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Shortly after the referendum in Great Britain to withdraw from the Euro-
pean Union in 2016, a small group of scholars on the Continent issued “The 
Paris Statement—A Europe We Can Believe In.”1 The document lays out in 
thirty-six concise statements a diagnosis of the declining EU and a prescrip-
tion to improve its condition. The authors suggest that the EU has reached an 
impasse because it has abandoned its traditions and institutions, which have 
been cherished for generations and have contributed to a uniquely tolerant 
and public-minded set of nations. In its place, they argue, the EU has adopted 
a new ersatz religion, devoted to globalism and the belief in progress. The 
document concludes by calling for statesmen to articulate the value of nation 
states and particular traditions.

One of the twelve signatories, Rémi Brague, has been making these 
arguments for much of his impressive career. Brague, the emeritus  
professor of medieval and Arabic philosophy at Paris I and the Romano Guar-
dini chair of philosophy at Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität (Munich), is 
well known to readers of Interpretation thanks to his continuing engagement 
with the work of Leo Strauss. Brague’s particular interest in Strauss’s diagno-
sis of the theological-political problem has had a profound influence on his 
scholarship. In fact, several of Brague’s major works present a sort of response 
to Strauss. In The Law of God, for instance, he challenges Strauss’s account of 
the idea of divine law, and in Eccentric Culture: A Theory of Western Civiliza-
tion, he offers an alternative to Strauss’s account of the West by including a 

1  https://thetrueeurope.eu/a-europe-we-can-believe-in/.

�  https://thetrueeurope.eu/a-europe-we-can-believe-in/.
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more prominent role for Rome or Christianity as an alternative to Athens 
and Jerusalem.2 

Brague’s most recent work, Curing Mad Truths, offers a useful point of 
entry into his thought as a whole, and also allows readers to grasp the rela-
tion between his theoretical work and its contemporary political import. The 
book concludes with an imagined dialogue between Brague and a political 
opponent who has just listened to his argument. His interlocutor observes: 
“You claim to defend law and order, or anything whatsoever that you adver-
tise as being valuable; in fact, you simply get cold feet when confronted with 
reforms…that could endanger your position as a privileged member of a rul-
ing elite.” Brague does not deny that he is a member of a ruling elite, even 
though his views are clearly at odds with the leading contemporary moral 
and political views in the West. Instead, he responds on theoretical grounds: 
“what has to be salvaged is not a particular political system any longer, not 
even a definite civilization. It is mankind as a whole, the speaking animal…
that doubts of its own legitimacy and that needs grounds for wishing to push 
further the human adventure” (114–15). In short, Brague’s political proj-
ect relies on a broad theoretical framework. Curing Mad Truths intends to 
explain this framework. 

The book argues that modernity as a whole has failed to ground its project 
for the conquest of nature in terms of the human good. The term “mad truths” 
comes from G. K. Chesterton, who described the modern world as “full of 
the old Christian virtues gone mad.” The phrase is commonly misquoted as 
“mad truths” (rather than mad virtues) because Chesterton himself explains 
that their madness comes from a “man who has lost everything except his 
reason” (1). The modern project liberates reason from the context of human 
experience, which gives it meaning, and as a result leads us into folly. Ches-
terton subsequently revised his thesis: there are no Christian virtues per se, 
only human virtues that are universal and eternal. This correction brings 
the defects of the modern project into sharper focus. That project borrows 
its notion of virtue from the medieval and ancient traditions, even as it dis-
torts and ultimately destroys it. This is Brague’s thesis: the modern project 
relies heavily on medieval and ancient notions that it can no longer explain 

2  Rémi Brague, The Law of God: The Philosophical History of an Idea, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 2007); Brague, Eccentric Culture: A Theory of Western Civilization, 
trans. Samuel Lester (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s, 2002). Two works devoted to Strauss specifically 
are Brague, “Athens, Jerusalem, Mecca: Leo Strauss’s ‘Muslim’ Understanding of Greek Philoso-
phy,” Poetics Today 19, no. 2 (Summer 1998): 235–59; Brague, “Leo Strauss and Maimonides,” trans. C. 
J. Sheldon, in Leo Strauss’s Thought, ed. Alan Udoff (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1991), 93–114.
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or justify.3 Inevitably these notions are perverted to the point of madness or 
pathology. The idea, for example, of repentance persists in the modern world. 
We still feel guilt over our wrongdoings and seek forgiveness for them. But we 
are apt to blame them on the sins of our ancestors rather than on ourselves, 
and to make matters worse, we no longer acknowledge an authority capable 
of absolving us. Rather than achieving forgiveness, the idea of repentance 
becomes a “mad truth” of infinite, unforgivable guilt.

The cure for such mad truths is the recovery of their older, fuller mean-
ing. In The Legitimacy of the Human, Brague had argued that the best place to 
begin searching for this meaning is the medieval Catholic Church, particu-
larly the work of Thomas Aquinas, who Brague suggests provides the most 
coherent and profound synthesis of philosophy and Christianity. The notion 
of recovering this synthesis is fraught with risk. Many medieval and ancient 
ideas are obsolete or wrong. On the other hand, the modern prejudice is to 
see the past as the dark ages of superstition in order to promote the modern 
project of science and enlightenment. Here Brague proves himself a sober 
guide: “Medieval people were exactly as smart and as stupid, as benighted 
and as enlightened, as generous and as wicked, and so on, as we are now. But 
they were not so in the same way. When modern times set on, they brought 
about ‘new learning and new ignorance’ in a perfect balance. Some new 
things were learned while other ones were forgotten, either not paid atten-
tion or even given good riddance to” (5). This is not a question of “progress 
or return.” Both options, Brague insists, are untenable. Instead, he proposes 
that a “rescue mission” is in order to recover the full meaning of our most 
cherished ideas before they undermine and destroy us. Otherwise, as Brague 
suggests in one of his many evocative references, we are like the sea captain 
in Joseph Conrad’s End of the Tether, who must continue sailing despite his 
failing eyesight in order to satisfy his daughter’s need for money. “He keeps 
leading his ship till she finally suffers shipwreck” (34).

Brague’s strategy is to compare contemporary concepts of nature, free-
dom, virtue, and so forth with their older counterparts and to show how the 
newer versions are incoherent and unstable. Some concepts, such as atheism, 
are wholesale abandonments of older notions, but they take their meaning in 
opposition to the older notion. In the case of contemporary atheism, Brague 
admits that the situation looks bleak, and that evidence of religious revivals 

3  This is the theme of Brague’s The Kingdom of Man: Genesis and Failure of the Modern Project, trans. 
Paul Seaton (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018). It is reprised in chap. 1 of Cur-
ing Mad Truths.
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in some places could simply be “rear-guard battles” (24). Furthermore, at 
least at the beginning of the Enlightenment, there was no pressing need for 
science to give an account of the ultimate nature of reality. It seemed suf-
ficient to pursue security and comfort and thereby relieve man’s estate. But 
doubts about the Enlightenment began to emerge as men sought to conquer 
and exploit the earth to achieve these goals. These concerns were soon fol-
lowed by broader doubts concerning man’s superiority to animals (cf. 28–29, 
39). Our experience of the brutality and violence of atheistic regimes appears 
to confirm these worries. At this stage, reason turns against the project of the 
Enlightenment and against human life itself. 

Writing about contemporary Europe, Brague notes the plummeting 
birth rates among educated people and remarks: “we absolutely must be able 
to tell why the existence of human beings on this earth is a good thing” (31). 
Brague thus turns from his account of the failure of atheism to his argu-
ment for the “necessity of goodness.” Significantly, Brague chooses to begin 
with Aristotle rather than revelation. Aristotle argues in the Politics that 
“the political community comes into being for the sake of life, but it goes on 
existing for the sake of the good life” (cf. 36). The good is secondary to our 
self-preservation and thus we may, as prudence dictates, have to forgo it tem-
porarily for a more pressing need. In a sense, then, we can survive without 
a notion of the good, but we cannot live well nor can we sustain life. Brague 
presses further, arguing that access to the good is necessary. He suggests that 
freedom is a necessary precondition of moral action, and that we gain that 
freedom despite the determination of our bodies and birth, by access to the 
good. Brague finds this notion of the good in both Athens and Jerusalem; it is 
“the good news implied by both Plato and the Bible” (45). 

I have focused here on Brague’s treatment of the good because it gets to 
the heart of his analysis. Without some transcendent point of reference, some 
notion of the good, humanity finds itself unable to justify and explain its life 
such that it is willing to continue its existence. The spirit of Brague’s book is 
surprisingly conciliatory, particularly on the question of Athens vs. Jerusa-
lem. Moreover, though he does refer to Christianity’s advantages over both 
Athens and Jerusalem, his emphasis here is on dialogue rather than polem-
ics (see 66–67, 113). Moreover, he insists that these traditions and their texts 
should be studied as knowledge that will nourish and enrich us, not as mere 
historical curiosities or in the spirit of historicism. 

We can certainly admire and find comfort in Brague’s argument, but 
there remains a lingering difficulty: Does not Brague’s project, like the Paris 
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Statement, rest on faith? Would anything cause the West to turn back from 
its present course? To his credit, Brague is aware of this difficulty. For exam-
ple, he ends his chapter on “values or virtues” with a kind of prayer: “In the 
present day, Western mankind is badly in need of this double rediscovery and 
recovery: on the one hand, of the virtues as being good for each and every 
human being, and on the other hand, of obedience to the commandment to 
be, and to be what one is. May it understand this necessity and this urgency” 
(89). In short, Brague’s important project rests on a prayer that humanity 
will come to its senses and, following either logos or revelation, recognize the 
goodness of its being. Though Brague may be the model of a sober-minded 
political philosopher, his project for the salvation of the West rests on a 
hope—for a miracle. 

The difficulty that appears to thwart Brague’s argument and the Paris 
Statement was analyzed by Ernest Fortin nearly forty years ago, in a penetrat-
ing essay that appeared in Interpretation.4 Fortin explains that the teachings 
of Christianity are eschatological or transpolitical, such that any attempt to 
derive a political program from them is futile. The New Testament does not 
distinguish between regimes, nor does it suggest a preference for one type of 
regime over another. Furthermore, “its dominant theme is not justice, but 
love, and love as a political principle is a pretty fuzzy thing” (350). For Chris-
tians, including Brague, this is a great virtue because it calls humanity to a 
higher destiny, and identifies a domain beyond civil society as a locus of vir-
tue. As Christianity began to spread, however, it was forced to issue practical 
guidance to its adherents, and the only viable alternative was “to introduce 
political philosophy into the Christian scheme” (351). In this arrangement, 
political philosophy was given new life, but at the cost of constant ecclesiasti-
cal surveillance. However, since political philosophy had already developed 
an esoteric component, adherents to this new regime knew how to preserve 
their freedom by living outwardly as Christians. 

The situation prevailed and benefited both sides until the Enlightenment 
launched an all-out attack on faith in the name of science. As we have seen, 
Brague too describes this attack; however, according to Fortin, the attack 
had several unanticipated consequences. For one thing, Christianity became 
unmoored from political philosophy even as its adherents made ever greater 

4  Ernest Fortin, “Rational Theologians and Irrational Philosophers: A Straussian Perspective,” 
Interpretation 12, nos. 2–3 (1984): 349–56. The essay was reprinted in Collected Essays, vol. 2, Classical 
Christianity and the Political Order: Reflections on the Theologico-Political Problem, ed. J. Brian Benes-
tad (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), 287–96.
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claims on its behalf. Fortin cites Chateaubriand as the basis for the modern 
rehabilitation of Christianity on the grounds that it is the source of everything 
good in modernity. As Lessing, who witnessed the transformation first hand, 
observed in a letter to his brother: “A curtain had been drawn between faith 
and philosophy, behind which each could go his own way without disturbing 
the other. But what is happening now? They are tearing down this curtain, 
and under the pretext of making us rational Christians, they are making us 
very irrational philosophers” (quoted by Brague at 354). Modern thought 
attempts to settle the quarrel between reason and revelation by separating 
them into discrete domains. This liberates theologians to embrace doctrines 
incompatible with the teachings of the Gospel. Philosophers too are liber-
ated from the need to appear faithful and have used this freedom to attack 
theologians with unmitigated ire, indifferent to the political consequences. 
Remi Brague’s project to recover medieval truths is surely a noble and worthy 
endeavor. Nonetheless, in an age of unbelief, where convictions are grounded 
in neither reason nor authoritative tradition, his prospects, both theologically 
and politically, remain slender. 




