skip many parts entirely, such as his novel and enlightening exposition of 
administration in America’s colonial, antebellum, and postbellum periods. I 
will note only that Postell marshals impressive evidence to demonstrate that 
public administration before the Progressive era “revealed the possibility of 
a different kind of regulatory regime, one that allows for regulation at the 
federal level without the abandonment of cherished constitutional principles” 
(164). The details I want to focus on, however, come from Postell’s analysis 
of the mid-twentieth century. To begin with, consider Franklin Roosevelt’s 
mighty efforts to consolidate his authority over the bureaucracy. Some early 
skirmishes certainly stand out. The Supreme Court took a stand early to 
prevent the rise of administrative power: Schechter Poultry and Humphrey’s 
Executor in particular. But the real fight was between Congress and Roos-
evelt over the 1937 Reorganization Act, which would have consolidated the 
president’s authority over the bureaucracy. What was this fight about? Was 
Roosevelt simply grasping for more power? 

The answer is less reductive than one might imagine. As he surveyed the 
administrative scene, Roosevelt saw a “bewildering maze of autonomous and 

2  Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); 
Karren Orren and Stephen Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004); Steven Teles, “Kludgeocracy in America,” National Affairs 17 (Fall 
2013): 97–114; Christopher Howard, The Welfare State No One Knows (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2007); Suzanne Mettler, The Submerged State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).
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semiautonomous regulatory agencies, a state of administrative decentraliza-
tion, and fragmentation”—an administrative apparatus that had developed 
into what the Brownlow committee called a “headless fourth branch” of 
government. Roosevelt desired executive-centered reorganization because 
that was the path to creating some kind of order in America’s burgeoning 
state. Putting the president atop the administrative pyramid could impose 
“accountability as well as the public interest on an apparatus that risked being 
unaccountable and infiltrated by organized interests” (216). Of course, it is 
impossible to know to what extent Roosevelt’s motivations were constitutional, 
as opposed to political. But that is beside the point, which is that his political 
interest overlapped with a cogent argument about executive responsibility. 

What about Congress’s part in this fight for executive-centered adminis-
tration? Why did it reject the sweeping 1937 proposal, and significantly weaken 
Roosevelt’s proposal before assenting to a modified plan in 1939? It resisted 
Roosevelt for one simple reason: it was unwilling to relinquish its control of 
administration. Its members held that congressional oversight would make 
the fight over reorganization into a fight over how to make administration 
more accountable, representative, and, in a word, more political. This story 
of administrative power is a story of how James Madison rules America.3 The 
fight demonstrated how “ambition counteracted ambition; the interests of the 
[men] were connected to the constitutional rights of the place[s]” (Federal-
ist, No. 51). America’s constitutional structure, in other words, transformed 
power-hungry politicians into jealous guardians of political control over 
expanding administrative power.

Six years after the Reorganization Act, Congress yet again asserted its 
power over administration. In 1945, it passed the Administrative Procedures 
Act (APA). This act ushered in a new phase of combat over control of the 
bureaucracy, and a new combatant entered the arena: the courts. The APA 
significantly enhanced the court’s power of judicial review over agency action. 
Courts were slow at first. But that changed during the 1970s and 1980s, begin-
ning when President Nixon made a concerted effort to purge the bureaucracy 
of enemies and staff it with loyalists. Liberal activists, working with sympa-
thetic judges, began to assert newly found authority under the APA. Judges 
enhanced interest-group access to judicial review by expanding the definition 
of standing, then scrupulously reviewed the procedures, facts, and statu-
tory interpretations of many agency decisions. All of a sudden, courts were 

3  I borrow the phrase from William Connelly, James Madison Rules America (Lanham, MD: Row-
man & Littlefield, 2010).
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listening to special-interest groups to second-guess administrative decisions 
that Congress left in administrative hands. Naturally, conservatives coun-
terpunched. When their allies on the court had sufficient power, they began 
to articulate doctrines of judicial deference to agency decisions in cases like 
Chevron v. NRDC, Auer v. Robbins, and Vermont Yankee v. NRDC. 

This judicial battle illustrates once more how our constitutional regime 
transmutes political interests into constitutional values. For their part, liber-
als took steps to limit administrative power by raising significant procedural 
requirements before bureaucracies could act. They also limited that power by 
increasing the number of watchful eyes on bureaucracy by diminishing stand-
ing requirements. Conservatives spoke for a different version of accountability 
by centralizing bureaucratic policy control in the White House: political 
accountability through a unitary executive. This dynamic exemplifies how 
political interests acting as police are more effective over constitutional form 
than “a mere demarcation on parchment of the constitutional limits of the 
several departments” (Federalist, No. 48). Indeed, the fact that conservatives 
favored judicial deference and liberals favored judicial oversight flipped the 
positions both camps had occupied for decades. Someone will always defend 
constitutional principles, but who decides to defend what principle just 
depends on the latest political battle. In sum, the constitutional system of 
government has proved more than adequate at finding partisans on its behalf; 
reports of its demise are widely exaggerated. 

The second conclusion from this dynamic is that this constitutional fight, 
just like that between Congress and Roosevelt over reorganization, illus-
trates something easily overlooked: bureaucracy never emerges from these 
transformational moments with more autonomy. These two stories illustrate 
that the political fights surrounding the bureaucracy often leave it bruised, 
fragmented, and weakened. The fight over judicial review in the 1970s and 
1980s left the bureaucracy highly uncertain about the nature of its authority. 
The Reorganization fight “solved” the problem of independent bureaucracy 
by yoking the bureaucracy to two feuding overseers. Postell helps us see this 
curious outcome. He notes, “the Constitution and its core principles have 
a significant effect on how the administrative state functions in America 
as opposed to other nations” (319). I think Postell could make more of this 
conclusion. By facilitating the fragmentation of administrative power, the 
Constitution deeply wounded the administrative state, though not mortally. 
Administrative power did grow dramatically in the twentieth century, but it 
also made a bureau’s use of that power far more incoherent.
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This is important, because scholars in public administration, and likely 
ordinary Americans, do not think of the bureaucracy as an overwhelm-
ing and unchecked power. From the DMV to the six-year saga that Robert 
Kagan tells of Oakland trying to deepen its harbor to accommodate large 
container ships,4 power hardly seems like a sufficient category to describe the 
bureaucracy. Instead, we might oscillate between both power and weakness, 
ominous and laughable, unchecked or hopelessly weighed down in “red tape.” 
The conclusion of most, in sum, is that bureaucracy is woefully inadequate 
and inept. For our political institutions—Congress, the executive, courts, 
special interests, and parties—have asserted their authority and interests over 
bureaucrats, denying them the tools of effective administration. Of course, no 
one institution is strong enough simply to control the bureaucracy, but they 
can each bend it toward its own inclinations, even if they do so as Lilliputians, 
not as guardians. 

Postell’s ability to identify the American bureaucracy’s crisis in confi-
dence in the context of America’s constitutional development makes it easier 
to speak to scholars and intellectuals in administration about the vital impor-
tance of a more careful consideration of America’s constitutional regime. He 
can speak to a blind spot for the field. Much of the malformed development of 
American bureaucracy comes from reformers who give inadequate attention 
to the fundamental role the Constitution plays in guiding nearly every aspect 
of our national regime. Postell reminds us all that the Constitution persists 
in profound but unacknowledged ways. Accepting that fact helps to address, 
if possible, the bureaucracy’s legitimacy crisis. A more effective bureaucracy 
is necessary, but any reform that defines effectiveness in ways that exclude 
awareness of American constitutional forms will seriously blunder; our con-
stitutional institutions are too strong. The twentieth century is replete with 
stories illustrating this fact, resulting in a twenty-first-century administra-
tive state experiencing declining legitimacy and favor. As Postell notes in his 
conclusion, the administrative state is stung by declining consensus, as both 
sides of the political divide have become disillusioned, giving way to the sense 
that the century-old project of “construct[ing], refin[ing] and incorporat[ing] 
a bureaucratic system within our constitutional framework… has largely 
failed” (320). A more constitutionally aware reform might be able to over-
throw this depressing conclusion.

4  Robert A. Kagan, Adversarial Legalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003).
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In everyday political debates, most would find it odd, or at least gratu-
itous, to invoke the history of political philosophy. Yet two recent books 
emphasize the centrality of political philosophy to American politics. The 
Rediscovery of America: Essays by Harry V. Jaffa on the New Birth of Politics, 
edited by Edward J. Erler and Ken Masugi, collects the mature writings of 
the late Harry Jaffa, focusing on the continuity between classical politi-
cal thought and the American founding. Unmasking the Administrative 
State: The Crisis of American Politics in the Twenty-First Century, by John 
Marini and edited by Ken Masugi, compiles a variety of Marini’s writings 
on public administration and constitutionalism. Of the two, Jaffa’s book 
is more directly philosophical while Marini’s is more obviously political, 
but neither book neglects to leave room for philosophy or politics. Both 
share an underlying premise that the American founders created a limited 
government to protect natural rights, which is threatened by the denial 
of a fixed law of nature and by the centralization of governmental power 
in an administrative state. In many ways Jaffa’s writings, analyzing the 
principles behind the American founding, and Marini’s, discussing cur-
rent political challenges posed to this founding, form one whole out of two 
halves. Jaffa and Marini question much of the political status quo, leaving 
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readers with both concern over how much of the founders’ nation remains 
and cautious optimism that founding principles can be recovered. 

The Rediscovery of America is filled with Harry Jaffa’s signature pugnac-
ity and perspicacity. Jaffa challenges the ideas of leading figures of his time 
on all sides as historicists, campus radicals; Harvey Mansfield Jr., Chief Jus-
tice William Rehnquist, Russell Kirk, and Irving Kristol are just a few of the 
subjects to earn Jaffa’s rebuke. The unifying thesis is that the principles of 
the American founding were not wholly modern but involved major classical 
elements that require virtue and a shared common good. Jaffa accepts that 
John Locke was the primary source for the founding, but he parries that far 
greater concordance exists between the ideas of Locke and Aristotle than is 
generally accepted. This is not the Harry Jaffa of Crisis of the House Divided, 
who argued that Abraham Lincoln transcended the founding by introducing 
Aristotelian elements to elevate American political thought, but the Jaffa of 
A New Birth of Freedom, who posited that Lincoln completed the founding 
by bringing the founders’ intentions for a good regime, in the Aristotelian 
sense, to fruition. 

In articulating his novel thesis about the American founding, Jaffa con-
tends that the central divide in political philosophy is not between ancients 
and moderns but between reason and revelation. Locke, he argues, sought 
to reconcile reason and revelation in a manner consistent with the common 
good. Whereas Aristotle could assume that citizens would unite in pursuit of 
the common good owing to their city’s particular religious beliefs, Locke had 
to confront the religious conflict of his era and devised the theory of natural 
rights as a common good that individuals could agree to pursue regardless 
of religious belief. In this manner, classical natural right was changed for the 
Christian world. Unlike the ancient city, where the laws stemmed from the 
particular god attached to each city, Christianity introduced a direct relation 
to a universal God that precedes political obligations. The state of nature, as 
“a non-political state governed by moral law” (43), represents the relation of 
every Christian to each other as members of the city of God whose primary 
obligation lies outside the political sphere. Christianity, by recognizing the 
independent relation of each person to God outside of the political commu-
nity, not only paved the way for but required a doctrine of natural rights that 
belong to each person as a result of his creation. For Jaffa, Aristotle and Locke 
may have had different emphases as a result of divergent political conditions, 
but Locke’s principles are consistent with classical natural right as understood 
by Aristotle. Locke articulated natural right, which is always changeable, to 
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meet new political conditions Aristotle never faced through a fixed law of 
nature known through reason. It may appear that Locke introduced a notion 
of equality that is absent in Aristotle, but in his famous statement that a man 
without a city is either a beast or a god, Aristotle understood as well as Locke 
did that all humans are equal in that they share the same human nature. It is 
this shared and fallible human nature that necessitates, for Locke, that no one 
can rule over another without his consent. In summation, Jaffa pronounces 
that “had Aristotle been called upon, in the latter half of the 17th century, to 
write a guide book for constitution makers, he would have written something 
very closely approximating Locke’s Second Treatise” (9).

This creative reinterpretation of Locke has profound implications for Jaffa’s 
understanding of the American founding. The founders did not create a low 
regime that had to be elevated later, but from the outset built a regime on high 
moral principles. Ancient divisions of religion or ethnicity were replaced by 
the natural rights of all humans, but for ancient ends. The Constitution’s insti-
tutional solution, of faction counteracting faction, never assumed to entirely 
account for a lack of wisdom and virtue in the citizenry. Actual political rule 
requires a natural aristocracy with the best citizens serving the nation to 
effectively protect the equal rights of all. The pursuit of happiness may be an 
individual pursuit in the state of nature, but it becomes the pursuit of the com-
mon good once in society. A regime rooted in a theory of natural rights but 
exercised through majority rule requires moral education on the natural rights 
of all so that majority rule respects the rights of the minority. Religious liberty 
is the architectonic right as divisive religious issues that lead to infringements 
of minority rights are removed from the political realm. This sequestration of 
sectarian religious questions from politics is intended to promote a common 
morality where citizens of differing religions reach a general consensus on the 
common good. The founding, as “the secular redemption of mankind” (58), 
did not just promote the peaceful coexistence of multiple sects but forged an 
alliance between reason and revelation on a fixed nature with a moral code 
for political society. The American government was instituted to protect rights 
but this goal requires a shared common good of protecting the rights of all. 
The right of liberty allows all the opportunity to freely pursue classical virtue. 
In Jaffa’s words, “the American Founding limited the ends of government. It 
did not limit the ends of man. The ends of the regime…were lowered. But the 
ends both of reason and revelation served by the regime…were understood to 
enhance…the intrinsic possibility of human excellence” (136).  
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This volume provides an excellent introduction to the later thinking 
of Jaffa for those unfamiliar with his work and a starting point for further 
debate with those already familiar with him. Jaffa makes a Herculean effort 
to show the resonance between Aristotle and the founders’ Locke. His clear 
intent is to rescue the founding from the disapprobation heaped upon Locke 
in some circles without denying the centrality of Lockean natural rights to 
the founding. Montesquieu is conspicuously absent from Jaffa’s account, an 
absence explained by the fact that Jaffa’s emphasis is on the ends of govern-
ment, expressed in the Declaration of Independence, rather than the means 
articulated in the Constitution and its separation of powers. By abstract-
ing from the governmental powers necessary for the protection of rights, 
however, Jaffa misses the context that gives full life to the founders’ regime. 
Lincoln needed the full use of the constitutional executive power to complete 
the founding and in doing so adhered to the constitutionalism of Alexander 
Hamilton rather than the extraconstitutional prerogative of Thomas Jeffer-
son, whom Jaffa supposes to have been Lincoln’s teacher. The Declaration’s 
guarantees mean little without the robust constitutional framework that sup-
ports them. 

On a higher level, one might question whether the thesis of classical con-
tinuity with Locke is true, or even necessary. In emphasizing the similarities 
between Aristotle and Locke, Jaffa obscures their major difference while deny-
ing Locke credit, or blame, for his innovations. Aristotle may have recognized 
that all humans are equal through a shared nature, but an equality of natural 
rights is absent from his work. Natural rights were not just a prudential adap-
tation to the Protestant Reformation but the very purpose of government for 
Locke and the founders. Jaffa implicitly recognizes that in lowering the end of 
government to the protection of rights, the pursuit of virtue must be achieved 
on an individual level rather than through the city, as Aristotle envisioned. 
Whereas for Aristotle the city exists for the sake of living well, the founders’ 
government exists for the protection of rights and leaves individuals to pursue 
virtue (or not) for themselves. This concession to the fallibility of human nature 
allows for more stable government, since a government with the unlimited 
power necessary to attempt to make humans good is bound for failure and tyr-
anny. Jaffa is correct that there were classical elements present in the founding 
but oversells his claim. In articulating a Lockean conception of natural rights, 
the founders endorsed a thoroughly modern idea. There is no need to deny 
this fact out of a reflexive concern that all moderns are inferior to their ancient 
predecessors. The founders’ thought still allowed for the pursuit of the good life 
in a way that the thought of other moderns such as Machiavelli or Hobbes did 
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not. In fact, the equality of natural rights, understood as an equal opportunity 
to exercise one’s rights, offers all citizens an opportunity to pursue virtue if they 
choose. The American founding was rooted in modernity, but a more moderate 
modernity.

In Unmasking the Administrative State, John Marini picks up where Jaffa 
leaves off. Marini applies the principles of the American founding to the 
problem of public administration in the twenty-first century. For Marini, the 
founders understood government to be limited to the protection of natural 
rights and held public administration to be a prudential activity in service of 
this end of government. The founders’ constitutionalism was replaced by a 
Hegelian philosophy that requires an unlimited government to carry out the 
rational will of the people. The state, as the ethical and organized embodi-
ment of rational will, rather than the people, becomes the sovereign, making 
all rights alienable provisions from the government. A government that grants 
rights places entitlements as the end of government and “is therefore linked 
to the satisfaction of needs, economic and social” (17). Political parties have 
lost power to represent the people as bureaucratic patronage has supplanted 
the spoils system. Bureaucracy is enshrined as the rationally intelligent body 
that achieves government’s end through modern social science. The founders, 
in contrast, recognized that all humans are self-interested and would never 
have conceived of a special class of civil servants with exclusive knowledge that 
entitles it to all the powers of government. 

The modern administrative state has displaced the founders’ intention, 
according to Marini, which was that the constitutional separation of powers 
must work to force the political branches of government to articulate a common 
good. Marini is a bit vague on what this common good could be, although the 
implication is that it would be some application of the theory of natural rights 
to variable circumstances. Without crises, political institutions have been inept 
at pursuing a common good. Despite this divergence from the founding, the 
very fact that founding principles are still studied and debated provides hope, 
in Marini’s view. As long as public opinion clings to the founders’ constitu-
tionalism, the administrative state cannot entrench itself as legitimate. The fate 
of American constitutionalism hinges on the virtue of the American people 
and whether they can preserve constitutional principles. A people who do not 
have an enlightened understanding of their rights or are “insufficiently vigi-
lant concerning the use of power by government…cannot retain the form of 
constitutionalism regardless of its structure. They have already lost its spirit 
by failing to understand or by denying its principle” (56). Regardless of who 
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occupies particular offices at specific times, institutions can do only so much to 
safeguard constitutional government. Without widespread consensus among 
the people on first principles, any changes to public administration towards 
constitutionalism will be transient or ineffective. 

Marini demonstrates a proper understanding of the constitutional separa-
tion of powers as he recognizes that the Constitution does not merely distribute 
a single political power to the three branches of government but places the 
three distinct powers of government in the branch best constituted to exercise 
each power. At times, however, he evinces a more limited doctrine of separa-
tion of powers than the founders intended. In describing a limited government 
with Congress as the first branch, Marini suggests the negative conception of 
separation of powers—that powers are separated so no one branch can become 
tyrannical—but he never stresses the positive side of separation of powers, 
where each branch is given the adequate powers to pursue its limited ends 
and fully exercise its power. As Hamilton argued in Federalist, No. 23, “the 
means ought to be proportioned to the end; the persons from whose agency the 
attainment of any end is expected, ought to possess the means by which it is 
to be attained.” Marini never explicitly denies this conception but emphasizes 
the need for government to control itself at the expense of the need to control 
the governed. The progressive challenge to separation of powers that Marini 
critiques succeeded politically because it redefined the founders’ separation of 
powers as the rigid limitation of governmental power and an impediment to 
progress rather than as the full empowerment of government to perform its 
limited ends. Woodrow Wilson and his fellow progressives obscured the extent 
to which they differed with the founders on the ends of government by mis-
representing the founding to favor an overly restrictive means for these ends.

In confronting the administrative state, Marini must grapple with the 
thought of Alexis de Tocqueville. Marini recognizes Tocqueville’s prescience 
in having foreseen the tendency of administrative centralization towards a 
new, soft form of despotism that erodes freedom in favor of radical equality. 
For Tocqueville, the alternative of administrative decentralization fosters the 
active participation of citizens necessary to sustain liberty and prevent democ-
racy from sliding into the mere pursuit of individual interests. At the same 
time, Marini articulates the limitations of Tocqueville’s thought. Tocqueville 
did not share the founders’ conception of a fixed natural law to direct human 
freedom but favored providence as a historical force that allows for freedom to 
be expressed as free will. Without a principled defense of the equality of natural 
rights, Tocqueville could not articulate founding principles nor forestall what 
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he saw as a deleterious yet inevitable historical development towards central-
ized administration. Taking a middle ground, Marini eschews the tendency to 
either unqualifiedly praise Tocqueville as a prophet or dismiss him as entirely 
irrelevant for contemporary politics.

The book’s most intriguing argument is that the administrative state was 
not fully institutionalized during the New Deal or the Eisenhower adminis-
tration but in Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society. This change occurred when 
Congress, which had heretofore been the representative of local interests rooted 
in the states, chose to preserve its status as the primary branch of government 
by assuming the role of superintendent for the administrative state. This fas-
cinating thesis could use more concrete historical evidence in its support. The 
great strength of Marini’s writing, a rare ability to avoid policy minutiae while 
writing on public administration, is also its weakness, as some arguments 
could benefit from supporting details. 

Marini’s analysis is political without being partisan. This reflects his 
argument that bureaucrats have become their own faction who defend 
administrative rule. He criticizes Democrats for favoring a government with 
unlimited domestic power and Republicans for advocating unlimited national 
security power. Marini chastises Newt Gingrich for attempting to function 
as a prime minister while Speaker of the House by directing administration 
through unified leadership of congressional committees. The boldest chapter 
of Marini’s book may be a revisionist account of Watergate as an institutional 
clash between the political claims of the president and Congress rather than 
as a legal conflict between a president and the rule of law. According to this 
narrative, Richard Nixon earned a popular mandate in the 1972 election on 
the goal of reining in the administrative state and assumed this mandate to 
delegate any means necessary to obtain this end. The administrative state, 
through its patrons in Congress, used Watergate to cripple Nixon and save 
itself. Marini claims that “although Woodward and Bernstein were lauded 
as investigative reporters, they served merely as a conduit by which the 
bureaucracy could undermine the authority of an elected officeholder” (145). 
Marini does marshal impressive evidence that Nixon planned to confront 
the administrative state in his second term, but does not contextualize this 
argument within the actual Watergate scandal. It is never explained how the 
illegal wiretapping of a political party’s headquarters (especially in one of the 
least competitive presidential elections in history) and the subsequent con-
spiracy to cover up the crime were in any way congenial means to control the 
administrative state. Moreover, Nixon would not have been aware that he had 
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earned a mandate from the people until after election day, long after the actual 
break-in. A president should indeed have broad means to hold officers and 
agencies that exercise the executive power on his behalf accountable, but illegal 
meddling in an election and in a criminal investigation is not a fitting means  
to that end.  

Marini’s discussion of citizenship is particularly relevant for contempo-
rary politics. For the founders, American citizenship was based in the equality 
of natural rights, supplanting other criteria such as race, ethnicity, culture, or 
religion as the determinants of citizenship. The capacity for self-government 
of potential citizens should be determined on an individual basis, rather than 
through group status. It was the Progressives, Marini argues, who altered the 
basis of citizenship to the historically conditioned categories of class, culture, 
and race. Group status then determines rights, as individual freedom is found 
through participation as a member in the group. Marini does a superb job of 
tracing the oft-forgotten correspondence between the Progressive understand-
ing of citizenship and appalling racial theories. He provides solid evidence that 
Charles Merriam, John W. Burgess, Herbert Croly, and other prominent Pro-
gressives all at one point supported “scientific” theories that defended racism 
on the basis of supposed racial hierarchies revealed through historical evolu-
tion. Citizenship should, for Marini, be based on an individual’s capacity to live 
in accord with the principles of the Declaration of Independence, rather than 
on assumptions derived from group status. 

By connecting the development of the administrative state to political 
philosophy, Marini masterfully shows how ideas affect politics. Yet his almost 
singular focus on Hegel and German historicism as the source of the adminis-
trative state minimizes other equally important influences. Marini admits that 
Max Weber and social Darwinism influenced the growth of the administra-
tive state, the latter confirming historical evolution through biology, but treats 
Hegel as the authoritative source for the administrative state. Hegelianism 
certainly had a major effect on public administration, but in the United States 
social Darwinism shaped the administrative state just as much as, if not more 
than, Hegelianism. Social Darwinism has an innate appeal and simplicity as a 
theory claiming scientific legitimacy that could capture the popular mind in 
a way that Hegelianism, with its own complex terminology and logic, never 
could. Even Hegel’s greatest American student, Woodrow Wilson, wrote that 
government is a living organism “accountable to Darwin, not to Newton.”1 The 

1  Woodrow Wilson, “The New Freedom,” In Woodrow Wilson: The Essential Political Writings, ed. 
Ronald J. Pestritto (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005), 121.
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synthesis of Hegelianism and Darwinism was, however, still not the full source 
of the administrative state; both Weber and pragmatism, especially the strain 
associated with John Dewey that particularly influenced the New Deal, were 
major contributors to modern administration.

Students of American political thought, as well as anyone with an inter-
est in American politics, will greatly benefit from the publication of these two 
volumes. Many of the essential writings of Jaffa and Marini are herein collected 
in single volumes with succinct and informative comments from the editors. 
Both books articulate fundamental principles of the American founding and 
contemporary challenges to those principles. The drastic changes they detail 
could leave readers with a sense of pessimism, or even despair. Hope remains, 
however, as founding principles have not been entirely forgotten. As long as 
books like these continue to be written, the argument for founding principles 
can be perpetuated along with our political institutions. Just as the institutional 
framework left by the founders still requires good citizens, a rigorous education 
in constitutionalism will always be necessary if the Constitution is to endure. 
These volumes are compelling examples of that education in practice. 
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Paul Rahe’s Sparta’s First Attic War: The Grand Strategy of Classical Sparta, 
478–446 B.C., the second in a planned trilogy, concerns the struggle between 
Athens and Sparta in the wake of the Greek victory over the Persians. An 
immensely helpful prequel, The Spartan Regime: Its Character, Origins, 
and Grand Strategy (Yale University Press, 2016), concerning the peculiar 
domestic institutions of the Spartans and their implications for how Sparta 
conceived of itself in foreign policy, accompanies the trilogy. The first volume 
in the trilogy itself, The Grand Strategy of Classical Sparta: The Persian Chal-
lenge (Yale University Press, 2015), treated the Greek’s struggle with, and 
victory over, Persia. 

Rahe’s ambition in this trilogy is twofold. First, it is to provide a history. 
This second volume covers the ground Thucydides does in the early parts 
of his Pentacontaetia, the fifty years between the end of the Persian War 
(between the Greeks and the Persians) and the beginning of the Pelopon-
nesian War (between Athens and Sparta). Rahe tells of Athens’s rising and 
restless might, while charting the consistency of the steady, even plodding 
Spartan regime. Why these differences are crucial illuminates Rahe’s second 
ambition: the rejuvenation of grand strategy as a basis for political reflec-
tion and action. Today’s International Relations theorists see “state actors” on 
the world stage, calculating in terms of power and such. Their abstractions 
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distract from the raw reality of political life—its concern with winning and 
losing, friends and enemies—and from the ways the inside of a political 
community affects its approach to the outside. Grand strategists see the fun-
damental priority to domestic policy and recognize that a nation’s distinctive 
regime affects and shapes how it sees its interests on the international stage. 
Grand strategists know their country’s resources, peculiarities, customs, 
vulnerabilities, its passing whims and its permanent traits—and then ensure 
that its people have a will to win wars and have the will to deprive enemies of 
just such a will. The study of grand strategy thus aims at understanding the 
whole of political life.

Sparta’s First Attic War begins with the situation after the Persians were 
defeated at Salamis, Plataea, and Mycale in 479 BC. Athens, fresh from victory 
with her newly acquired navy, headed the Delian League, an alliance aimed 
at keeping the Persians out of the Aegean Sea, in the aftermath of the war, 
while the Spartans declined to continue with mopping-up operations. Allies 
provided ships or, in lieu of them, payments, and Athens provided honest, 
public-spirited leadership, at least at first, in efforts against the Mede. This 
league slowly morphed into an empire, but only after Athens herself changed. 
(And as Rahe and Thucydides point out, some free-riding communities in 
the Delian League eventually ceased contributing either ships or money, 
moving the Athenians to compel payments by besieging them.) Sparta, the 
other great victor of these wars, retreated to the Peloponnese, disclaiming any 
desire to build an empire and preoccupied, it seems, with domestic troubles 
and corrupt leaders. Eventually, all the sides worked out a modus vivendi 
where each minded its sphere of influence, but Athens dreamed of expanding 
its own. The conflict would continue.

Rahe is great storyteller, instructing the reader on what it must have been 
like to see events as they unfolded. The Persians lost the key battles against 
Greece, but what were their future Greek ambitions? Would they recover and 
fight again? Each Persian king, after all, thought of himself as the “king of 
kings,” entitled to rule the known world. Should the Greeks act to “contain” 
the Persian king? Engage in rollback, to stop any future Persian invasion of 
Greece? Seek unconditional surrender? Or declare victory and go home? 

Athenians had two visions for the postwar order. One grand strategist, 
Themistocles, architect of the Salamis victory, believed the Persian threat had 
receded, and Athens should focus elsewhere. It should undermine Sparta, 
its once ally but future enemy, he believed, by sowing seeds of discontent 
within Sparta’s home-base alliances and roiling its huge slave population of 



6 5 7Book Review: Sparta’s First Attic War

helots. This would afford Athens an empire, if she wanted it. The other grand 
strategist, Cimon, worried more about keeping Persia in its box and rolling 
back its holdings on the Aegean. Cimon built the Delian League and, with 
Aristeides, kept it just so the allies bought into its goals. While Themistocles 
would unsettle Athens’s rear, Cimon depended on peace in Greece to proceed 
with his plans. 

Athens pursued both plans at once. Themistocles engineered the rebuild-
ing of Athens’s walls and earnestly focused on fortifying the Peiraeus by 478 
BC, against the strict wishes of the Spartans. Cimon cleaned up Persian 
stragglers, punished Medizers, and built the Delian League for the purpose of 
confronting a restored Persia—a purpose that was complete with his decisive 
victory on sea and land over the Persians at Eurymedon in 469, in what is 
today southern Turkey. The Peace of Callias between Cimon and the Persian 
king recognized realities but promised no permanent peace. Persia would 
stay where it was, while Athens, under Cimon’s leadership (Themistocles had 
been ostracized by this time), would stay out of Cyprus and leave Persia proper 
undisturbed. Eurymedon confirmed what Salamis and Plataea established. 

What would Athens do with its budding empire now that its front, in a 
sense, was secure? Here Cimon was a man out of season, friendly to Sparta 
and satisfied to keep the Delian League as a defensive alliance and not much 
of an empire. Domestic democratic reforms, including the building of the 
walls and the dependence on the navy, begun under Cimon and Aristeides, 
would make such a policy impossible to maintain. The rising demos required 
an empire, though its members may not have understood all its implications. 

In fact, Rahe speculates deliciously here. He conjectures that the ostra-
cized Themistocles spent his time weakening the Spartan alliance and 
pointing Athens to an alliance with Argos, Sparta’s ancient enemy. Sparta, as 
became known later, was preparing to invade Attica at this point, in order to 
maintain its control of the Peloponnese. Instead, a cataclysm struck Sparta—
a deadly earthquake followed by a helot revolt in 465/4 BC, which presented 
Athens with a question of grand strategy. Should Athens kick the Spartans 
while they were down (as the followers of Themistocles suggested) or follow 
Cimon’s accommodationist policy? 

Athens went with Cimon and marched to Sparta to lend her a hand in 
putting down the helot revolt, but events soon proved this cautious policy 
unsuited to the Athenian character and unwise in the circumstances. Sparta, 
suspicious of the Athenians, sent them away. Its plan to invade Attica became 
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known. Further democratic reforms within Athens undercut Cimon’s posi-
tion within the somewhat aristocratic, old-family Areopagus. These changes 
engendered “a diplomatic revolution,” in Rahe’s telling, and Cimon was ostra-
cized in 461 (144). The Athenians would have to weigh the Delian League and 
the Persian threat against the menace of Sparta (if of a weakened Sparta). 

The result of this situation was greater Athenian ambition but a two-front 
Athenian defeat—one confronting the Persians in Egypt (459) and one con-
fronting the Spartans on land at Tanagra (458), north of Attica. These defeats 
amounted to an Athenian cataclysm akin to the earthquake and helot revolt. 
Athens would need a pause. So bad were things for the Athenians that Cimon 
was recalled to restore order in the east and a modicum of friendliness, mixed 
with the knowledge that future conflicts may come, with the Spartans. All the 
while Athens continued its transformation into an island on the land, with 
its long walls. This changed the city and encouraged a grand strategy that 
discounted the Spartan threat on land and pointed the Athenians to the sea. 
The Delian League, as a consequence, became the basis for empire instead of 
a defensive alliance. The book ends with a cease fire of a sort between Athens 
and Sparta, each side grudgingly leaving the field of battle but without hopes 
for a lasting peace with honor. 

Much more besides this rich narrative is in the first volumes of Rahe’s 
trilogy. The book succeeds marvelously as a tale of this time. No lover of the 
Greeks would want to miss this gripping tale, told by someone with keen 
political sensibilities and a vivid imagination for what is possible.

The book also succeeds marvelously as a reintroduction to the portrait of 
grand strategy so central to the ancient view of political science. Rahe’s books 
may not, strictly speaking, be works of political philosophy. They synthesize 
Plutarch, Thucydides, Herodotus, Greek playwrights, new archeology, and 
much else into a story with big political questions at the center. Yet his work 
approaches political philosophy through his treatment of these different 
regimes and shows how the interplay between domestic and foreign policy 
reveals changes in regimes—where the different ideas of justice and a good 
life guide Athens, Sparta, and Persia and shape how each imagines its place in 
the political world. Rahe’s approach to grand strategy provides an indispens-
able preparation for political philosophy. The books are fun reads and grist 
for deep political reflection. 
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