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Abstract: In this paper I argue that Plato’s dialogue on friendship, the Lysis, can help us to 
understand the political significance of friendship. First, I argue that the dialogue indicates 
through its structure, as well as through the responses of its interlocutors, a parallel between 
the psychology of the ruler and the psychology of the friend. Second, I argue that the dialogue 
implies that three conditions must be met for friendship to exist among human beings or citi-
zens in a polity: similarity, utility, and nobility. More careful attention to the establishment 
and maintenance of these conditions, I suggest, and to the psychological parallel between 
rulers and friends, might help us to attend more effectively to the civic health of a liberal 
democracy whose bonds of affection have become strained. 

The personal significance of friendship is obvious. Friendship is essential 
to human happiness, as becomes clear if one imagines the bleakness of a 
friendless existence. “Without friends,” Aristotle writes in the Nicomachean 
Ethics, “no one would choose to live, even if he possessed all other goods” 
(1155a5–6). Less obvious, perhaps, is friendship’s political significance. But 
in the same chapter of the Ethics, Aristotle goes on to say: “It seems too that 
friendship holds cities together and that lawgivers are more serious about 
it than justice.…When people are friends, they have no need of justice, but 
when they are just, they do need friendship in addition” (1155a26–27). If 
friendship has the power to hold a community together, we would expect 
political theorists to make friendship a central theme of their work. Yet mod-
ern and even contemporary political theorists have had a tendency to ignore 
friendship, or to characterize it as merely a matter of private concern.1

1  This tendency, now well noted, has been somewhat counteracted by a recent surge of interest in 
the topic of civic friendship. See Danielle Allen, Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship Since 
Brown v. Board of Education (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 119–59; John von Heyking 
and Richard Avramenko, eds., Friendship and Politics: Essays in Political Thought (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2008); and the special issue on Friendship in Political Theory, ed. 
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Two political theorists who resist this tendency, however, are Carl Schmitt 
and Sybil Schwarzenbach. In The Concept of the Political, Schmitt suggests 
that true political science is impossible without an understanding of friend-
ship and enmity. According to Schmitt, “the specific political distinction to 
which political actions and motives can be reduced is that between friend 
and enemy.”2 The enemy, as distinguished from the private adversary, exists 
“only when, at least potentially, one fighting collectivity of people confronts 
a similar collectivity.”3 The most extreme consequence of enmity, and the 
most extreme political means, is war, which, while being an exceptional case,  
nevertheless “has an especially decisive meaning which exposes the core of 
the matter.”4 For a world without the distinction between friend and enemy, 
and without at least the possibility of war, would be “a world without politics.”5

Schmitt helps us become more aware of something we may optimistically 
overlook: that political life as we know it is always life within a particular  
community, defined in contrast or opposition to another, against which it may 
fight. And in Schmitt’s view, the tight connection between politics, friendship, 
and enmity has implications for the way we talk and write about political life. 
Terms such as “the state” and “the people,” he suggests, become unintelligible 
without a tacit understanding of friendship and enmity.6 In fact, nearly every 
term used in political science—for instance, “state, republic, society, class, as 
well as sovereignty, constitutional state, absolutism, dictatorship, economic 
planning, neutral or total state”—becomes “incomprehensible” if one does 
not pay attention to the “essentially polemical nature” of “politically charged 
terms” and politics, and thus to the concepts of friend and enemy.7 We may, 
of course, resist much of Schmitt’s argument, but the core of his challenge 

Derek Edyvane and Kerri Woods, Res Publica 19, no. 1 (Feb. 2013). For discussions of the neglect of 
friendship as a political theme, see Paul Ludwig, “Without Foundations: Plato’s Lysis and Postmodern 
Friendship,” American Political Science Review 104, no. 1 (Feb. 2010): 134–35; Sybil Schwarzenbach, 
“On Civic Friendship,” Ethics 107, no. 1 (Oct. 1996): 97–98 and 108–17; Sybil Schwarzenbach, On Civic 
Friendship: Including Women in the State (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 16–17; and 
Jason Scorza, “Liberal Citizenship and Civic Friendship,” Political Theory 32, no. 1 (2004): 85–86. 
According to Ludwig’s argument, “the privatization of friendship and a correspondingly cold or 
calculating view of the public sphere can be seen in classical liberal theory as well as contemporary 
mainstream liberal theory,” regardless of whether the theory in question is utilitarian or deontological 
in its foundations (“Without Foundations,” 135).
2  Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 26. 
3  Ibid., 28.
4  Ibid., 33, 35.
5  Ibid., 35.
6  Ibid., 19–20, 25–26.
7  Ibid., 30–32, 31n12.
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here seems worth taking seriously: that “the phenomenon of the political can 
be understood only in the context of the ever-present possibility of the friend-
and-enemy grouping.”8

But is the question of friendship’s role in political life of only theoretical 
significance, or is it also relevant to practical politics? A growing number 
of neo-Aristotelian theorists seek to rehabilitate the ideal of civic or political 
friendship; and among the most forceful and thoughtful of these is Sybil 
Schwarzenbach. Friendship among citizens, she writes, is “the forgotten 
problem of modern democratic theory.”9 This forgetting is especially unfor-
tunate now, when a return to the ideal of civic friendship could help to unify 
a community threatened with disintegration.10 Friendship “must again be 
acknowledged as an essential factor unifying even the just modern state.”11 
Instead of writing more “tomes on the freedom and equality of citizens” 
while neglecting friendship, democratic theorists ought to “go beyond the 
simple debate between freedom and equality and include this third distinct 
value.”12 In fact, among the three values, friendship may be paramount. For 
once it is accepted as “a third critical value of democracy,” friendship can 
“help determine the limits of legitimate freedom and equality”; “many (if not 
all) of the other criteria that are typically cited as distinctive of democracy 
may be understood to flow from this central value.”13 Not only does civic 
friendship give content to the notion of civic virtue, but even more impor-
tantly, civic friendship alone prevents justice from being a chimera.14 For it is 
not only actual injustice, but also perceived injustice, that causes civic break-
down, and only friendly feeling can prevent that perception:

a high degree of civic friendship alone makes genuine justice pos-
sible. That is, amidst a general background of distrust, ill will, or 
even simple indifference, many citizens will characteristically still 

8  Ibid., 35; cf. 67. One might think that for Schmitt, enmity is fundamental, while friendship is 
merely an afterthought. But it seems to me that Schmitt has good reason for referring, in his state-
ments about the essence of politics, to both enmity and friendship: each concept has its meaning for 
him in relation to the other. And for the public and thus common enemy to exist, the people must 
already be bound in some sort of friendship—a friendship that allows Schmitt to speak at times, 
somewhat surprisingly, of the domestic enemy, understood as an exceptional case (46–47; cf. 28).
9  Sybil Schwarzenbach, “Democracy and Friendship,” Journal of Social Philosophy 36, no. 2 (2004): 239.
10  Ibid., 99.
11  Schwarzenbach, “On Civic Friendship,” 98.
12  Schwarzenbach, “Democracy and Friendship,” 239, 247. 
13  Ibid., 233; cf. 250.
14  Ibid., 237, 250.
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perceive themselves to be unjustly treated even if they in fact are not 
so, even if some narrower form of objective, distributive justice (such 
as proportionate equality) is being adhered to. Again, without the 
general goodwill and flexible “give and take” that a civic friendship 
entails, citizens will be unable to accept in practice the burdens of 
justice required in any particular case; they will be unwilling to yield 
regarding their own interests when necessary, or forego their special 
privileges when called upon.15

Like Aristotle, though in a somewhat different way, Schwarzenbach argues 
that justice, insufficient by itself, requires the supplement of friendship.16 But 
Schwarzenbach’s most powerful argument is a simple one: because contem-
porary America is threatened by a number of “disintegrative tendencies,” “the 
problem of social unity—of what it is that generally binds persons together 
in a just society—is emerging as of critical importance once again.”17 In such 
a situation, “all resources for a fair and undogmatic social unity must be 
mined.” And “some form of political friendship,” in Schwarzenbach’s view, 
“is central among such resources.”18

Each thinker, Schmitt and Schwarzenbach, while pointing us down 
promising paths, leaves us with a sense that more territory remains unex-
plored in the theorizing of friendship. In particular, we are left wondering 
about the psychology of friendship, and about its conditions. Precisely 
if we take seriously Schmitt’s challenge that we will never understand 
politics unless we understand friendship and enmity, we may be left dis-  
satisfied with his brief account of their essences—“the distinction of friend 
and enemy denotes the utmost degree of intensity of a union or separation, 
of an association or dissociation”19—and we may be led to seek an account 
of the psychology of friendship that is more nuanced and exact. And pre-
cisely if we agree with Schwarzenbach that attending to civic friendship, or 

15  Ibid., 236–37. Cf. Schwarzenbach, On Civic Friendship, 54–55. 
16  For indications of certain difficulties with Schwarzenbach’s application of Aristotle, consider Nic. 
Eth. 1132b31–1133a5, 1170b29–32, and Politics 1280b5–35.
17  Schwarzenbach, “Democracy and Friendship,” 99.
18  Jason Scorza, who also confronts the problem of social unity, argues that truth and tenderness, 
which are communicative norms of Emersonian friendship, can serve to constrain and guide dis-
agreements between citizens of pluralist liberal democracies in order to create a social union that is 
neither too polite nor too antagonistic (Jason Scorza, “Liberal Citizenship,” 88, 92, 95–101, 103); “the 
same norms that work for friendship also will work to preserve and strengthen modern liberal societ-
ies, even in the face of inevitable disagreement between members with different values and interests” 
(103).
19  Schmitt, Concept of the Political, 26. 
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to “a background general concern and goodwill between citizens,”20 may help 
us to bind our community together, we may be left wishing we had a better 
grasp of friendship’s conditions, so as to promote or maintain them more 
effectively. In this article, I suggest that Plato, in his dialogue Lysis, points the 
way toward a deeper understanding of both the psychology and the condi-
tions of friendship. That understanding, valuable in its own right for political 
scientists, may also promise to be of some use in strengthening what Lincoln 
called our bonds of affection, bonds of affection that passion and principle 
have recently strained. 

Three Puzzles of the Lysis

The Lysis is Plato’s dialogue on friendship. Like the Republic, Plato’s dialogue 
on justice, it is narrated by Socrates, who recounts in the first person a con-
versation he had with a pair of teenage boys who are friends: the shy and 
beautiful Lysis, and the bold and contentious Menexenus. This conversation 
takes a number of twists and turns, careful attention to which can shed light 
on Plato’s teaching. For the purpose of a summary, we can divide the dia-
logue into eight sections. 

As the dialogue opens, Socrates, walking from the Academy to the 
Lyceum, encounters and gives advice to his acquaintance Hippothales, who 
is in love with Lysis, as to how he might love more prudently; Hippothales 
welcomes this advice and persuades Socrates to enter a nearby palestra, or 
wrestling school, where he might display for Hippothales how a lover ought 
to speak to his beloved, in order to catch him (203a1–207b7). In conversa-
tion with the young Lysis, Socrates draws attention to the apparent tension 
between Lysis’s parents’ love for him and their willingness to limit his free-
dom; since it is not youth but rather ignorance that prevents Lysis from being 
free, sufficient prudence would allow him to rule over his father, his neigh-
bor, the Athenians, the king of Persia, and the whole world (207b8–211a1). 
Upon the return of Lysis’s friend Menexenus, who had been observing the 
sacred rites, Socrates questions him about how one becomes a friend; but 
none of the four positions they consider—that one becomes a friend by either 
loving or being loved, by both loving and being loved, by being loved, or 
by loving—seems correct (211a1–213d2). Turning to Lysis, and to the less 
difficult question of who are friends, Socrates suggests that it is similars, 
only to refute this suggestion on the grounds that similars as such would 

20  Schwarzenbach, “On Civic Friendship,” 122. 
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not be useful to each other, while similars defined as good men would not 
need anything, would not treasure, and would not love (213d2–215c2).  
Perhaps, then, as Socrates once heard from a clever speaker, it is not similars 
but rather opposites who are friends, both among human beings and in the 
whole cosmos; but this suggestion, too, is refuted, on the grounds that certain 
opposites (friends and enemies, good men and bad men) would not be friends 
(215c3–216b9). Next, Socrates and the boys investigate the possibility that 
the friend is either the lover of the good because of the presence of an evil, or 
the good itself, loved because of the bad; but this is rejected on the grounds 
that the bad cannot be a cause of love and friendship (216c1–221d2). Finally, 
Socrates suggests that it is the kindred who are friends; but this suggestion 
proves vulnerable to the same type of refutation that was used in the section 
on similars (221d2–222d8). At a loss, Socrates can do no better than to tally 
up the various refuted accounts of friendship, just before the family atten-
dants, drunk and presumably invulnerable to persuasion, whisk Lysis and 
Menexenus away: Socrates and the boys have been unable to discover what a 
friend is (222e1–223b8). 

The first puzzle that emerges from this summary concerns the dialogue’s 
structure. The topic under consideration in the Lysis is friendship. Yet the 
investigation of friendship does not begin until the third section. What gives 
the dialogue its unity? How do its sections cohere? Perhaps we could respond 
by saying that the first two sections, which present conversations about erotic 
love and parental love, still belong in a dialogue about friendship in the 
broadest sense. But the lengthy digression about global rule, in the second 
section, remains puzzling. Of course, this digression may be dramatically 
necessary, since Socrates hopes to whet Lysis’s appetite for the prudence or 
wisdom that, as Socrates promises him, will be a necessary and sufficient 
condition for rule. But Plato’s dialogues are guided not only by dramatic but 
also by philosophic necessities: why would Plato choose to include a speech 
about rule in his dialogue on friendship? And if Plato had good reason to 
structure the dialogue in this way, this interpretive puzzle may be linked to 
the more important theoretical question of the connection between politics 
and friendship themselves.21

21  In other dialogues as well, we find indications of a link between politics and friendship. One of the 
first definitions of justice offered in the Republic is that justice means helping friends and harming 
enemies (331e1–336a10). And Alcibiades, who is perhaps the most politically ambitious interlocutor 
in Plato’s dialogues, suggests that fostering friendship among the citizens is the aim of the political art 
(Alcibiades I 125d7–127e8). 
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The second puzzle is that of whether the dialogue’s investigation of 
friendship leads to any positive teaching. As is evident from the summary 
above, each suggestion that Socrates and the boys investigate about friend-
ship is refuted in its turn, leaving us with the impression that the dialogue 
can teach us only what friendship is not. Can we find amid this rubble of 
refutations any positive teaching, or is the dialogue simply aporetic?22 

The third puzzle is that of the role in the dialogue of the thesis that the 
kindred are friends. That thesis, discussed in the dialogue’s seventh section, 
seems suspiciously similar to (and is refuted on the same grounds as) the 
thesis that similars are friends, which was already discussed in the fourth 
section. If the discussion of kinship is not a mere repetition, not superfluous, 
what is its role in the dialogue? 

The Psychology of Rulers and Friends

To make headway on the first puzzle, and to understand something about the 
psychology of rulers in Plato’s view, we need to look more closely at the dia-
logue’s second section. When Socrates first enters the palestra and sits down, 
he begins a conversation with both Menexenus and Lysis, apparently aiming 
at an investigation of justice and wisdom. But when Menexenus leaves to 
take care of the sacred rites, Socrates begins to question Lysis alone: if Lysis’s 
parents love him, and thus wish for him to be as happy as possible, why don’t 
they allow him to do whatever he wishes? Lysis’s first attempt to explain the 
compatibility of being loved with being constrained is to say that he is not yet 
of age (to be trusted with freedom or rule), but this attempt is countered by 
Socrates: youth cannot be the explanation, since Lysis is already free to read, 
write, or play the lyre however he wishes. Therefore it must be insufficient 
understanding alone that impedes the boy; if he became prudent, all would 
submit willingly to his rule: his father, his neighbor, the Athenians, the Great 
King of Persia, and (in what we can call the capstone to Socrates’s argument) 
everyone in the world. But, in an addendum to this capstone, Socrates goes 
on to say that if Lysis wants to be loved, he will need to be useful to others, 

22  As Versenyi notes, summarizing one of the dominant strains of interpretation of the Lysis, many 
readers “regard the dialogue as a purely negative semantic or logical exercise lacking in all substantial 
content and positive theory” (Laszlo Versenyi, “Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” Phronesis 20, no. 3 [1975]: 185). Annas 
writes, “It is hard to resist the opinion when reading the Lysis that in it Plato is more interested in dis-
covering and setting out intellectually attractive paradoxes than in getting to the root of the problems 
offered by the concept of philia” (Julia Annas, “Plato and Aristotle on Friendship and Altruism,” Mind 
86, no. 344 [1977]: 551; cf. 539). For a helpful survey of claims made by less recent commentators who 
find in the Lysis only negative or at best minimal results, see Robert Hoerber, “Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” Phrone-
sis 4, no. 1 (1959): 16–17. 
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since no one will become his friend or love him unless he is useful to them. 
Finally, after using a sophistic argument (equating “thoughtless” with “not 
thinking”) to absolve Lysis from any charge of “thinking big,” Socrates 
glances over at Hippothales (the lover of Lysis) and finds him in agony and 
disturbed at what has been said. 

Does Socrates really believe his own argument—that if Lysis becomes pru-
dent, everyone in the world will gladly invite him to become their ruler? Does 
he believe in a necessary alignment between practical wisdom and power? In 
the Republic, Socrates compares life in a political community to life aboard 
a ship, where the ignorant and quarreling sailors often seize the helm, while 
the true pilot, the knower of the art, is mocked as a stargazer (488a1–489c10). 
Socrates admits there that wisdom or prudence is neither a sufficient nor even 
a necessary condition of actually ruling.23 But here, in the conversation with 
Lysis, Socrates blithely (or slyly) presupposes the interchangeability of public 
belief in Lysis’s prudence and the actual existence of that prudence, the inter-
changeability (in this case, at least) of seeming and being. The possibility is 
buried that even prudence, should Lysis acquire it, may not be recognized for 
what it is by those who would otherwise be willing to allow him to rule. But 
the argument about prudence and rule, whatever its dubiousness, does have 
the merit of confirming for Socrates, and teaching us, something important 
about Lysis’s psychology. Not only does Lysis have a strong desire to rule, 
which makes him receptive to a dubious argument promising the fulfillment 
or satisfaction of that desire, but he also has a strong faith in an alignment 
between wisdom and justice, or, more precisely, between becoming wise and 
becoming able to benefit others on a grand scale.24 

But what precisely is the aim of Lysis’s rule? Upon becoming a ruler, 
whom does he aim to benefit? If we keep this question in mind, a tension 
comes to light between the capstone and its addendum:

“This, then,” I [Socrates] said, “is how it stands, my dear Lysis. With 
regard to the things in which we become prudent, everyone—Greeks 
as well as barbarians, and both men and women—will entrust them 
to us; we will do in regard to these matters whatever we wish, and no 
one will voluntarily obstruct us. Rather, we ourselves shall be free 

23  Cf. James Rhodes, “Platonic Philia and Political Order,” in Avramenko and von Heyking, eds., 
Friendship and Politics, 31 and 50n12. See also Rep. 519b7–520a9 and Alc. I 119b1–c1. 
24  Scholarship on the Lysis tends either to neglect the question of Lysis’s psychology entirely, or to 
present him as simply selfish or utilitarian (see, e.g., Rhodes, “Platonic Philia,” 23, 27, 42). I argue that 
Lysis is both complex and relatable, and that an understanding of his psychology can shed light on our 
own. 
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in regard to them and rulers over others, and these things will be 
ours, for we shall profit from them. But with regard to those things 
in which we don’t acquire good sense, no one will entrust us with 
permission to do what is in our opinion best concerning them; but 
everyone will obstruct us as much as is in his power—not merely 
aliens, but even our father and mother and whatever may be more 
closely akin to us than they are. And we ourselves shall be subject to 
others in regard to those things, and they will be alien to us, for we 
shall derive no profit from them. Do you grant that this is how it is?” 
 “I do grant it.” 
 “Then will we become friends to anyone and will anyone love us 
in regard to those matters in which we’re of no benefit?” 
 “Surely not,” he said. 
 “Now, therefore, not even your father loves you, nor does anyone 
else love anyone else insofar as he is useless.” 
 “It doesn’t seem so,” he said. 
 “Then if you become wise, my boy, all will be your friends and 
all akin to you—for you will be useful and good. But if you don’t, no 
one else will be your friend, and neither will your father, nor your 
mother, nor your own kinsmen.” 

In the capstone, the aim of Lysis’s rule seems to be benefiting himself: the 
emphasis is on his power to do what he wishes, his freedom from obstruc-
tion or subjection, and his profit for himself. But in the addendum (starting 
at “Then will we become friends”), the emphasis is on Lysis’s benefiting of the 
ruled, his usefulness to them. Which aim is primary? Presumably there would 
be a substantial alignment or harmony between the two aims. Even to cause 
his own good, Lysis would need to avoid selfishness or self-absorption and 
often focus on causing the good of others. But in the case of a real tension 
between the two goals, will Lysis’s deeper priority, in Socrates’s portrait of him 
as a future ruler, be the benefiting of himself or the benefiting of the ruled? 

An attempt to resolve this question for Lysis, in either direction, will lead 
us into new difficulties. For if we hypothesize that Lysis will be fundamentally 
self-interested, and will benefit the ruled only as a means to, as a byproduct 
of, or in addition to his self-benefiting, we make the addendum seem con-
sistent with the capstone, but at the expense of rendering less explicable the 
eagerness of others to be ruled by Lysis. Not only in the capstone and the 
addendum, but throughout the second section of the dialogue, others were 
glad to welcome Lysis’s rule. There was no indication that the ruled would 
misunderstand his prudence or its goal. Rather, it seemed to be the same pru-
dence, in Lysis, that justified his rule in their eyes and in his. But why would 
they be eager to be ruled by, why submit without reservation to the rule 
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of, someone who was fundamentally self-interested, and who would benefit 
himself rather than them in case of a conflict of interest? The eagerness of 
others to be ruled by Lysis, on the grounds of his being prudent, seems to 
imply that his prudence will be directed toward their good. Furthermore, 
the hypothesis that Lysis will rule in a fundamentally self-interested spirit is 
incompatible with the conclusion of the addendum, where Socrates guaran-
tees that if Lysis becomes wise, all will be his friends, on account of his being 
useful and good. In the context, becoming wise seems to mean becoming 
prudent or acquiring good sense, and acquiring others as friends seems to 
mean being loved by them.25 But why assume that being useful to and being 
loved by the ruled—indeed, being loved by “all” of the ruled, and apparently 
also being useful to all—would be a necessary consequence or entailment 
of Lysis’s pursuit of profit for himself? Acquiring friends or being lovable 
would in many cases be in his interest; but what guarantee of Lysis’s useful-
ness and universal lovability could exist, if he were fundamentally a seeker 
of his own profit? If, on the other hand, we hypothesize that Lysis’s more 
fundamental priority will be to benefit the ruled, we will make sense of their 
willingness to be ruled by him, and of Socrates’s guarantee that he will be 
useful in such a way as to be loved by all, but we will make it more difficult to 
understand Lysis’s own eagerness to rule. That eagerness seemed predicated 
on the promise of profit held out to him in the capstone; is that promise 
then qualified or overridden by the addendum’s emphasis on his usefulness 
to others? Do the burdens accepted by a ruler who aims to be useful to the 
ruled ever outweigh the benefits that he enjoys in and from ruling? There 
seem to be two possible goals of Lysis’s rule, and yet their relationship and 
relative priority are never clarified. 

Apart from any resolution we might try to impose, there is the question 
of why Lysis fails to ask for any clarification with regard to his aims in rul-
ing. He will prove bold enough, later in the dialogue, to object to arguments 
that seem wrong to him (213d2–3) and to remain silent when he has doubts 
(222a4 and perhaps also 216a2–4; compare 211a2–b5). Why is it that Lysis, 
when presented with this portrait of his future, fails to ask for clarification of 
the ambiguity with regard to his aims as a ruler, or even, as seems likely, fails 
to notice that ambiguity in the first place?

Perhaps the third section of the dialogue can shed light on this question. 
Socrates himself suggests a connection between the second section and the 

25  Alternatively, if Socrates intends to imply a distinction between prudence and wisdom (cf. Apology 
22a6 and context), the gap between the two possible goals of Lysis’s rule would seem to widen.
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third, during the transition between them. For when Lysis, whispering to 
Socrates, commands him to speak to Menexenus about something else in 
order to refute and chasten him, Socrates—asked by Ctesippus to end this 
secrecy and report their whispered conversation to the group—covers for 
Lysis by reporting, “this one here [Lysis] doesn’t understand something about 
what I’ve been saying, but he says that he supposes Menexenus knows, and he 
bids me to ask him” (211d2–4). Socrates’s report, though not entirely true,26 
prompts us to reflect on the connection between the prior conversation and 
the upcoming one, and to wonder whether the latter might truly be, in some 
sense, a continuation of the former. 

The question at issue in the dialogue’s third section is that of how one 
person becomes a friend of another. Although Socrates presents himself as 
baffled by this question, he had implicitly claimed, at the end of the second 
section, to know how Lysis could come to possess many friends (210d1–3). 
But perhaps there was more of a mystery in that process than Socrates there 
admitted. And isn’t it a mystery? Two people begin as strangers, then become 
acquaintances, their interaction becomes a relationship, they become friends, 
even good friends—what changes? How do two people become friends? 

Four accounts are discussed by Socrates and Menexenus: that one 
becomes a friend by either loving or being loved, by both loving and being 
loved, by being loved, or by loving. Although the question, “What is a 
friend?” is not explicitly at issue in this section, each of the four accounts 
implies a different definition of the friend: a friend is either a lover or a loved 
one, a friend is a loved lover, a friend is a loved one, or a friend is a lover. But 
each of the four accounts, though briefly endorsed in its turn, is dismissed 
when Menexenus is brought to consider certain difficulties. By the end of 
the discussion he is left baffled, exclaiming: “By Zeus, I can’t find my way at 
all!” Why is Menexenus amenable to dismissing each of the four accounts? 
And how might his amenability, in each case, teach us something about the 
psychology of friendship? 

We can start with the third account, which is immediately plausible: 
a person becomes a friend by being loved. Indeed, when asked to define a 
friend, we may well answer: “someone you care about.” The problem, how-
ever, as Socrates leads Menexenus to see, is that a loved one might not love in 
return, or might even hate those who love him. In that case, a friend (loved 
one) could be a friend of an enemy (hated one), and an enemy (hated one) 

26  Cf. David Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1979), 107. 
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could be an enemy of a friend (loved one). And it seems wrong to say that a 
person could be hated by his friends. 

If a friend must love, perhaps the fourth account is correct: one becomes 
a friend by loving. This account, too, is immediately plausible. When asked 
to define a friend, we may well answer: “someone who cares about you.” The 
problem, though, as Socrates leads Menexenus to see, is that given the pos-
sibility of nonreciprocal loving, a friend (lover) could be a friend of an enemy 
(hater) and an enemy (hater) could be an enemy of a friend (lover). Since 
friendship ought to be reciprocal, it seems strange to say that a person could 
hate her friends; it seems more plausible to say, instead, that anyone who is a 
friend must also have a friend and be in a relation of friendship. 

The second account, according to which one becomes a friend by both 
loving and being loved, seems to resolve all these difficulties. Reciprocity is 
assured, since only the combination of loving and being loved makes one a 
friend. And if a friend is a loved lover, it is likely that not only having but also 
being a friend will be good (cf. 207d5–e1). Why, then, is Menexenus amenable 
to dismissing even this account? 

To cast doubt on the second account, Socrates relies on examples—six 
of his own, and either one or (stretching the Greek) four provided by the 
poet and lawgiver Solon—of objects of love that are dear or friends (philoi) 
without loving in return. Socrates’s examples (horses, quail, dogs, wine, 
gymnastics, and wisdom) could be rejected by Menexenus as irrelevant to 
the subject of friendship between human beings.27 But according to Solon, 
“prosperous is he who has children as friends, together with single-hoofed 
horses, dogs for the hunt, and a guest-friend in a foreign land.” The example 
of children, if not also the example of guest-friends, seems to introduce the 
possibility of selfless or purely giving love. As Socrates will say in a moment, 
“newly born children—some of whom don’t yet love, while others even hate, 
whenever they’re chastised by their mother or by their father—despite even 
their hating, are nevertheless at that time, most of all, dearest to their parents” 
(212e7–213a3).28 And the poet’s reminder seems to play some role in making 
Menexenus amenable to dismissing the second account. Perhaps, then, the 
second account’s assurance of reciprocity strikes Menexenus as an assurance 
of conditionality. For if one becomes a friend only by both being loved and 

27  Cf. Rhodes, “Platonic Philia,” 36. 
28  Cf. Hoerber, “Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” 19: “Another area of philia, by way of extreme contrast [to erōs, as 
Hoerber understands it], is the affection of parents for children, which is the direct opposite of selfish, 
one-sided, passionate emotion and physical attraction.”
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loving, one would presumably stop being a friend either by not being loved 
or by not loving. To put this another way, if a friend is by definition a loved 
lover, a lover would stop being a friend the moment she was no longer loved 
in return, and a loved one would stop being a friend the moment she no lon-
ger loved. But a true friend continues to love or be loved, to hold dear or be 
held dear, even in the absence of reciprocity; a true friend remains a friend 
no matter what. 

To understand better Menexenus’s dissatisfaction with the second 
account, we need to look more closely at the first account, according to which 
a person becomes a friend either by loving or by being loved. Menexenus 
seems to prefer this account to the others: it is his first choice, and his initial 
endorsement of it is somewhat more enthusiastic than are his initial endorse-
ments of the other accounts (compare 212b2–5 with 212c8–d4, 213a5–6, and 
213b6). Perhaps it would be better, however, to call it not an “account” but a 
“position.” For it includes an equivocal word, “friend,” which it applies either 
to lovers or to loved ones, without making clear what they have in common. 
This would be akin to using the same word for that which carries and that 
which is carried, for the one who teaches and the one who is taught, or for 
that which leads and that which is led (Euthyphro 10a5–12). Won’t Menex-
enus, using the same word for lovers and for loved ones, be likely to blur the 
difference between the two?

Indications of such a blurring, apart from the equivocal usage itself, 
are evident in the context. Socrates asks Menexenus, “When someone loves 
someone, which one becomes a friend of the other, the one who loves of the 
loved, or the loved one of the lover? Or is there no difference?” And Menex-
enus responds, “There seems to be no difference, in my opinion.” After a 
moment’s hesitation (“How do you mean?”), Socrates interprets Menexenus’s 
response to mean that it makes no difference whether the word “friend” is 
applied to the lover or to the loved one. But Menexenus’s words might also 
be interpreted, more literally and more strangely, to mean that there is no 
difference between the two people or the two processes at issue. Although 
the refutation of Menexenus’s initial position might seem to be unfinished, 
if compared with the refutations of the three accounts that follow, all that is 
required to cast doubt on the initial position is to distinguish sharply between 
lover (as potentially unloved) and loved one (as potentially unloving). Yet it 
is necessary to remind Menexenus repeatedly, throughout this section, of the 
possibility of nonreciprocal love (212b5–6, 213a6–b5, 213b7–c5). That neces-
sity is most explicable, it seems to me, if Menexenus is blurring the difference 
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between lover and loved one, and between loving and being loved, such that 
even nonreciprocal love seems somehow reciprocal. This blurring or pair of 
blurrings, then, is likely reflected in (and reinforced by) his initial position’s 
equivocal usage of the word “friend.”29

But perhaps the equivocal usage of “friend” is not a defect but rather a 
virtue of Menexenus’s initial position; it may capture something true. In a 
friendship, each friend, loving the other, transcends the focus on self and self-
interest. When someone is concerned for her friend rather than for herself, the 
petty calculation of costs and benefits, of deficits and surpluses on the balance 
sheet of favors done and received, is left behind. Since, as Aristotle puts it, 
“the friend is another self” (Nic. Eth. 1166a31–32), it makes “no difference,” as 
Menexenus says, which friend loves more or benefits more in a given moment 
of the friendship. The two friends somehow merge or become one.30 Perhaps, 
then, Menexenus is dissatisfied with the three accounts that follow his initial 
position because each distinguishes too sharply between lover and loved one, 
or, even in a reciprocal relationship, between one friend insofar as he loves and 
the other insofar as he is loved. Any account that fails to capture the blending 
of two friends’ identities or selves will, according to this view, fail to do justice 
to friendship as we experience it. To use an equivocal word, then, or to blur the 
difference between lover and loved one, is simply to do justice to the blending 
of identities or selves that occurs in any true friendship.31

29  It might seem that although Menexenus is blurring the lover (understood as a person who happens 
to love) with the loved one (understood as a person who happens to be loved), he is not blurring loving 
with being loved. Yet his equivocal usage of “friend” seems to imply that lover as such is blurred with 
loved one as such. 
30  Cf. Allen, Talking to Strangers, 133–34, and Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 116–17, 134, 
176, 183–84. 
31  The phenomenon of “self-other merging” has been studied extensively by contemporary psycholo-
gists, who have developed an Inclusion of the Other in the Self (IOS) scale, illustrated by a series of 
seven pairs of increasingly overlapping circles labeled “self” and “other” (A. Aron, E. N. Aron, and D. 
Smollan, “Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale and the Structure of Interpersonal Closeness,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology 63 no. 4 [1992]: 597–98). In one experiment, Mashek, Aron, and 
Boncimino tested whether people have greater difficulty in distinguishing their own traits from those 
of close others than they do in distinguishing their own traits from those of non-close others. The 
results supported the hypothesis that “in a close relationship we ‘include the other in the self ’ in the 
sense that, to some extent, we treat the other’s resources, perspectives, and identities as our own” or 
were “consistent with the notion that, in a close relationship, other is ‘included in the self ’ in the sense 
that cognitive representations of self and close others overlap” (Debra J. Mashek, Arthur Aron, and 
Maria Boncimino, “Confusions of Self with Close Others,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 
29, no. 3 [March 2003]: 383, 386–87). See also Chu Zhou et al., “Direct Gaze Blurs Self-Other Bound-
aries,” Journal of General Psychology 145, no. 3 (2018): 280–81, 291–92; Mashek, Aron, and Boncimino, 
“Confusions of Self,” 484–92; Maria-Paola Paladino et al., “Synchronous Multisensory Stimulation 
Blurs Self-Other Boundaries,” Psychological Science 21, no. 9 (Sept. 2010): 1202–3, 1205–6; and the 
manuscript readings at Philebus 47b3 and Lysis 220b1. 
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The blending of lover and loved one, of loving and being loved, is acknowl-
edged not only by Menexenus’s initial position but also by our ordinary 
speech about friendship and love. Being a friend (to or of someone) means 
loving or taking care of another. But being a friend (of someone) can also 
mean being loved or taken care of by another. And having a friend means 
having someone who loves or takes care of you, having someone in your 
corner. But it also means having someone whom you love or take care of, 
having someone for whom you are responsible. If loving and being loved are 
in some way interchangeable, perhaps genuine love is necessarily reciprocal. 
Is love (or loving, or being in love) necessarily reciprocal or not? Although 
we sometimes consider love to prove itself most thoroughly when it is not 
reciprocated, or at least when any reasonable hope for reciprocation ought to 
have died, it would be strange to hear someone claim that an instance of true 
love, at least, was not reciprocal. 

Later in the dialogue, Socrates will get the boys to agree that genuine 
lovers are always loved in return (222a6–b1). Although Menexenus’s agree-
ment to this claim might at first glance seem strange (compare 212b6–c3), his 
receptivity to it was in a way foreshadowed by his initial position: if lover and 
loved one are in some way interchangeable, perhaps anyone who is a lover 
(friend) must be a loved one (friend), anyone who has a loved one (friend) 
must have a lover (friend), anyone who has a lover (friend) must have a loved 
one (friend), and anyone who is a loved one (friend) must be a lover (friend). 
Menexenus’s receptivity to the later claim, then, seems most explicable if he 
is blending lover and loved one, loving and being loved.32

Now, with this view of Menexenus’s understanding in mind, we can turn 
back to the second section, and to the mystery of Lysis’s indifference to the 
ambiguity in Socrates’s speech about his future. For it seems to me that Lysis’s 
indifference is best understood in conjunction with a blending of selves that 
is closely akin to what we find implicit in Menexenus’s initial position about 
how one becomes a friend. Upon hearing Socrates’s speech about his future 
as a ruler, Lysis had seemed indifferent to the ambiguity about whether his 
more fundamental priority would be profiting himself or being useful to the 
ruled. But if we overlay this hypothesis about Menexenus’s understanding 
onto Lysis, we begin to see how the mystery might be unraveled: as the friend, 
represented by Menexenus, blends the selves of friend and friend, attributing 
something of loving to the loved one and something of being-loved to the 

32  Consider also 204b8–c2 with Symposium 204c1–6. 
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lover, so too the ruler, represented by Lysis, likely blends ruler and ruled, in 
which case it would make “no difference,” as Menexenus says, whether he 
was useful to them or profited himself. After all, the distinction that can be 
drawn between the capstone and the addendum could be only as sharp as the 
distinction between the identity of the ruler and that of the ruled; the two 
distinctions would soften and fade in tandem. The good ruler, in other words, 
like the good friend, comes to understand that the calculation of his own gains 
and losses in isolation from the gains and losses of others is something of a 
distortion, since his own good has come to be mixed or entwined with theirs; 
what he seeks is the common good. His own good having merged with that 
of others, he is no longer an atom but part of a larger whole, a community.33 

In three ways, this type of reflection about the parallel between the under-
standing of Menexenus and that of Lysis is invited by Plato and his Socrates. 
First, as we have seen, in transitioning from the discussion with Lysis to the 
discussion with Menexenus, Socrates implies that the latter may be in some 
sense a continuation of the former (211d2–6). Second, in the addendum to 
his speech about rule, Socrates mentions friends, characterizing Lysis’s ascent 
to rule as a movement toward a condition of universal friendship (210d1–3). 
And third, in mentioning friends in the addendum, Socrates may model the 
very conflation that he will soon disallow in the discussion with Menexenus, 
first associating being a friend with being loved and then associating being 
a friend with loving (210c5–6 and 210c7–d4). In these ways, it seems to me, 
Plato and his Socrates indicate a connection between the second and third 
sections of the dialogue, and thereby a parallel between the psychology of the 
ruler and the psychology of the friend.

33  Of course, this blending of identities would likely be less complete in the case of the ruler with 
the ruled than in the case of the friend with the friend. And in either case, it would occur to dif-
ferent degrees at different times and would remain always partial; “complete” identification would 
undermine the possibility of benefiting the other. Cf. Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 183–84; 
James Haden, “Friendship in Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” 353; and Paul Tillich on the psychology of collectivism: 
“Participation [in the collective, by its members] is partial identity, partial nonidentity” (Paul Tillich, 
The Courage to Be, 3rd ed. [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004], 92). R. K. Bentley (“Civic 
Friendship and Thin Citizenship,” Res Publica 19, no. 1 [2013]: 6–7, 13–14) argues that Aristotle’s 
conception of the friend as another self would be dangerous if applied to political friendship in a lib-
eral democracy, since it would entail a refusal to tolerate vice in one’s fellow citizens: “That would be 
equivalent to tolerating it in oneself” (7). But if self-other merging can occur to different degrees (see 
above, note 31), the application of some version of this Aristotelian conception of friendship might in 
fact be compatible with liberalism. 
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Three Conditions of Friendship

The remainder of the dialogue appears to consist in a series of provisional 
answers to the question of who are friends or what is the friend (similars, 
opposites, the lover of the good, the good, the kindred), each of which is 
refuted in its turn. Is the dialogue then simply negative, aporetic, able to 
teach us only what friendship is not? I will suggest that if we read carefully 
as these refutations rush past, we catch glimpses of something unrefuted and 
valid, glimpses of a positive teaching about the conditions of friendship. 

Having led Menexenus to dismiss each of the three accounts of how one 
becomes a friend, Socrates turns to Lysis, and to the easier path of inves-
tigating who are friends. According to both the poets and the wisest ones, 
“similars” are friends, by divine will or necessity. An immediate objec-
tion—surely wicked similars, who do injustice, are not friends—leads to a 
modification or interpretation of the position: “similars are friends” turns 
out to mean “good people are friends,” since the wicked, being unsteady and 
at variance with themselves, are not even similar to each other. Socrates, 
however, returning to the unmodified or broader version of the position, 
refutes it: because similars, lacking as such the power to provide any benefit 
or harm for each other that they couldn’t provide for themselves, would not 
be useful to each other, they would not be treasured or be friends. Next, the 
modified version of the position is refuted: if goodness means self-sufficiency, 
good people would not need, treasure, or love each other (or would not make 
much of each other), and therefore would not be friends. The discussion of 
similarity is thus dropped, Socrates having concluded (at 215a3–4; compare 
219b6–8 and 222e3–7) that similars are not friends. 

The refutations in this section of the dialogue are quite weak. First, why 
couldn’t the wicked be friends? It seems possible that the wicked might direct 
their injustice toward outsiders while refraining from doing injustice to each 
other.34 Second, why are the wicked not similar to each other, rather than being 
similar to each other precisely in their self-variance or lack of self-similarity? 
And third, why is goodness equated with self-sufficiency? Other understand-
ings of goodness or virtue seem equally or more plausible—for instance, 
that virtue means not self-sufficiency but rather justice (Rep. 335c4–5;  
Meno 73d9–10).35

34  Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 128–29; Rep. 351c7–d1.
35  By equating goodness with self-sufficiency, Socrates manages to raise in some form the question 
of whether it is always good for the good to be good to the good. Consider Annas on the “optimistic” 
view that “if I am drawn to X because of his virtue I will necessarily find him useful and pleasant” 
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Setting aside these weaknesses, there is the more general ambiguity as 
to what exactly is being argued and refuted in this section. The strongest 
argument presented here is that while similars could be useless to each 
other, those who are useless would not be treasured or friends. But the only  
conclusion to be drawn from this argument is that some similars might not 
be friends. Having established this, Socrates leaps wildly to the extreme claim 
that no similars are friends. The wildness of his leap ought to prompt us to 
wonder about the possibility of some middle ground. Even if not all similars 
are friends, it remains possible that some similars are friends, or even that 
all friends are similars.36 The very weakness of the argument seems to imply, 
by omission, that similarity is a necessary though not sufficient condition  
of friendship.

The thesis that similarity is a necessary condition of friendship seems 
invited by the Lysis in several ways. First, there is the very inclusion of the 
discussion of similarity in the dialogue, which seems to imply some close 
or essential connection between similarity and friendship. Moreover, at the 
end of the dialogue, in the discussion of kinship, Socrates will return to the 
topic of similarity, as if some stone had been left unturned here.37 After all, 
the question set forth at the outset of the discussion of similarity was not a 
question about “who necessarily become friends” but rather about “friends, 
who they happen to be” (214a2–3). As an answer to that question, “similars” 
remains plausible, even in the wake of Socrates’s refutations. 

Common sense or ordinary experience, too, supports the thesis that 
similarity is a necessary condition for friendship. All around us, we see simi-
lars becoming friends: the lover of poetry becomes friends with the lover of 
poetry, the lover of soccer becomes friends with the lover of soccer, the lover of 
both becomes friends with the lover of either or (best of all) both. Even apart 
from the special utility made possible by similarity—each lover of poetry can 
teach the other what the other does not know—there is a certain delight in 
the presence of similars, perhaps in part because our self-love, “extending” 
itself, leads us to delight in what reminds us of ourselves, but also in part 
because we experience an intensification of our desires and their satisfactions 

(Annas, “Plato and Aristotle on Friendship,” 548); compare Xenophon, Oeconomicus 3.7 and Memora-
bilia 2.6.35–37.
36  See Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 142. 
37  On the relation between the argument about the kindred and the arguments that precede it, 
consider also Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 188, and Lorraine Pangle, Aristotle and the 
Philosophy of Friendship (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 31–36.
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in the presence of those whose similar desires and satisfactions we perceive, 
especially when we engage in activities together with them. Moreover, in the 
presence of similars, we may feel less of a pressure or obligation to change 
ourselves, to assume a pose or fight our natural inclinations in order to please 
or put others at ease: in the presence of similars, who encourage us to do what 
we love, we feel most free to be ourselves.

There are problems, however, with friendship between similars. The pleas-
ant affirmation that similars offer each other can encourage complacency. 
Similars may strengthen each other’s bad habits, biases, and false opinions. 
Just as opposites may come to believe in an obligation to remain opposites, 
so as to maintain their complementarity, similars may come to believe in 
an obligation to remain similars, or even to become as similar as possible, 
so as to maintain or increase mutual affirmation and delight. Rivalry, too, 
is especially common among similars, who may strive and compete for the 
same type of virtue. But if the rivalry is arranged advantageously (Xenophon, 
Mem. 2.6.20–23), the similarity in desiring virtue, especially on the part of 
two who differ in their specific defects and capacities for improvement, can 
be a spur to greater nobility for both (cf. Nic. Eth. 1162b5–13).38 

After the explicit conclusion that neither similars as such nor good peo-
ple would be friends, Socrates turns to the opposite position. According to 
a clever speaker whom Socrates once heard, opposites are friends, not only 
among human beings but also among all things in the cosmos. But this posi-
tion proves vulnerable to a dual refutation: although hatred and friendship 
are opposites, surely the enemy would not be a friend to the friend, nor the 
friend a friend to the enemy; nor would the just and the unjust, the moder-
ate and the undisciplined, or the good and the bad be friends, despite being 
opposites. On these grounds, Socrates concludes that opposites are not 
friends (216b8–9, 218b3–6; compare 222e3–7). 

The refutation of the position that opposites are friends relies on the rea-
sonable assumptions of Menexenus that friendship must be reciprocal and 
that the selection of a friend must be limited if not guided by moral consid-
erations. Yet here, again, there is an ambiguity as to what is being argued and 
refuted. Socrates begins from an extreme position (all opposites are friends), 
disproves it by means of counterexamples (some opposites are not friends), 
and leaps immediately to the other extreme (opposites are not friends). But 

38  See Versenyi, “Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” 191–92 on the copresence of common interests with different types of 
“knowledge, experience, and individual talents.”
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even if not all opposites are friends, it remains possible that some opposites 
are friends, or even that all friends are opposites.39 Again, the very weakness 
of the argument seems to imply that opposition, while not being sufficient for 
friendship, may be compatible with or even necessary for it.

However, if we look more closely at the clever speaker’s speech, we see 
that it may be not opposition as such but rather usefulness that is necessary 
for friendship. For the clever speaker never said that the strong person is a 
friend of the weak person, or that the sick person is a friend of the healthy 
person, but rather that the weak person is a friend of the strong person (“for 
the sake of help as an ally”), and that the sick person is a friend of the doctor; 
the opposition, then, is incidental.40 Later in the dialogue, Socrates will con-
firm in passing that in his view being useful is a necessary condition of being 
a friend: as he says, “it is dissonant/faulty [or out of tune: plēmmeles] to agree 
that what is useless is a friend” (222b8–c1; compare 215a1–4).41 

The thesis that being useful is a condition of being a friend is somehow 
both plausible and objectionable. It would be strange if a friend were merely 
delightful, fun to be around, without also being good for us in some deeper 
and more serious way, for instance by making us better. Friends are not only 
pleasant but also treasured, made much of, longed for when absent (215a3, 
215b3–c2). Yet we expect that one who has a friend will be loyal: a true friend 
is irreplaceable, and friendship is something lasting and stable. Is it always 
the same people, whom we love the most and who are best for us? Is it always 
the same people, who are best for us and for whom we are best? Socrates’s 
position would not require him to deny that a person could continue to love 
someone who was in no way useful to her. But presumably he would deny, in 
such cases, that the right term for such a loved one was “friend.”

The dialogue’s most complicated and difficult section, to which we now 
turn, can help us begin to recognize a third condition of friendship, but 
only if we proceed slowly. For here, the dialogue reveals—largely through its 
dramatic subtleties—that being noble is a condition of being a friend. First, 
dropping or modifying the thesis about opposition, Socrates suggests that 

39  See Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 142.
40  Ibid., 137–38.
41  Here we see one way in which Socrates would disagree with Carl Schmitt. It seems that in Socrates’s 
view, someone who seeks to understand what a friend is must consider relevant at least some of the 
distinctions (“moral, aesthetic, economic, or other distinctions”) that Schmitt, who characterizes 
friendship and enmity as merely “the utmost degree of intensity of a union or separation,” wants to 
bracket (Concept of the Political, 26–27).
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whatever is neither good nor bad is a friend of the good because of the pres-
ence of an evil. But after the triumphant conclusion that he and the boys have 
finally discovered what is and what is not a friend, Socrates is overcome with 
the strange suspicion that their apparent discovery, their vision of wealth, has 
been merely a dream dependent on certain speeches whose falsity is akin to 
that of boastful human beings. For it remains unclear whether that for the 
sake of which a friend is a friend is itself a friend or not. The medical art, for 
example, is loved not only by a friend but also for the sake of a friend, namely, 
health; yet since this friend, too, would be loved (be a friend) for the sake of a 
further friend, we are threatened with an infinite regress of means, avoidable 
only if we posit the existence of a first friend or end beside which all the others 
are mere phantoms. After discussing a second example (that of a father who 
loves and hopes to save his poisoned son), Socrates turns to a discussion of 
the definition of the friend as the good, loved because of the bad. But Menex-
enus proves amenable to dismissing the entire view of friendship posited in 
this section, when presented with the following argument: since, as he agrees, 
some desires are useful or non-harmful rather than bad, desires could in fact 
endure in the absence of all bad things; therefore lovers in some form would 
endure, and therefore also loved ones or friends; and since a thing could not 
endure if its cause ceased to be, this endurance of friends in the absence of 
bad things means that the bad cannot be a cause of friendly love. 

The mystery or puzzle of this section is that of the reason for Menexenus’s 
willingness to dismiss the two definitions of the friend suggested by Socrates. 
Not long after Socrates turns from the explicit discussion of the first definition 
(the friend as the lover of the good) toward the discussion of the second (the 
friend as the good), both definitions are quickly dismissed on the grounds 
of a weak argument conflating “non-harmful” with “non-bad.”42 Why does 

42  Even if some desires are not harmful (bad-causing), it remains possible that all desires are in some 
way bad (for example, painful) or are essentially connected with bads. Thus, even if we assume that 
any given desire would cause friendly love, the existence of non-harmful desires would not cast doubt 
on the view that the bad is a cause of friendship or love (cf. Versenyi, “Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” 196). Moreover, 
Socrates never proves that the desires that are characteristic of friendship or friendly love are among 
the non-bad desires (if they exist); consider the odd inclusion of erotic or passionate love at 221b7–8. If 
Socrates is not engaged in the same kind of eristic argumentation that he elsewhere rejects (Euthyde-
mus 278b–d; Rep. 454a–b; Gorgias 515b), but is rather trying to learn from the conversation (consider 
Lysis 212a6–7 and 223b7–8), he may be using a sophistic argument to test the boys’ responses and to 
usher out an account with which they are already dissatisfied (compare Greater Hippias 303b1–d1 as 
well as 303e11–304a3). In characterizing Socrates’s argument as sophistic, I disagree with Annas, who 
takes the argument to be serious and in fact sufficient to establish the possibility of at least one “object 
of love which is loved for its own sake and not by reason of any deficiency in the agent” (Annas, “Plato 
and Aristotle on Friendship,” 538). Consider also Pangle, Aristotle and the Philosophy of Friendship, 
29, 34.



 2 4 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 2

Menexenus, supposedly exceedingly contentious (211b8–9), acquiesce so 
readily to the dismissal of the two definitions of the friend, one of which he 
had enthusiastically endorsed only moments before? Has something shifted, 
in the argument or in its presentation, to dampen his enthusiasm? 

A clue as to what may have shifted emerges if we compare the begin-
ning of this section to its latter half. At the beginning of the section, Socrates 
mentions the noble several times. Having said that he suspects that what 
is beautiful/noble is a friend, he characterizes the good loved by the lover 
(friend) as noble, then as noble and good. And shortly thereafter, he asks, 
“Is what is now being said guiding us in a noble way?” But in the latter 
half of the section, the noble is never mentioned. Indeed, the bulk of this 
section of the dialogue might be divided simply into the more noble subsec-
tion (216c1–218c5) and the less noble subsection (218c5–220e6). If we look 
more closely at the difference between the two subsections, we may begin to 
understand a likely reason for (and begin to sympathize with) the waning of 
Menexenus’s enthusiasm. 

In the more noble subsection, after prefacing the discussion with the 
agreement that the good is noble, Socrates provides the example of the sick 
body: while itself neither good nor bad, the sick body loves (is a friend of) the 
doctor or the medical art because of the presence of an evil, namely, disease. 
By analogy, the friend (lover) would love the good because of the presence 
of an evil, without being himself bad. Yet it seems strange to call a sick body 
“neither good nor bad,” or to say that it suffers merely from “the presence of 
an evil” without being itself to some extent bad.43 To explain further what he 
means by “the presence of an evil,” Socrates provides another example: even 
if Lysis’s blond hair were coated with white lead, it would not be white, though 
whiteness would be present to it. Yet the example of color, too, is strange. For 
it is difficult to say what could be meant by color except for visible or apparent 
color. Isn’t hair coated with white lead (apparently, and thus in some sense 
truly) white? By analogy, wouldn’t the lover to whom badness is present be in 
some sense or to some extent truly bad?

To support his case further, Socrates provides the example of lovers of 
wisdom, who are not bad despite having an evil, namely, ignorance. “For 
we wouldn’t say that anyone bad and stupid loves wisdom” (218a5–6). But 
Socrates cheats in the argument. The inclusion of “and stupid” alerts us—if 
we ask ourselves why this inclusion is necessary—to the possibility that the 

43  Cf. Rep. 341e2–9 as well as Rhodes, “Platonic Philia,” 39.
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lovers of wisdom might be to a great extent truly bad, insofar as they are 
ignorant. We begin to realize that by using phrases such as “neither good 
nor bad” and “the presence of an evil,” Socrates is veiling or downplaying 
the badness of the lover. The phrase “neither good nor bad,” especially, tends  
to blur the difference between “neither wholly good nor wholly bad” and 
“neither at all good nor at all bad,” the former of which, as applied to the lover, 
is accurate and the latter inaccurate. By veiling or downplaying the badness 
of the lover, Socrates veils or downplays the extent to which the lover’s love 
might be motivated by badness, need, or self-interest, thus leaving room for a 
love motivated by goodness, excellence, or nobility.

At the beginning of the less noble subsection, however, Socrates is 
accosted by a “most strange suspicion” that the things he and the boys have 
agreed to are not true. To begin to explain the grounds for his strange sus-
picion, Socrates asks a series of three questions, the third of which is quite 
vague. First he asks, “Is he who would be a friend a friend to someone/some-
thing, or is he not?” Second, “Now is it for the sake of nothing/no one, and 
because of nothing, or else for the sake of something/someone, and because 
of something?” And third: “Now that thing [pragma], for the sake of which 
the one who is a friend is a friend to his friend, is it a friend, or is it neither a 
friend nor an enemy?” The vague question, that is, the third question, might 
be thought to rule out what the first two allowed for, namely, the love of other 
human beings for their own sake. To clarify the meaning of the vague ques-
tion, Socrates revisits the example of the sick body’s love of the medical art. 
But this time, he mentions the lover’s “for-the-sake-of” (that for the sake of 
which the lover loves: in this case, health) and distinguishes it from what 
might be called the lover’s more proximal loves (the doctor and the medical 
art), a procedure that makes possible the conclusion that only the for-the-
sake-of is truly a friend. A distinction thus comes to sight between the human 
being whom the lover loves (the doctor) and that for the sake of which the 
lover loves (health, or some further end).44 In fact, the doctor, not being the 
lover’s for-the-sake-of, is by Socrates’s argument not even truly a friend.

To clarify the meaning of the vague question in a second way (see houtōsi 
at 219d5, with hōde at 218e2), Socrates describes a father who, for the sake 
of saving his poisoned son, makes much of wine, and therefore also the ves-
sel in which the wine is contained. This example, which sends us along the 
chain of means but away from the end, appears superfluous, since it seems to 

44  Cf. 219c1–d5.
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lead to the same conclusion made possible by the discussion of the medical 
art: the real friend is not a mere means but rather the end (220a6–b3; com-
pare 219c5–d5). But the example has the advantage of raising the question 
of whether even close loved ones are loved as ends. Is the son loved by the 
father as an end? This question is difficult to answer, especially because of an 
ambiguity in the Greek: “Whenever someone makes much of something—as 
sometimes a father values his son more highly than all his other posses-
sions—would such a one also make much of something else because of / for 
the sake of [heneka] considering his son worth everything?” If heneka means 
“because of,” the father might indeed love his son as an end. But if heneka 
means “for the sake of,” the father’s end would seem to be something other 
than the son’s good.45 And as David Bolotin points out, “In this dialogue…
Socrates has made a clear and explicit distinction between tou heneka—‘for 
the sake of something (good)’—and dia ti—‘because of something (bad).’”46 
Our suspicion that the less noble meaning is the one intended by Socrates 
grows as he leads Menexenus to deny again the plurality of ends: all loved 
things are loved for the sake of one thing, the true friend, which seems to be 
the good. The father, then, according to Socrates’s implicit characterization 
of him, does not have multiple ends, each the endpoint of a different branch 
or chain of apparent means, but rather, if he ever loves anything for the sake 
of his own good, loves everything only for its sake.47 

Here, in the wake of the example of the father and the son, Socrates 
utters a vague denial—“what is really a friend is not a friend for the sake of 
some friend”—and turns to a discussion of the definition of the friend as the 
good. The vague denial seems like an answer to the vague question (asked at 
218d9–10). But the vague question had concerned whether the lover (friend) 
is a friend (loves) for the sake of a friend, whereas the vague denial seems to 
be a denial that the truly loved thing (friend) is a friend (is loved) only for the 
sake of some (further) friend. In fact, the argument seems to have justified 
only an affirmative answer to the question of whether the friend (lover) is a 
friend (loves) for the sake of the true friend, namely, the good. Why, then, does 
Socrates phrase the vague denial as if it were an answer to the vague question? 

Perhaps the vague denial is, after all, in some way an answer to the 
vague question, or to a certain interpretation of it. For the vague question, 

45  Consider Ludwig, “Without Foundations,” 148. 
46  Bolotin, Plato’s Dialogue on Friendship, 60n70.
47  On the question of the “first friend” or ultimate object of love, consider Terence Irwin, Plato’s Ethics 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 54–55, and Versenyi, “Plato’s ‘Lysis,’” 194–95. 
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understood in the context of the three-question series of which it was a part, 
prodded us to wonder about the identity or lack thereof between the lover’s 
for-the-sake-of and the human being of whom he was a friend. And the vague 
denial, understood in the context of Socrates’s examples of the sick body and 
the father, might serve as a subtle denial that the friend (lover) is a friend 
(loves) for the sake of his human friend. But if this is an implication of the 
argument, can Menexenus remain satisfied with this account of the friend? 
Or is the friend (lover), in Menexenus’s view, essentially one who cares for 
another human being as an end, that is, for that human being’s own sake?

After the vague denial, Socrates defines the friend as the good and pres-
ents the boys with an account of the good as “a drug for the bad.” Socrates 
seems to be testing, here and in the less noble subsection as a whole, whether 
the boys can be led to accept an account according to which the friend is non-
noble. For the good in this account is loved only “because of the bad” (rather 
than “because of the presence of a bad”) and is understood to be merely the 
eliminating, or to be rather a means to the eliminating, of some bad in the 
lover. The love of other human beings is hardly mentioned, if at all (220d8–
e5), and would seem here to be merely instrumental to the lover’s own good. 
At this point in the argument, in other words, the lover would have only 
an incidental and conditional rather than any essential and unconditional 
love of particular human beings. But Menexenus, when presented with this 
account of the good and the friend, is hesitant to assent (compare 220d7–
e6 with 218c2–3) and is willing to dismiss both definitions quickly, on the 
grounds of a weak argument—an argument whose weakness he himself may 
vaguely sense (at 221b6 and b8; compare his greater confidence at 221c1).48 
The most compelling explanation for this willingness, as it seems to me, is 
that Menexenus has become dissatisfied with the lack of nobility in this sub-
section’s account of friendship and friendly love. The fleeting elimination of 
a bad is not what Menexenus means by the good,49 nor is the lover of such 
a “good” for himself what Menexenus means by one who loves a friend or 
is a friend. Once all nobility, all devotion to something or someone apart 
from the self or the self ’s own good, has been stripped away from the lover, 
the remainder is not, in Menexenus’s view, deserving of the label “friend.” 
The investigation in this subsection of the dialogue, then, serves to confirm 
what we might have already suspected from the preface to the discussion 

48  Compare Howard Curzer, “Plato’s Rejection of the Instrumental Account of Friendship in the 
Lysis,” Polis 31 (2014): 363–67. 
49  Cf. Philebus 54d1–3 and 60b7–61a3, as well as Haden, “Friendship,” 333. 
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(216c4–d4), that a simply non-noble “friend” is not truly a friend at all, or 
that nobility is a condition of friendship.50

The thesis that being noble is a condition of being a friend aligns not only 
with Menexenus’s position in the dialogue but also with common sense. When 
we think of friends, we think first and foremost of good people. Friends care 
about virtue and justice; they are concerned to encourage and reward vir-
tue in each other and to avoid friendship or “friendship” with those who are 
unjust (cf. 214b7–e2, 216b4–6). Even the desire to benefit similars may often 
be, at its core, a desire to benefit or reward those who are virtuous (consider 
the substitution at 214c6–d7). Most importantly, a friend is one who cares for 
another person for that other person’s own sake (cf. 212d2–213a4). As we can 
see from the willingness of Lysis and Menexenus to dismiss Socrates’s non-
noble accounts of the friend, a willingness Socrates surely anticipated but 
perhaps desired to confirm, a friend is not merely a person who uses another 
for the sake of some good, or a person who loves a good made possible for 
him by another, but rather a person who loves another as an end.51

Friendship and Liberal Democracy

I have argued that Plato’s Lysis can lead us toward a deeper understanding 
of both rule and friendship. For the dialogue indicates a parallel between 
the psychology of the ruler and the psychology of the friend, and points us 
toward an account of three conditions of friendship: similarity, utility, and 
nobility. Valuable in its own right for those who seek to understand political 

50  Here my argument aligns to some extent with the arguments of Rhodes (“Platonic Philia,” 42–43) 
and Curzer (“Plato’s Rejection,” 362, 363–66, 368), but with important differences. Like most scholars, 
Curzer underestimates the role played by the boys’ responses in guiding the trajectory of the conver-
sation; and this underestimation, along with his overestimation of the strength of the argument about 
non-bad desires, leads him to regard Socrates’s own view regarding friendship as settled and com-
monsensical (354–55, 359, 362–64, 366–68). Rhodes, although generally more attentive than Curzer 
to the dramatic context of each stage of the conversation (24–25), blames the utilitarian trajectory of 
the argument on Lysis’s lust for power, which “introduced utility into the reasoning” (42); but it seems 
to me that it was Socrates, not Lysis, who advanced such considerations, and that there is not sufficient 
evidence in the dialogue for the claim that Lysis is a selfish utilitarian (cf. 23, 27). What Rhodes has 
highlighted seems to be merely one side of Lysis’s understanding of love and friendship (consider 
his responses at 207c12 and 207e1, as well as his hesitance at 210c8). In my discussion of friendship’s 
third condition, I have focused on what Socrates learns from Menexenus about the commonsense 
view of friendship; regarding the possibility of an alternative, Socratic view of friendship, consider 
211d6–212a7 and 222e3–223b8. 
51  In the subsequent discussion of the kindred, where Socrates tests the boys’ receptivity to a teleo-
logical account of desire as a force uniting souls that are akin to each other by nature, we learn that 
Socrates’s more utilitarian arguments have not shaken either boy’s faith concerning the nobility of 
the friend or lover in any lasting way (221e7–222b1). The lover who is genuine (gnēsios), rather than 
pretended, will necessarily be loved in return.
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psychology, this account also promises to be of some use to those who seek 
to choose leaders and craft policies in such a way as to encourage political 
friendship, both between rulers and the ruled, and between ordinary citizens 
and each other. To conclude, I will offer a few provisional suggestions about 
how the account might be applied to the question or problem of political 
friendship in a liberal democracy such as our own. 

First, there is the question of friendship between the rulers and the 
ruled, or rather between leaders and ordinary citizens, representatives and 
the people. Our distaste for the phrase “the rulers and the ruled” indicates 
among other things the degree to which we cherish similarity in our lead-
ers. Elitist leaders, leaders who think of themselves as “rulers,” have already 
lost touch with the people, have already lost sight of the people’s sense of 
their own dignity, as expressed and confirmed through representative self-
governance. And the account of friendship’s conditions offered here confirms 
the legitimacy of the concern for similarity between leaders and citizens. A 
leader who is more similar to the citizens will more readily identify with 
them, even blending his identity with theirs, in such a way as to encourage 
empathy and benefiting. All else being equal, such a leader will have more 
knowledge of the citizens’ needs, and will be less likely to exploit and oppress 
them. Yet similarity is not the only condition of friendship. The leaders most 
similar to the people may not always be the most useful or the most noble 
leaders. By definition, in fact, they would not be exceptional. The question of 
whether or to what degree we want our leaders to be exceptional has been a 
more or less explicit source of controversy in American politics since the days 
of the Federalists and Anti-Federalists.52 But contemporary political debates 
between those who fear most an elitist technocracy and those who fear most 
a vulgar demagoguery might, if seen through the lens of this account of the 
conditions of friendship, be somewhat clarified. For the account would chas-
ten our hopes that either the most virtuous person, or the most generally 
likable person, will assuredly be the best leader. A delicate balancing act will 
be necessary, since neither similarity, on the one hand, nor exceptional utility 
and nobility, on the other, will be sufficient to establish friendship between 
leaders and ordinary citizens. 

More importantly, there is the question of the friendship of ordinary 
citizens with each other. Sybil Schwarzenbach is right to suggest that, in 
contemporary America, political friendship might be a forgotten yet crucial 

52  Compare Federalist, No. 10 (Hamilton, Madison, and Jay, The Federalist, with Letters of “Brutus,” 
ed. Terence Ball [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003], 44) with Brutus’s 3rd Letter (456).
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resource for civic unity. Yet the effectiveness of liberal democracy in pro-
moting and preserving political friendship among the citizens will depend 
upon its effectiveness in promoting and preserving friendship’s conditions. 
How effective, then, is liberal democracy in promoting and preserving 
similarity, utility, and nobility? Quite effective, it seems to me, in the case of 
utility: liberalism ensures that a diversity of types of people can learn from 
each other, and capitalism ensures that a diversity of specialized workers 
may provide for each other’s needs. Yet liberal democracy seems to be less 
effective in promoting and preserving nobility or, what matters more in this 
case, mutual perceptions of nobility: citizens under capitalism can come to 
see each other as self-interested creatures of the market, unconcerned with 
each other’s well-being, and citizens under modern liberalism can come to 
see each other as egoistic hedonists, unconcerned with their duties.53 With 
regard to the preservation and promotion of similarity, too, and especially 
a similarity in moral outlook, liberalism may struggle. Is liberalism able to 
prevent an increasing balkanization of moral outlooks, such that one group’s 
virtue becomes another group’s vice, and vice versa? And if we no longer see 
each other as noble, can we still be friends? This account of friendship’s con-
ditions would suggest, as would other dialogues by Plato (see Laws 659c9–e3, 
739b8–e3), that diversity of thought is not an unqualified good but rather one 
good to be balanced among others. In the best case, the emphasis on diversity 
or difference would be paired with an emphasis on some more fundamental 
similarity in moral outlook or moral dignity.54 For the sense of similarity, 
and the endurance of the community it makes possible, is not an inevitability 
but rather something to be actively maintained. Liberalism will be fragile if 
it depends on similarities and mutual perceptions of nobility that it takes for 
granted yet finds difficult to sustain.

53  Consider in this context the implicit disagreement between Allen (Talking to Strangers, 127) and 
Schwarzenbach (On Civic Friendship, 53), as well as Allen’s discussion of self-sacrifice as a catalyst for 
trust, good will, and political friendship (Talking to Strangers, 154–59). The loss of faith in the nobility 
of one’s fellow citizens might be especially likely in an era marked by popular scientific enlighten-
ment, relativism, and reactions to relativism (consider Leo Strauss, “German Nihilism,” Interpretation 
26 no. 3 [Spring 1999]: 360, 370–71, and Strauss, Natural Right and History [Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1965], 5–7). Regarding technology and civic friendship, consider Cass Sunstein, “The 
Law of Group Polarization” (John M. Olin Program in Law and Economics Working Paper no. 99, 
1999), 26–30; W. J. Brady et al., “An Ideological Asymmetry in the Diffusion of Moralized Content on 
Social Media among Political Leaders,” Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 148 no. 10 (2019): 
1802–13; L. E. Anisette and K. D. Lafreniere, “Social Media, Texting, and Personality: A Test of the 
Shallowing Hypothesis,” Personality and Individual Differences 115, no. 1 (2017): 154–58; and Chris-
topher Bail et al., “Exposure to Opposing Views on Social Media Can Increase Political Polarization,” 
PNAS 115 no. 37 (2018): 9216–21. 
54  Consider Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind (New York: Vintage Books, 2012), 277.
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Do we possess the resources, especially the inner resources, necessary 
for a recovery of political friendship? Or, if an exact recovery seems impos-
sible or even undesirable, might political friendship in some new form be 
created among us? A first step toward an answer, and toward such a recovery 
or creation, might be to ask ourselves whether we are still innocent enough, 
open enough, to feel the weight of the words with which Lincoln concludes 
the First Inaugural: 

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be 
enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our 
bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every 
battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all 
over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature. 
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Introduction

In 1949, Leo Strauss began teaching at the University of Chicago, after he had 
spent almost a decade at the New School for Social Research.1 Almost as soon as 
he arrived, in the Autumn quarter, between October 17 and 28, Strauss delivered 
his first set of Walgreen Lectures, under the title “Natural Right and History,”2 
which cemented his reputation at the university. The lectures are original and 
profound, and immediately aroused both admiration and a sense of strange-
ness. In the years that followed, sympathetic and critical commentators3 alike 
expected the lectures to be followed by a systematic exposition by Strauss on the 
substance of natural law, because they deemed them “an able presentation of 
basic principles of the traditionalist point of view.”4

In the absence of such an exposition, a lively debate, if one not always 
devoid of malice, still persists around Strauss’s thought on natural right. In fact, 
Strauss’s lectures seem to be, at times, deliberately elliptical, if not ambiguous. It 

1  On Leo Strauss at the New School, see Peter Rutkoff and William Scott, New School: A History of the 
New School for Social Research (New York: Free Press, 1986), esp. 84–106 and 137–43. He still conducted 
three different courses or seminars in the Spring semester of 1949 at the New School. See also Svetozar 
Minkov, “Leo Strauss: Courses at the New School for Social Research,” in Toward “Natural Right and 
History,” ed. J. A. Colen and Svetozar Minkov (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 295.
2  Unhappily, the audio recordings of the lectures have perished.
3  Leo Strauss Papers, Box 26, Folders 10–11: Reviews and letters to Strauss about Natural Right and History.
4  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), v. Hereafter NRH.
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therefore seems appropriate that the Walgreen Lectures—the oral, colloquial, 
and succinct version of what became Natural Right and History—should once 
again be presented to Strauss’s audience, who in general only know the later 
version, published as a book.

It should be recalled that the express purpose of this first set of Strauss’s 
lectures is to recover a forgotten problem, a question that was once the cen-
tral question, but which today is almost unintelligible. This “forgetfulness” 
requires historical studies for its remediation. In the oral presentation, Strauss 
stresses the need for such historical studies as follows:

There can be no doubt that the problem of natural right in general 
cannot be properly understood on the basis of present-day thought—
that in order to understand it as a most important problem, a change 
of perspective is required. To effect such a change is always difficult. 
It cannot be effected by a single argument or by an accumulation of 
arguments. It requires an ever-repeated, relentless effort. The technical 
term for efforts of this kind, for efforts in changing one’s perspective, 
is history of ideas, or history of thought. No one will undertake the 
trouble involved in all studies of this kind if he is not convinced that a 
change in perspective is absolutely necessary; and this conviction, if it 
is to be reasonable, must be based on the insight that, in our present-
day perspective, the most important things are almost invisible.5 

But the history of ideas, far from presenting the solution, does not guaran-
tee consensus, nor should we assume at the starting point of the inquiry that 
these studies will reveal what has now become almost invisible. Indeed, Strauss 
speaks of natural right without suggesting that man’s need for a natural right 
implies that such a need can be satisfied: “A wish is not a fact. By proving that 
a certain view is indispensable for living well, one proves merely that the view 
in question is a most desirable myth; one does not prove it is true” (WL I, 4; 
NRH, 6). It is not clear if one can move beyond merely recollecting an almost 
forgotten problem.

Indeed, just one year after the Walgreen Lectures, Strauss wrote in a letter 
that he had presented the question of natural right merely as “an unsolved 
problem.”6 Given Strauss’s initial modesty, one might also think that his 
inquiry has only a “provisional” character, as though it were an incomplete 

5  Leo Strauss, Walgreen Lectures (1949), Lecture V, 1. In what follows, the 1949 series will be cited 
parenthetically as WL, followed by lecture number and page in the original typescript.
6  In a letter to Eric Voegelin, dated October 12, 1950, Strauss responds to Voegelin’s criticism of his  
“nondialectical” mode of presentation in this way: “[the Walgreen Lectures] did not do more than 
present the problem of natural right as an unsolved problem.”
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outline. Therefore, one could easily be led to see the lectures as a collection of 
historical studies that does not contain Strauss’s own “teaching” on natural 
right—or even to suppose that Strauss has no such teaching.7 Strauss, however, 
defends the philosophical relevance of this précis raisonné on natural right. 

In short, one is unable to understand the problem of natural right if one 
does not realize, at the same time, the hopeless difficulty into which 
modern thought has led us.…[So] that we have to learn something of 
utmost importance, not about the great thinkers of the past, but from 
them; that we have to learn something of utmost importance from the 
great thinkers of the past which we cannot learn from any contempo-
rary, however intelligent and learned and wise. (WL V, 2)

According to Strauss himself, therefore, historical studies are merely instru-
mental in recovering something of the greatest philosophical importance,8 
which modern thought has lost or “squandered” (WL V, 1).

Without intending to advance any general interpretation of the Walgreen 
Lectures here, a transcript of which we are presenting in what follows, in this 
introduction we will only (1) give some indications about the plan and the 
subsequent publication of the lectures, and (2) point out some superficial char-
acteristics that emerge from the comparison between the lectures and their 
expanded version in the form of the printed book. This comparison is espe-
cially useful in what concerns the three first lectures, because the subsequent 
lectures are obviously very different.

Plan and Publication

The original plan provides for six lectures of about two hours each,9 and 
is organized in such a way that the first two would focus on the two most 
important arguments used today to reject natural right: historicism, and the 

7  In fact, years later, faced with Helmut Kuhn’s criticism of the book, Strauss conceded in a letter: “I 
had to write a précis raisonné of the history of natural right.” Leo Strauss, “Letter to Helmut Kuhn,” 
Independent Journal of Philosophy 2 (1978): 23. The letter is undated, but likely from 1957.
8  Such philosophical relevance becomes even clearer when he adds in the above-mentioned letter 
that “what Aristotle and Plato say about man and the affairs of men makes infinitely more sense to me 
than what the moderns have said or say.” In addition, he states, even more assertively, that the “whole 
Platonic doctrine of the order of the soul and of the order of the virtues is the doctrine of natural right 
if it is true that ‘justice’ does not necessarily mean one of the many virtues but the all-comprehensive 
virtue.” See Strauss, “Letter to Helmut Kuhn,” 23.
9  The plan, as revealed by the cover page and the titles of the lectures in the typescript, is as follows: 
I. Natural Right and the Historical Approach; II. Natural Right and the Distinction between Facts 
and Values; III. The Origin of the Idea of Natural Right; IV. Classic Natural Right; V. Modern Natural 
Right; VI. The Crisis of Modern Natural Right and the Turn toward History. The transcriber kept the 
lecture titles according to this plan, even when it became obvious that the plan was modified.
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distinction in the social sciences between facts and values. In the first two 
lectures, Strauss directs his attention, as expected, to the two authorities of 
our time who reign victorious in the social sciences.10 The next two lectures 
should deal with the classics, both what he calls classic “conventionalism” 
and the three types of classic natural right: Socratic-Platonic-Stoic, Aristo-
telian, and Thomistic. The fifth lecture intends to deal with the moderns, 
and the final lecture is intended to address the crisis of modern natural law. 
The nature of this crisis becomes clearer if we look at the original title of the 
final lecture, “The Crisis of the Modern Natural Right and the Turning to 
History,” a title that underlines that the lectures make a full circle with the 
“Historical Approach” that Strauss treats in the first lecture.

The manuscripts that Strauss uses in the lectures, or significant parts of 
them, were certainly almost complete and their publication followed quickly. 
An expanded version of the first lecture’s text on historicism was published in 
Review of Politics in October 1950; the text on Hobbes was printed in Revue 
Internationale de Philosophie in October 1950, and the text of the second lec-
ture was published in Measure a few months later, in the spring of 1951. Thus, 
in less than a year and a half, some of these lectures received their final shape. 
The exceptions were the two lectures on classic natural right as a whole and 
the lecture on Locke, which he mentioned but barely elaborated, as well as 
the texts intended for the closing lectures on the “Turning to History,” on 
Rousseau and Burke. 

The complete set of lectures was finally published by the University of 
Chicago Press in 1953 with the same title as the oral presentation: Natural 
Right and History. Although Strauss shortened the lectures considerably for 
reasons of time, the book seems at first glance essentially faithful to the texts 
he had prepared for oral presentation, but the book, absent the time con-
straints, strictly follows the initial plan.

However, the transcriber of the oral presentation has produced a text 
that, in general, has short paragraphs, ones that are much shorter than those 
found in the book (or, indeed, in any of Strauss’s other books). This format-
ting does not seem to be in the style of Leo Strauss. For example, the text 
on the first two pages of the transcript includes eight paragraphs that cor-
respond only to the first paragraph of the book.

10  Elsewhere he presents these two authorities differently, as “the twin-sisters of Science and History.” 
See Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), 156.



2 5 7First Walgreen Lectures

Another superficial difference is that the transcript of the oral presen-
tation does not include any footnotes, unlike other copies of transcripts 
of lectures that have survived—although Strauss reads aloud several long 
quotes. In most cases, however, these quotes were also not referenced in notes 
in the printed book.

Sources and Development of the First Lecture

The 1953 book divides the text of the first lecture into an introduction and 
chapter 1, on the “historical approach.” The arguments presented in the first 
lecture, on the need for natural right and the problem raised by the new “his-
torical awareness,” are a different articulation, or perhaps a reformulation, of 
the ideas presented in two previously unpublished manuscripts found in the 
archives. The first manuscript, from 1931,11 is incomplete, but it presents the 
same sequence of ideas, and the other, from 1946,12 was written for a pub-
lic lecture while Strauss was still at the New School. These ideas and words, 
including some examples, were kept almost verbatim in the first lecture.

Generally speaking, the oral presentation is, as one might expect, more 
colloquial and more revealing of the tension between philosophy, or science, 
and religion than the book. The following observations, for example, were 
omitted or truncated in the book: “modern natural science” created the 
problem of dualism between a teleological human science and a mechanistic 
natural science, but

modern natural science always survives the elegant solutions of the 
problems created by, and coeval with, modern natural science.

 Religious faith, faith in biblical revelation, no doubt solves the  
difficulty, but religious faith is not rational knowledge.…I shall con-
sider myself most fortunate if I shall succeed in shedding some light on 
our problem. I must say that even so the exposition will not always be 
very easy.13

11  See Leo Strauss, “Some Notes on the Political Sciences of Hobbes (1932)” and “Foreword to a 
Planned Book on Hobbes (1931),” in Hobbes’s Critique of Religion and Related Writings, ed. and trans. 
G. Bartlett and Svetozar Minkov (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 121–36, 137–49.
12  Leo Strauss, “Natural Right (1946). Lecture to be delivered on January 9, 1946, in the General Seminar 
and in February 1946 in Annapolis,” in Colen and Minkov, Towards “Natural Right and History,” 221–48.
13  See NRH, 8.
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The lectures also contain some clarifications that were omitted in the 
book. For example, after the phrase “The problem of priorities arises” (WL I, 
3; NRH, 3), Strauss explains:

Can one say that the bodily needs of the individual have first claim 
over against the spiritual props of society, over against beliefs, how-
ever erroneous? Are firmly held beliefs not much more important for 
getting an integrated culture in which man can find mental security 
than what modern medicine declares to be adequate satisfaction of 
bodily wants? Is there no support for the view that the interests which 
arise out of the bodily needs are divisive, whereas beliefs—agreements 
regarding fundamentals—have a unifying effect? Needs do not sup-
ply us with a valid criterion for judging of the ideals of our own or 
any other society. For this purpose, we would have to know the true 
hierarchy—the natural hierarchy of needs.14 

But, as a rule, the opposite is true: the text of the Walgreen Lectures is expanded 
in the book. Even so, the simplest version can be useful for the student of 
Strauss’s thought, because it reveals the reasoning he considered essential.

What the academic seeks in vain in the book are the names of the “great 
thinkers of the past,” wise and learned, who are at the root of our difficulty in 
accessing the problem of natural right. The themes of “historicism” and the 
link between “positivism” and historicism were previously presented in lec-
tures at the New School, where ideas are attributed to their authors by name;15 
for this reason, the scholar of Strauss can benefit from the comparison with 
these earlier texts.

By contrast, both the lecture and the book are very scarce in what concerns 
references. In the introduction to the book, there are only three footnotes. 
The first is a reference to Ernst Troeltsch, who is mentioned in the lecture as 
“a German scholar.” The remaining obvious references are to the Declaration 
of Independence, which appears within quotation marks, and Lincoln’s Get-
tysburg Address, which does not so appear; nor does the implicit reference to 
Horace’s Epistle to Augustus appear, when Strauss alludes to his lament that 
“Greece, conquered Greece, her conqueror subdued” (Graecia capta ferum 
uictorem cepit et artes / intulit agresti Latio);16 Lord Acton’s long quote from 

14  The explanation of the problem of priorities or the natural hierarchy of needs—“Can one say…
natural hierarchy of needs”—was omitted in NRH. 
15  See Leo Strauss, “Historicism. Lecture to be delivered in the fall of 1941 in the General Seminar,” 
and “The Frame of Reference in the Social Sciences (1945),” in Towards “Natural Right and History,” 
72–88, 105–11.
16  Horace, Epistles 2.1.156–57. 
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the Essay on Freedom is also not identified, with a note, in the book. Interest-
ingly, the only notes added in the introduction are the identification of the 
reference to Ernst Troeltsch, a long footnote in German (pointing to a missing 
section in the English translation but present in the German original of the 
General Theory of Law and the State by Hans Kelsen)17 and the reference to 
Aristotle’s Physics18—which establishes an argument by appeal to authority.

The remainder of the first lecture is a very compressed presentation of 
the various arguments and waves of historicism, and has almost no explicit 
references to thinkers, except for the final mention of Julien Benda’s Trahison 
des clercs, that was left unidentified in the book (WL I, 16; NRH, 34). The 
first chapter of Natural Right and History adds a few brief quotations (appar-
ently more suggestive than substantive) from Voltaire and Lessing (NRH, 
22), absent from the lectures, and duly referenced with notes in the book. It 
includes a total of ten notes, which almost always correspond to side-com-
ments that would disturb the text. The rule seems to be this: Strauss added 
footnotes only when he added new text to the book.

The Second and Third Lectures: Max Weber 
and the Theological-Political Problem

The second theme announced in the plan ended up occupying all of the sec-
ond lecture and much of the third. The theme, at first glance, is the rejection 
of natural right based on the distinction between facts and values, but it is 
very different in nature from the theme of the first lecture, and the corre-
sponding section of the book. 

Strauss focuses exclusively on Max Weber, whose main works are all 
mentioned in detail, and are always cited using the German edition.19 Weber’s 
ideas are explained and interpreted rigorously, and Strauss demonstrates 
astonishing scholarship that impressed many contemporaries, and still sur-
prises us. Strauss knew, moreover, that this lecture was the most “acceptable” 
within the limits of his department, if not his division. In fact, as he says: 
“The work of Max Weber is perhaps the only point where these lectures touch 
on a subject whose legitimacy and respectability is universally acknowledged 
by present-day social science” (WL III, 1).

17  Quoted in full in NRH, 4n2.
18  See WL I, 6, with NRH, 8n3.
19  The reference to the quality of the English translations by Talcott Parsons was added to the book in 
NRH, 56n20.
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Strauss is clearly reading from a finished manuscript, interrupting its 
reading or oral delivery with the occasional side remark directed to the audi-
ence. The complete manuscript, with a wealth of annotations, was sent for 
publication just after the lectures were delivered, and printed in early 1951. 

Given the depth of Strauss’s knowledge of Max Weber’s writings, revealed 
by the text and the notes, it seems almost impossible that it was acquired in 
the time usually devoted to the preparation of a public lecture. In fact, the 
lecture evidences lengthy reflection on the problem of value neutrality in the 
social sciences. This thoughtful reflection is even more evident in the pub-
lished version, since, for example, in a few paragraphs of the lecture and in a 
single footnote in the later book, Strauss takes us through Weber’s well-known 
qualifications and almost-ignored side remarks, all of which betray value 
judgments;20 just their enumeration implies the careful reading of (thousands 
of pages of) bulky works on the sociology of religion, and other studies on the 
economy and society, including the methodology of social studies.

The list of courses Strauss conducted at the New School includes two 
seminars closely related to Max Weber, the first being in the Spring of 1943, 
titled “Religion and the Rise of Modern Capitalism: The Weber-Tawney 
Controversy”; the second was a joint seminar titled “Religion and the Rise of 
Modern Capitalism,” conducted in the Fall term of 1944.21 These courses were 
clearly the occasion for prolonged reflection on how certain methodological 
flaws affected Weber’s most famous work on the Protestant work ethic.22

Modification of the Plan

This is not the place to show how and why Weber was the occasion for 
Strauss’s clearest presentation of the alternative between “the biblical and the 
secular position” (WL III, 5), since many recent studies have explored this 
question, some of them book-length studies. However, we must note that it 
was the importance given by Strauss to this issue that led him to continue 
reading the manuscript planned for the second lecture for most of the time 
of the following lecture, and thus that led him to abandon the initial plan.

As Strauss explains, this change was deliberate, as he decided to “take 
the liberty of devoting somewhat more time than I ought to to this particular 

20  See WL, Lecture II, with NRH, 55–59 and 63–64.
21  See Table 2 in Toward “Natural Right and History,” 8–9. 
22  See WL, Lecture II, with NRH, 59–63, and the largest footnote at 60n22.
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subject” (WL III, 1). It was after making the decision to prioritize the conflict 
between the biblical view and the secular view that Strauss departed signifi-
cantly from the manuscript.

The third lecture, in fact, was in the initial plan dedicated to “The Origin 
of the Idea of Natural Right.” The presentation on conventionalism and the 
origin of the idea of   natural right ended up being compressed into the time 
that remained in the third lecture, and that occupying the beginning of the 
fourth lecture. The change of plan forced him to be brief and to make, as 
he says, “very sketchy remarks about the basis of classic natural right,” and 
prevented him from treating Locke and Burke, as he had intended.

This represents, ironically, an additional reason for interest in the oral 
version of this first series of Walgreen Lectures. The lecture on classic natural 
right has significant differences compared to the book, with the exception of 
the final section on the three types of classic natural right, whose content, and 
sometimes even phrasing, were essentially preserved. These differences result 
not only from the more colloquial nature of the oral version, but from the need 
to summarize and clarify the main problems in a short time—which provides 
scholars of Strauss with an alternative rendering of his approach, a rendering 
that conveys a certain sense of the unity of the lecture series as a whole.

The Unity of the Plan

Whatever one’s interpretation of these Walgreen Lectures as a whole, all of 
the passages that are omitted in the book, together with comments to the 
audience and explanatory remarks, suggest a strong unity that perhaps 
points to Strauss’s intention and teaching, which we also find in his earlier 
and later texts and his courses on natural right.

To take one such passage: The third lecture ends with the observation 
that “by submitting to authority, philosophy—which includes any particu-
lar political philosophy—would lose its character. It would degenerate into 
ideology, that is to say, apologetics for a given social order.…What is true of 
the eighteenth-century revolutionists is true mutatis mutandis of all political 
philosophers who recognize natural right.”23

The digression, which occurs within the account of the idea of nature, is 
also the occasion for Strauss to affirm as clearly as possible the revolutionary 
character of natural right.

23  WL III, 19 (end). The end of Lecture III corresponds to about one third of NRH, 92–93. 
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Today, natural right is frequently rejected as reactionary. In the nine-
teenth century, natural right was rejected by Continental reactionaries 
as revolutionary. This fact alone shows how inadequate all partisan 
approaches to natural right are. If we approach the issue of natural 
right in an impartial manner, we note that natural right is, and always 
has been, revolutionary in the most fundamental sense. The very idea 
of natural right presupposes the doubt of all authority—that is to say, 
man’s inner independence of all authority. Natural right is a standard 
higher than all authority, a standard by which all authority is to be 
measured, and this standard is in principle accessible to man as man. 
The idea of natural right implies that man can rise above the acciden-
tal historical standards accepted by particular societies, or that man is 
not forced to be the slave of all large or small collectivities, or that man 
is not by nature destined ignobly to jump on every bandwagon of every 
wave of the future. Only by virtue of natural right is man capable of 
distinguishing between the cause that is victorious and the cause that 
is just. The present-day discussion of natural right suffers from the 
fact that the idea of natural right is taken too much for granted by its 
adherents, as well as by its opponents. For this reason, we were forced 
to pay some attention to the tremendous effort that was required so 
that the very idea of natural right could emerge.

Indeed, in the original delivery of the lectures, the account of the emer-
gence of the idea of natural right—corresponding to the strangest chapter in 
the book—easily follows from historicism’s “flight from nature.” The core that 
gives unity to the lectures seems to be disclosed through Strauss’s recurring 
comments on the politicization of natural right. He deems such a politiciza-
tion to be the reason that the classics’ distinction between convention and 
nature was essentially transformed into historicism’s unsound dismissal of 
nature as a standard. As he puts it in a preface added later, in 1971: “Nothing 
that I have learned has shaken my inclination to prefer ‘natural right,’ espe-
cially in its classic form, to the reigning relativism, politivist or historicist.…I 
should add the remark that the appeal to a higher law, if that law is under-
stood in terms of ‘our’ tradition as distinguished from ‘nature,’ is historicist 
in character, if not in intention.”24 

If we are permitted to come full circle, we may say that the centrality of 
“the problem” of natural right in Strauss’s work becomes clearer when we bear 
in mind how a significant part of his work at the New School, in the 1940s, 
was incorporated into the Walgreen Lectures at the University of Chicago.25 

24  NRH, vii. Strauss adds, just after: “The case is obviously different if appeal is made to the divine law; 
still, the divine law is not the natural law, let alone natural right.”
25  In courses he taught at the New School, Strauss had begun to treat topics that he later addressed in 
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* * *

Svetozar Minkov provided us with a copy of the extant typescript kept in 
the University of Chicago library, a typescript which was circulated for a long 
time among Leo Strauss’s students. 

We have transcribed these four lectures, inserted the handwritten cor-
rections of the lectures, standardized spelling and punctuation, indented 
paragraph beginnings, italicized titles and foreign words, corrected a few 
grammatical errors, and inserted a few words in brackets to complete sen-
tences or to correct words, using Natural Right and History as our guide. 
We have used footnotes to indicate changes to the typescript, and to provide 
relevant information. We are responsible for any errors.26

the 1949 Walgreen Lectures. For example, Strauss taught one course focused solely on the Declaration 
of Independence, and others on “the Constitution of the United States: philosophical background.” 
He also gave courses on “writings and speeches by Edmund Burke” and “rule of law and constitu-
tionalism.” Many other courses also directly anticipate themes addressed in the Walgreen Lectures: 
“Natural law and the rights of man,” “Justice and political necessity,” “Religion and the rise of modern 
capitalism: the Weber-Tawney controversy,” later renamed “Religion and the rise of modern capital-
ism,” and “The social philosophy of early capitalism: Analysis of Locke’s Civil Government.” But before 
the delivery of his first set of Walgreen Lectures in Chicago, the most comprehensive treatment of the 
problem of natural right seems to be “Natural Right (1946). Lecture to be delivered on January 9, 1946, 
in the General Seminar and in February 1946 in Annapolis,” in Towards “Natural Right and History,” 
221–48. 
26  We wish to thank the estate of Leo Strauss and its literary executor, Nathan Tarcov, for permission 
to publish this work, and the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions for its 
support during the 2016/17 academic year. The copyright to the text of the lectures is retained by the 
estate of Leo Strauss. A previous rendering of these transcripts was produced by J. A. Colen and Scott 
Nelson, which is available on the University of Chicago Press website.
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Natural Right and History

by  L e o  St r au s s

Six lectures delivered at the University of Chicago, Autumn 1949,  
under the auspices of the Charles R. Walgreen Foundation for the  

Study of American Institutions

 I.  Natural Right and the Historical Approach

 II.  Natural Right and the Distinction between Facts and Values

 III.  The Origin of the Idea of Natural Right

 IV.  Classic Natural Right

 V.  Modern Natural Right

 VI.  The Crisis of Modern Natural Right and the Turn toward History27

27  End of Cover Page. There is no mention in the typescript of specific dates, but these six lectures 
were delivered on October 17, 19, 21, 24, 26, and 28, 1949, according to Records of the Charles R. 
Walgreen Foundation, https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/e/scrc/findingaids/view.php?eadid=ICU.SPCL.
WALGREEN, viewed December 17, 2020.
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Lecture I

[Introduction]28

I think it is proper, for more reasons than the most obvious one, that I should 
open this series of lectures by quoting to you a sentence from the Declaration 
of Independence. The sentence has frequently been quoted, but it is made 
immune, by its weight and its elevation,29 to the degrading effects of familiar-
ity, which breeds contempt, and of misuse, which breeds disgust. 

I quote: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are cre-
ated equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

The nation dedicated to this proposition has now become, no doubt 
partly as a consequence of this dedication, the most powerful and prosperous 
of the nations of the earth. Does this nation in its maturity still cherish the 
faith in which it was conceived and raised? Does this nation still hold “these 
truths to be self-evident”? 

About a generation ago, an American diplomat could still say that “the 
natural and the divine foundation of the rights of man…is self-evident to all 
Americans.” At about the same time a German scholar could still describe 
the difference between German thought and that of Western Europe and 
the United States by saying that the West still attached decisive importance 
to natural right, whereas in Germany, the very terms “natural right” and 
“humanity” “have now become almost incomprehensible…and have lost 
altogether their original life and color.” 

28  The transcript of this first lecture is titled “NATURAL RIGHT AND THE HISTORICAL 
APPROACH / The first in the series of six Walgreen lectures by Leo Strauss.” A significant part cor-
responds almost verbatim to the introduction to NRH. The rest of the text of Lecture I corresponds 
in fact to chapter 1 of NRH, which, like this lecture, is titled “Natural Right and the Historical 
Approach.” However, the following lectures do not keep the same linear correspondence to NRH. We 
briefly point out in the footnotes some divergences between the two texts. 
 We have inserted, between square brackets, subtitles of our own devising that are intended to point 
to the parallels and divergences between the two versions of the work. We have chosen not to include 
in our footnotes to the transcript the references that Strauss provides readers in NRH.
29  The typescript reads: “the elevation.”
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“While abandoning30 the idea of natural right, and through abandoning 
it,” he continued, “abandoning the idea of humanity, German thought created 
the historical sense,” and thus was led eventually to unqualified relativism.31

What was a tolerably accurate description of German thought twenty-
seven years ago would now appear to be true of Western thought in general. 
It would not be the first time that a nation defeated on the battlefield and, as 
it were, annihilated as a political being has deprived its conqueror of the most 
sublime fruit of victory, by imposing on him the yoke of its own thought.32 
Whatever might be true of the thought of the American people, American 
social science at any rate has adopted the very attitude toward natural right 
which a generation ago could still be described with some plausibility as 
characteristically German.

The majority among the learned who still cherish the principles of the 
Declaration of Independence interpret these principles not as formulations of 
natural right, but as an ideal, if not an ideology or a myth. Present-day Amer-
ican social science, as practically all non-Catholic present-day social science, 
is dedicated to the proposition that all men are endowed by the evolutionary 
process, or by a mysterious fate, with all kinds of urges and aspirations, but 
certainly with no unalienable rights.33

To reject natural right is tantamount to saying that all right is positive 
right, and this means primarily that what is right is defined exclusively by the 
legislatures and the courts of the various countries.

Now, it is obviously meaningful, and sometimes even necessary, to speak 
of unjust laws, or unjust decisions. In passing such judgments, we imply that 
there is a standard of right and wrong independent of positive right, and 
higher than positive right, a standard with reference to which we are able to 
judge of positive right.

Many people today hold the view that the standard in question34 is, in 
the best case, nothing but the ideal or ideals of our society. But, according to 

30  The typescript reads: “abanding.”
31  End of page 1.
32  See Horace, Epistles 2.1.156–57.
33  The famous quote from Ernst Troeltsch at NRH, 2, is taken from a translation of Otto von Gierke’s 
work Natural Law and the Theory of Society, trans. with introduction by Ernest Barker (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1934), 1:201–22. Gierke’s theory of society derived many social institu-
tions from natural law, including a theory of corporations.
34  The typescript reads: “in the question.”
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the same view, all societies have their ideals, cannibal societies no less than 
civilized ones. If principles are sufficiently justified by the fact that they are 
accepted as ideals by society, the principles of cannibalism are as legitimate as 
those of35 civilized life. If there is no standard higher than the ideals of one’s 
society, there exists no possibility of taking a critical distance from those ide-
als. But the mere fact that we can raise the question of the worth of the ideals 
of our society shows that there is something in man that is not altogether 
enslaved to his society, and therefore that we are able, and even obliged, to 
look for a standard with reference to which we can judge of the ideals of our 
society, as well as of any other society.36 This standard cannot be found in 
the needs of the society concerned. So that one could reject cannibalism, for 
example, on the ground that it is not really needed for the societies that prac-
tice it, or that that practice is based on demonstrably erroneous beliefs—for 
society and man have many needs which frequently conflict with each other.

The problem of priorities arises. Can one say that the bodily needs of the 
individual have first claim over against the spiritual props37 of society, over 
against beliefs, however erroneous? Are firmly held beliefs not much more 
important for getting an integrated culture in which man can find mental 
security than what modern medicine declares to be adequate satisfaction of 
bodily wants? Is there no support for the view that the interests which arise 
out of the bodily needs are divisive, whereas beliefs—agreements regarding 
fundamentals—have a unifying effect? Needs do not supply us with a valid 
criterion for judging of the ideals of our own or any other society. For this 
purpose, we would have to know the true hierarchy—the natural hierarchy 
of needs.38 We would have to possess, in other words, knowledge of natural 
right. It would appear then that the rejection39 of natural right is bound to lead 
to disastrous consequences, and it is obvious that disastrous consequences do 
follow from the contemporary rejection of natural right.40

35  End of page 2.
36  In the typescript, there is illegible marginalia to the right of this sentence. This seems to be by 
Strauss’s hand.
37  The words “spiritual props” are circled by hand. This expression does not appear in the correspond-
ing section of NRH, 3, which is briefer.
38  The explanation of the problem of priorities or the natural hierarchy of needs—“Can one say…
natural hierarchy of needs”—was omitted in NRH. 
39  The typescript reads: “rejections.”
40  This paragraph was significantly rephrased and expanded in NRH, 3.
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Our social science may make us very wise or clever as regards the 
means for any objectives we might choose. It admits being unable to help 
us in discriminating between legitimate and illegitimate, between just and 
unjust objectives. Such a41 science is essentially instrumental, and nothing 
but instrumental. It is bound to be the handmaid of any powers or of any 
interests that be.42

What Machiavelli did apparently, our social science would actually do, 
if it did not prefer—God knows why—generous liberalism to consistency: 
namely, to give advice with equal competence and alacrity to tyrants as well 
as to free peoples. According to our social science, we can be or become wise 
in all things of secondary importance, but we have to be resigned to utter 
ignorance in the most important respect.

In ordinary life, we understand by a sane man a man who knows what 
he is doing, a man who knows why he is doing what he does. If we cannot 
have any knowledge regarding the ultimate principles of our choices—that is 
to say, regarding their soundness or unsoundness—we are in the position of 
men who are sane and sober when they are engaged in trivialities, and gamble 
like mad men when confronted with serious issues: retail sanity and whole-
sale madness. In little things we may follow reason, and our choices may be 
judicious. In the most important things, we must be guided not by thought or 
light, but by blind choice.43 If there is no natural right, everything a man can 
afford to dare will be permitted, and nothing a man can afford to dare will be 
forbidden. The rejection of natural right seems to lead to nihilism.44

Once we realize that our basic principles have no other support than our 
blind choice, we cannot, as reasonable beings, believe in them anymore. We 
cannot wholeheartedly act upon them anymore. We cannot live anymore45 as 
rational beings. To be able to live, it becomes necessary to silence the easily 
silenced voice of reason which tells us that our basic principles have no other 
support than our preference or blind choice, and hence are as good or as bad 
as any other principles. The more we cultivate reason, the more we cultivate 

41  End of page 3.
42  The word “twice” appears to be handwritten after this sentence.
43  In the typescript, there are handwritten parentheses around this sentence.
44  The paragraph starting with “In spite of this, generous liberals . . .” was added in the printed version 
of NRH, 5. Also inserted in NRH, 6, is the reference to “pursuing a Socratic goal with the means, and 
the temper, of Thrasymachus,” as well as the sentence beginning with “The fact that reasons compels 
us to go beyond the ideal of our society.”
45  The typescript reads: “any more.”
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nihilism, the less are we able to be members of any integrated “culture.” The 
inevitable practical consequence of nihilism is fanatical46 obscurantism.47

The bitter experience of this consequence has led to a renewed general 
interest in natural right, but this very fact must make us particularly cau-
tious. It may be perfectly true that a rational life is impossible without natural 
right. It is therefore natural that we should become indignant about those 
who reject natural right. But indignation is no argument. Our indignation 
proves at best that we are well-meaning; it does not prove that we are right.

The seriousness of the need for natural right does not prove that that need 
can be satisfied. A wish is not a fact. By proving that a certain view is indis-
pensable for living well, one proves merely that the view in question is a most 
desirable myth; one does not prove it is true. Utility and truth are two entirely 
different things. Can we rashly exclude the possibility that the world is so ill-
contrived that man cannot live well but by sacrificing his reason? That untruth 
or blind assent is a condition of a happy life? Certainly, the gravity of the issue 
imposes upon us the duty of a detached, theoretical, impartial discussion. 

Since natural right is today a matter of recollection rather than of actual 
knowledge, this means that we are in need of historical studies which will 
familiarize us with the whole complexity of the issue. We have to become, for 
some time, students of what is called “history of ideas,” but this will aggravate 
rather than remove the difficulty of impartial treatment. To quote Lord Acton, 
“Few discoveries are more irritating than those which expose the pedigree 
of ideas. Sharp definitions and unsparing analysis would displace the veil 
beneath which society dissembles its divisions, would make political disputes 
too violent for compromise, and political alliances too precarious for use, and 
would embitter politics with all the passions of social and religious strife.”48

We can overcome this danger only by considering the fact that for every 
conscientious scholar the problem of natural right is not a partisan affair. 
At a superficial glance, the issue of natural right presents itself today as a49 
matter of party allegiance. Looking around us, we see two hostile camps, 
heavily fortified and strictly guarded. One is occupied by the liberals of vari-
ous descriptions—to use this somewhat loose term; the other by the Catholic 

46  The typescript reads: “fantical.”
47  End of page 4.
48  The quote is taken from Lord Acton, The History of Freedom and Other Essays (London: Macmillan, 
1907), 62, but it goes unidentified in NRH.
49  End of page 5.
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and non-Catholic disciples of Thomas Aquinas.50 But both armies, and in 
addition those who prefer to sit on the fence,51 or to hide their heads in the 
sand, are, if I may heap metaphor on metaphor, in the same boat. They are all 
modern men. No matter how neutral we may be, we are all in the grip of the 
same dilemma.

Natural right in its classic form, the only form in which it is defensible, 
is connected with a teleological view of the universe. All natural beings have 
a natural end, a natural destiny, which determines what kind of operation52 
is good for them. In the case of man, reason is required for discerning these 
operations. Reason determines what is by nature right,53 with ultimate regard 
to man’s natural end. This teleological view of the universe, of which the teleo-
logical view of man forms a part, has been destroyed for all practical purposes 
by modern natural science. From the point of view of Aristotle—and who 
could dare to claim to be a better judge in this matter than Aristotle?—the 
issue54 between the mechanical and teleological conception of the universe is 
decided by the manner in which the problem of the heaven, and the heavenly 
bodies and their motions, is settled. Now in this respect, which from Aris-
totle’s own point of view was the decisive one, the issue seems to have been 
decided finally in favor of the mechanical conception of the universe.

Two opposite conclusions could be drawn from this momentous decision. 
First, the mechanical, or at any rate nonteleological, conception of the uni-
verse had to be accompanied by a nonteleological conception of human life. 
This “naturalistic solution” proves to be impossible. It is impossible to banish 
ends from the social sciences, or what amounts to the same thing, to conceive 
of ends as derivative from desires or impulses. Therefore, the alternative has 
prevailed: which means that we have had to accept a typically modern dual-
ism of a nonteleological natural science55 and a teleological science of man.

This is the position which the modern followers of Thomas Aquinas, 
among others, are forced to take, a position which implies a radical break 
with the thought of Aristotle, as well as that of Thomas Aquinas himself. The 

50  Although no mention is made, the obvious reference is Jacques Maritain’s Les droits de l’homme et 
la loi naturelle (The Rights of Man and Natural Law) (1942). In November of 1947, Maritain helped to 
“galvanize” public opinion for the approval of the UDHR. 
51  The typescript reads: “fences.”
52  The typescript reads: “operations.”
53  In the typescript, these italicized expressions are underlined by hand.
54  In the typescript, a horizontal line is drawn by hand over “the” and half of “issue.”
55  End of page 6.
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fundamental dilemma in whose grip we are is the one caused56 by the success 
of modern natural science, a success which is presupposed rather than made 
doubtful by the so-called crisis in physics. An adequate solution to the problem 
of natural right cannot be found before this basic problem has been solved. 

Naturally, there is no scarcity of elegant solutions to that problem, but the 
experience of some centuries has shown that modern natural science always 
survives57 the elegant solutions of the problems created by, and coeval with, 
modern natural science.

Religious faith, faith in biblical revelation, no doubt solves the diffi-
culty, but religious faith is not rational knowledge. Needless to say, I cannot 
even discuss this basic problem; I have to limit myself to that aspect of the 
problem of natural right which can be clarified within the confines of my 
department—or, if I may be bold, of my division. I shall consider myself most 
fortunate if I shall succeed in shedding some light on our problem. I must say 
that even so the exposition will not always be very easy.58

Now, let us then remain within the social sciences. The problem of natu-
ral right presents itself today in this form: Natural right is rejected on two 
essentially different, though mostly connected, grounds. It is rejected first in 
the name of History, and, second, it is rejected in the name of the distinction 
between Facts and Values. I propose to discuss the first problem today, and 
the next one next time. 

[Natural Right and the Historical Approach]

Now, as for the rejection of natural right in the name of history, this appears 
on the most popular level as follows: Natural right is a right that is59 univer-
sally acknowledged.60 History, including anthropology, teaches us that no 
such right exists. Instead of the supposed uniformity, we find an indefinite 
variety of notions of right or justice.

Now, one cannot understand the meaning of the attack on natural right 
in the name of history before one has realized the utter irrelevance of this 

56  The typescript reads: “cause,” though a d is inserted by hand.
57  The typescript reads: “survies,” though a v is inserted by hand.
58  The two previous paragraphs were omitted in NRH, and the concluding one was rephrased, 
clarifying that the lectures will be limited to “that aspect of the problem of natural right which can be 
clarified within the confines of the social sciences” (NRH, 8).
59  End of page 7.
60  The typescript reads: “acknowledge,” though a d is inserted by hand.
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particular kind of argument. In61 the first place, consent62 of all mankind is 
by no means a necessary condition of the existence of natural right. Quite a 
few famous natural right teachers have argued that precisely if natural right 
is rational, its63 discovery presupposes the cultivation of reason, and therefore 
natural right will not be acknowledged universally. One ought not even to 
expect any inkling of natural right among savages.

Furthermore, the historical variety of notions of right was always known. 
It is absurd to claim that the discovery of a still greater number of varieties of 
notions of right by modern students has in any way affected the fundamental 
issue. Above all, knowledge of the great variety of notions of right or wrong 
is so far from being incompatible with the idea of natural right that it64 is 
actually the essential condition for the emergence of that idea.

Realization of the varieties of notions of right is the incentive for the 
quest for natural right. The conclusion, from the variety of notions of right, 
that natural right does not exist is as old as political philosophy itself. In fact, 
political philosophy seems to commence with the contention that all right is 
conventional—or that no right is natural. I shall call this view “conventional-
ism,” in order not to repeat a whole sentence every time.

To clarify the present-day rejection of natural right in the name of 
history, our first task must be to grasp the specific difference between the 
historical view, or historical consciousness of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries on the one hand, and of conventionalism on the other. The con-
ventionalist view—to repeat, that all65 right is conventional, or no right is 
natural—was based on a fundamental distinction between nature and con-
vention. It implied that nature is of higher dignity than convention, or the fiat 
of society. It implied that nature is the standard, but that “right and justice 
are conventional.”

This means that right and justice have no basis in nature; that they are 
ultimately against nature; that they have their ground in arbitrary deci-
sions, explicit66 or implicit, of social community. They have no basis but 

61  In the typescript there is a small vertical mark before “In.”
62  The typescript reads: “concent,” though a line is drawn by hand under the second c in the word.
63  The typescript reads: “it.”
64  The typescript reads: “is.”
65  End of page 8.
66  A question mark has been handwritten in the margin to the line that says “ultimately against 
nature, that they have their ground in arbitrary decisions, ex- / plicit.”
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explicit or tacit agreement, and agreement may produce peace, but it cannot 
produce truth.

The modern historical view, on the other hand, rejects this very premise—
that nature is the standard—as “mythical.” It rejects the premise that nature 
is of higher dignity than any works of man. On the contrary, the modern view 
conceives of man and his works, his notions of right and justice included, as 
equally natural as all other realities, or else it asserts a basic dualism between 
the realm of nature and the realm of history or freedom, implying that the 
world of man, of human creativity, is exalted far above nature.

Accordingly, the modern view does not conceive of the notions of right 
and wrong as fundamentally arbitrary. It tries to discover their causes; it tries 
to find intelligible relations in their variety and sequence.

Now, what is the significance of this difference between the old and the 
modern view? Conventionalism is a particular form of classical philosophy. 
There are obviously profound differences between conventionalism and, in 
particular, the views of Plato and Aristotle. I have to speak of that later.

But both conventionalists and historicists agree as to one most funda-
mental point, namely, as to the legitimacy and necessity of the distinction 
between nature and convention; for this distinction is implied in the very 
idea of philosophy. Philosophizing means to ascend from the cave to the light 
of the sun, to the truth. The cave is the world of opinion; opinion is essen-
tially variable. Men cannot live,67 they cannot live together, if opinions are 
not stabilized by social fiat. Opinion thus becomes authoritative opinion, or 
public dogma. Philosophizing means, then, to ascend68 from public dogma to 
essentially private knowledge.

The public dogma is fundamentally an inadequate attempt to answer 
the question of the truth, or of the eternal order. Any inadequate view of the 
eternal order, any erroneous or one-sided view, is judged, with a view to the 
eternal order itself, accidental or arbitrary. This does not contradict the fact 
that the public dogma is from another point of view necessary. It may be 
necessarily caused by the ignorance or bias of the society concerned, but this 
necessity does not do away with the fact that, in the decisive respect, the pub-
lic dogma is arbitrary or accidental, and hence conventional.

67  End of page 9.
68  The typescript reads: “ascent.”



 2 7 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 2

The fundamental premise of conventionalism is, then, nothing other than 
the idea of philosophy as quest for the eternal truth. The modern opponents 
of natural right, on the other hand, reject this very idea. According to them, 
there is no possibility of knowing the eternal truth. According to them, all 
human thought is historical, and hence unable ever to grasp the eternal truth. 
Permit me to call this view historicism,69 the view that all human thought, not 
merely all thought regarding right and wrong, is historical. It is on the basis 
of the historicist thesis that natural right is rejected today.

It is easy to see that the historicist attack on natural right is of a much 
more formidable character than was the conventionalist attack of classical 
antiquity. Historicism emerged in the nineteenth century under the pro-
tection of the view that knowledge, or at least divination of the eternal, is 
possible. But it gradually undermined the view which had sheltered it in 
its infancy. It suddenly appeared within our lifetime in its pure form, now 
rejecting the very idea of eternity.

The reasons which motivate early historicism—the historical schools and 
its students, and other social sciences—the reasons which motivated early 
historicism70 were not all of them of a purely theoretical character. The histor-
ical school emerged as a reaction to the political philosophy that had paved 
the way for the French Revolution and had guided the French Revolution.

In opposition to the violent break with the past, the historical school 
insisted on the traditional and on the need of preserving or continuing the 
tradition. This was harmless, and Aristotle would not have acted differently. 
The less harmless aspect of historicism, of the historical school, will appear 
from the following consideration.

The founders of the historical school realized more or less clearly that the 
acceptance of any universal or abstract principles has necessarily, as far as 
thought is concerned, a revolutionary, disturbing, unsettling effect. For the 
recognition of universal principles forces us to measure the actual by the ideal, 
and the actual is more likely than not to fall short of the ideal. The recognition 
of universal principles thus normally breeds dissatisfaction, if only theoretical 
dissatisfaction, with the actual, and such dissatisfaction could be considered 
as a germ of treason. “The good man is a bad citizen in a bad polity.” 

69  In the typescript, “historicism” is underlined by hand.
70  End of page 10.



2 7 5First Walgreen Lectures

To get rid of this danger once and for all, to reconcile man absolutely 
to any established order, the significance, if not the existence, of universal 
principles had to be denied. This was achieved partly by the radical separa-
tion of right or law from morality, and partly by the substitution of the idea or 
the ideal of justice for natural right. These eminently71 conservative men did 
not realize that they were continuing and even sharpening the revolution-
ary tendencies of the modern period. That72 tendency was in opposition to 
all otherworldliness or transcendence. Otherworldliness or transcendence is 
not a preserve of revealed religion: it is implied in the original idea of political 
philosophy as a quest for the best political order. For the best social or politi-
cal order, as Plato and Aristotle understood it, is and is meant to be normally 
different from the actual, or beyond all actual orders.73

Historicism may be described, to begin with, as a much more radical 
form of modern “this-worldliness” or immanence than the very French 
radicalism of the eighteenth century. The historical school wanted men to be 
absolutely at home “in this world,” and since any universal principles make 
at least most men potentially homeless in this world,74 the historical school 
depreciated universal principles in favor of historical principles. It believed 
that by understanding his historical context, man would arrive at principles 
which would be as objective as those of the older, prehistoricist political 
philosophy, but which in addition would not be abstract or universal, but 
concrete or particular—principles fitting the particular age or the particular 
nation, principles relative to the particular age or the particular nation. 

In trying to discover standards that combined objectivity or nonarbitrari-
ness with relativity to particular historical situations, the historical school made 
assumptions of a questionable character. It assumed the existence of folk-minds 
and/or of laws of the universal historical process. These assumptions proved to 
lead to distortions of the historical evidence, or otherwise to endanger unbiased 
historical research. They were therefore rejected in the second part of the nine-
teenth century as “metaphysical,” which means unwarranted.

And so, the infancy of historicism came to its end. The historical school 
had succeeded in discrediting universal or abstract principles. An unbiased 

71  The typescript reads: “eminintly.”
72  A large closing parenthesis has been handwritten around the lines “had to be denied.…tendencies 
of the modern period. That.”
73  End of page 11.
74  The typescript reads: “homeless in world.”
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study of history showed that all attempts to derive norms from history as 
history led to failure, and no objective standards of any kind remained. To 
the unbiased historian, history revealed itself as a meaningless web, spun by 
what man did, produced, and thought, no more than by unmitigated chance: 
it revealed itself as a tale told by an idiot. The historical standards, the stan-
dards thrown out by this meaningless process, could no longer claim to be 
hallowed by sacred powers behind that process.

The only standards that are possible from this point of view are of a purely 
subjective character, standards that have no support other than the free choice 
of75 the individual. Their objective support is nothingness. The view of history 
as a meaningless web was not novel. In opposition to the classical view, the 
historicists asserted that the only solid, or the most important, knowledge of 
human life or of man is that which emerges out of the study of history.

History as history presents to us the depressing spectacle of a disgrace-
ful variety of thoughts and beliefs, and above all, of the passing away of any 
thoughts or beliefs ever held by man. It shows us, in other words, that all 
human thought is historical, essentially76 relative to specific historical situa-
tions, destined to perish with the situation to which it belongs.

At first glance, historical evidence seems to be sufficient to support this 
contention, but it is easy to see that no historical evidence can possibly sup-
port this contention. History as history teaches us that a certain idea has been 
abandoned in favor of another idea. It cannot tell us, as history, whether this 
change was reasonable, which means whether the rejected idea deserved to be 
rejected or not. Only an impartial philosophic analysis of the idea concerned 
could teach us anything regarding its worth.

The basis of historicism is not history and not historical evidence, but 
philosophy, a philosophic analysis of thought, a philosophic analysis of 
thought that allegedly leads to the result that all human thought depends 
ultimately on fickle77 and dark fate, and not on evident principles accessible 
to man as man.

I will not be able today to give you a sketch and a discussion of this cen-
tral historicist argument. I have to postpone this until next time. Permit me 

75  End of page 12.
76  The typescript reads: “essential.”
77  The typescript reads: “flickle.”



2 7 7First Walgreen Lectures

to state only the conclusion at which an analysis of this alleged demonstra-
tion of the purely historical character of all human thought would lead.

It would lead to the result, I believe, that the basic issue is not settled. 
Therefore, the most urgent need is for understanding of the issue—and this 
means, above everything else, for an understanding of the classical alterna-
tive to modern78 thought.

Hence, the most urgent philosophic need today can be fulfilled only by 
historical studies of a certain type, historical studies which would enable 
us to reach an adequate understanding of nonhistoricist thought in its pure 
form. By an adequate understanding I mean such an understanding as under-
stands classical or medieval philosophy exactly as it was understood by the 
old thinkers themselves, an understanding of classical philosophy that is not 
based on the dogmatic assumption of soundness of the historicist position.

We need, in the very first place, a nonhistoricist understanding of non-
historicist philosophy, but we need hardly less urgently a nonhistoricist 
understanding of historicism, namely, an understanding of the genesis of 
historicism that does not take for granted the soundness of historicism.

Permit me to explain in a few words. Historicism assumes that modern 
man’s turn to history implied the divination and thereafter the discovery of a 
dimension of reality that had escaped earlier man: the historical dimension—
“History” with a capital H. If this is granted, one will be forced eventually into 
unmitigated historicism. But if historicism becomes a problem, the question 
becomes inevitable whether what was hailed in the nineteenth century as a great 
discovery was not, in fact, an invention, an arbitrary interpretation of phenom-
ena which were always known, and were interpreted much more adequately 
prior to the emergence of the historical approach of the nineteenth century.

We have to raise the question, in other words, of whether what is called the 
discovery of history is not in fact an artificial, derivative, makeshift solution 
for a problem that could arise only on the basis of very problematic premises.

I suggest then this general line of approach: history meant throughout 
the ages primarily—and I think rightly—political history. Accordingly, the 
so-called discovery of history is the work, not of philosophy in general, but 
of political or79 social philosophy. It was a predicament peculiar to eighteenth 

78  End of page 13.
79  End of page 14.



 2 7 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 2

century political philosophy that led to the emergence of the historical school. 
That political philosophy of the eighteenth century was a philosophy of natu-
ral right. It consisted in a peculiar interpretation of natural right, namely, the 
specifically modern interpretation of natural right, which I will try to discuss 
in the fifth lecture.

Historicism is the ultimate outcome, I suggest, of the crisis of modern natu-
ral right. The crisis of modern natural right, or of modern political philosophy 
in general, could become a crisis of philosophy altogether only because in the 
modern centuries philosophy as such had become thoroughly politicized.

Originally philosophy had been the humanizing quest for the eternal 
order, and hence it has been a pure source of human inspiration and aspi-
rations. Since the seventeenth century, philosophy has been a weapon, and 
hence an instrument. It is this politicization80 of philosophy as such that was 
discerned as the root of our troubles by a writer who denounced la trahison 
des clercs, “the treason of the intellectuals.” He committed the fatal mistake, 
however, of not seeing the essential difference between intellectuals, on the 
one hand, and philosophers on the other. In this he remained a dupe of the 
thing which he denounced, for the politicization81 of philosophy82 consists 
precisely in this: the difference between intellectuals and philosophers, 
a difference formerly known as the difference between philosophers and 
gentlemen, on the one hand, and between philosophers and sophists on the 
other, becomes blurred and finally disappears.83

Lecture II 84 

[Natural Right and the Distinction  
between Facts and Values]

Natural right is rejected by present-day social science in the name of history, 
and in the name of the distinction between facts and values.

80  The typescript reads: “politization.”
81  The typescript reads: “politization.”
82  The typescript reads: “pholosophy.”
83  End of page 15.
84  The typescript reads: “‘NATURAL RIGHT AND THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN FACTS AND 
VALUES’ / The second in the series of six Walgreen lectures by Leo Strauss.” Leo Strauss seems to be 
reading from a manuscript, but probably for lack of time he pursues the theme at the beginning of the 
third lecture. (See our subtitle between square brackets.)
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In my first lecture, I discussed the attack on natural right in the name 
of history. I tried to show that, contrary to a widespread view, the strictly 
historical evidence, the evidence based upon the indefinitely large variety 
of notions regarding right and wrong in different countries and at different 
times, is utterly irrelevant as far as the possibility and the existence of natural 
right is concerned.

The real basis of the rejection of natural right in the name of history 
is historicism, by which I mean the view that all human thought, and not 
merely thought regarding right and wrong, or moral principles, is historical: 
that all human thought belongs essentially to specific historic situations and 
is destined to perish with the situations to which it belongs.

Man cannot grasp any eternal truth. The historicist contention, in its 
turn, cannot be proved by historical evidence. Its basis is a philosophic anal-
ysis—a philosophic analysis of human thought. A very brief sketch of that 
analysis is indispensable for my purpose.

All knowledge, all understanding, however limited and objective or sci-
entific, presupposes a frame of reference. It takes place within a horizon. It 
presupposes a horizon, which means a comprehensive view of the whole, a 
Weltanschauung, as the Germans say. Only such a comprehensive vision 
makes possible any seeing, any observation or any orientation. That compre-
hensive view cannot be validated by reasoning because it is the basis of all 
reasoning. Accordingly, there is a variety of such comprehensive visions, each 
as legitimate as the other. We have to choose a comprehensive view with no 
rational guidance, and it is absolutely necessary to85 choose one, for without it 
there is no meaning, no understanding, no orientation. Neutrality or suspen-
sion of judgment are impossible. Our choice has no support but itself. It is not 
supported by any objective or theoretical certainty. Our comprehensive view 
is separated from the nothing, the complete absence of meaning, by nothing 
but our choice of the view in question. This does not mean that we are free to 
choose the content of the comprehensive view; that content is imposed by fate.

The horizon within which understanding and orientation takes place 
is produced by the fate of the individual or his society. All human thought 
depends on fate, on something that thought cannot master and whose work-
ings it cannot anticipate. Yet the support of the horizon is ultimately the 
choice by the individual, since that fate has to be accepted by the individual. 

85  End of page 1.
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We are free in the sense that we are free either to choose in anguish the world-
view and standards imposed on us by fate, or else to lose ourselves in illusory 
security, and thus to despair.86

This historicist thesis is exposed to a very obvious difficulty—to a dif-
ficulty which can be postponed, as it were, so that it will be obscured by 
considerations of a much more subtle character, but which is bound to reap-
pear in a different guise. That difficulty can be stated as follows: Historicism 
asserts that all human thought is historical and hence destined to be replaced 
by other human thought.87 Now, historicism itself is human thought, hence 
historicism is only of temporary validity. Yet historicism claims to have 
brought to light a truth which has come to stay, truth valid for all thought, for 
all time. However much thought has changed and will change, it will always 
remain historical. Historicism, we may say, thrives or vegetates on the fact 
that it inconsistently exempts itself from its own verdict. The historicist thesis 
is, strictly speaking, self-contradictory or absurd. We cannot see the histori-
cal character of all thought without transcending history, without grasping 
something transhistorical, something eternal.

The historicist rejoinder takes the following line: Philosophy in the88 
earlier sense, in the only tenable sense, claimed to be based on self-evident 
principles, rejected all dogmatic positions, which means all positions based 
on principles that are not self-evident. Now, the historicist contends that 
philosophy in this sense is impossible. Every philosophy necessarily rests on 
dogmatic, nonevident presuppositions; the very idea of philosophy as a quest 
for eternal truth rests on such a dogmatic premise.

The least dogmatic form of philosophy is that of Socrates. Socrates said, 
“I know that I know nothing,” which means, “I know what I do not know.” 
Whether man is capable of solving the ultimate problems is doubtful, but 
man is capable of understanding these problems. He is capable of grasping 
the eternal alternatives.

To this, the historicist answers as follows. Eternal alternatives presuppose 
that there is something eternal accessible to man as man, something eternal 
that is in principle always accessible. Eternal alternatives presuppose,89 in 

86  In the typescript, parentheses are added by hand around this sentence.
87  In the typescript, part of this sentence is lightly underlined by hand.
88  End of page 2.
89  The typescript reads: “pre-supposes.”
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other words, that the core of reality, the essential character of reality, does 
not change. This precisely is said to be the dogmatic premise of philosophy, 
for we do not know that there is something eternal or that the core of reality 
is unchangeable. But this does not quite go to the root of the matter. The old 
philosophers did not assume the existence of something eternal. They proved 
it by showing that the manifest changes presuppose something permanent 
or eternal, or that the manifest contingent beings require the existence of 
necessary or eternal beings.

This proof indeed was based on a more fundamental premise which may 
be formulated as follows: nothing comes into being out of nothing or through 
nothing. The fundamental principle of philosophy is then the principle of 
causality, or of intelligible necessity. It is this fundamental premise of all phi-
losophy which is questioned by historicism as a dogmatic assumption. I draw 
this conclusion: that the real decision regarding the issue raised by histori-
cism cannot be reached by discussion confining itself to the social sciences.90 
The basic problem [is] of causality.91

I turn now to the second subject—the rejection of natural right on the 
basis of the distinction between facts and values. I have to connect this sub-
ject with the first.

The historicist assertion amounts eventually to this: That natural right is 
impossible because philosophy is impossible. Philosophy is meaningful only 
if there exists the absolute horizon—the natural horizon in contradistinc-
tion to the historically relative horizons, what Plato called the Cave. In other 
words, philosophy is possible only if man, while being incapable of acquiring 
wisdom, of full understanding of the truth, is capable of knowing what he 
does not know. Philosophy is possible if man as man is capable of grasping 
the fundamental problems or the eternal alternatives.

What is true of philosophy in general is true of political philosophy in 
particular, but there is this difference between what we expect from political 
philosophy, on the one hand, and from the purely theoretical branches of 
philosophy, on the other. A full understanding of the eternal political alter-
natives which are at the bottom of all temporary and accidental alternatives 
would be of little practical value. A purely theoretical political philosophy 

90  The typescript reads: “sicences.”
91  End of page 3.
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could not decide the question of what the ultimate goals of wise or sound 
policy are. It would have to delegate that decision to a blind choice.

The practical significance of political philosophy, and any natural right 
teaching, depends on whether the fundamental problems of politics can be 
solved in a final manner. The whole galaxy of political philosophies from 
Plato on assumes that this is possible. The assumption ultimately rested on 
the Socratic solution [to] this problem.

Socrates started from our undeniable ignorance regarding the most 
important things. We know that we do not know the most important things, 
but we cannot say that we cannot know the most important things. While we 
know that we cannot have92 full knowledge, there are no assignable limits to 
the progress of understanding. From this it follows that the most important 
thing for a man as man is to strive for knowledge, or to philosophize. Our 
ignorance regarding the most important things appears to be a sufficient rea-
son for suggesting that the quest for knowledge of the most important things 
is the most important thing, or the one thing needful. That this conclusion 
is not wholly barren of political consequences is known to every reader of 
Plato’s Republic.

Naturally, the successful quest for knowledge or wisdom might lead to 
the result that wisdom is not the most important thing, but this very result 
can claim our assent only if it is a result, which means, if it has been demon-
strated. The very disavowal of reason has to be reasonable disavowal.

The Socratic answer to the question of how man ought to live, and hence 
the question of what constitutes the best society, is today considered obsolete. 
It is rejected because modern man believes that he knows that man cannot 
have knowledge of the most important things.

Modern man is a dogmatic skeptic, whereas Socrates was a zetetic skep-
tic, a seeking skeptic. The utmost modern man dares to assume that93 we are 
indeed capable of knowing the eternal alternatives, and especially the eternal 
alternatives regarding the way we ought to live, but that the conflict of these 
alternatives cannot be resolved by human reason. Natural right is rejected, 
not only on the ground that all human thought is historical, but likewise 
because it is thought that there are a variety of ultimate principles, eternal 

92  End of page 4.
93  The typescript reads: “assume is that.”
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principles of good, that conflict with each other, and none of which can be 
proved to be superior to the others. 

Substantially this was the position taken by Max Weber. I propose to 
turn now to an analysis of Weber’s position. It seems to me, as well as to many 
others, that there has not been a single man since Weber who has devoted a 
comparable amount of intelligence, assiduity, knowledge, and devotion to the 
basic problems of the94 social sciences. In spite of his shortcomings, he was 
the greatest social scientist of our century.

According to Weber, values are fundamentally distinguished from facts. 
Questions of facts and questions of value are absolutely heterogeneous. No 
conclusion can be drawn from a fact as fact as to its valuable character, nor 
can we legitimately infer the actuality of something from its being valuable. 
Weber contended that the absolute heterogeneity of facts and values justified 
the strict limitation of social science to the study of facts; social science can 
solve questions of fact; it cannot solve problems of value.

I do not have to discuss here the uninteresting complication that arises 
from the fact that, first, evaluations as factual occurrences are of course as 
much fact as any others, and, second, Weber admits that social science is 
able to clarify the meanings of values. The decisive point is that social science 
cannot solve the crucial value conflicts.

The distinction between values and facts would not have found the wide 
acceptance which it did find if there were not some foundation for it. It is 
akin to the old distinction between questions of fact and questions of right, 
and similar distinctions. What we have to wonder about is whether the cir-
cumstance, that the distinction between facts and values is reasonable within 
the certain limits, justifies the radical separation of disciplines, at least to the 
extent that social science is declared to be fundamentally limited to the study95 
of facts.96 Weber himself contends that his conception of a value-free, or 
ethically neutral, social science is fully justified by what he calls the most fun-
damental of all oppositions, namely, the opposition of the Is and the Ought or 
of reality and the norm. But this clearly is not true.

Let us assume that we had at our disposal general objective knowledge 
of what is right and wrong, or of the Ought, or the norm. That knowledge 

94  End of page 5.
95  The typescript reads: “sudy.”
96  In the typescript, the sentence is underlined by hand.
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would not97 have been derived from empirical science, but it would quite 
legitimately influence all empirical social science, for social science is meant 
to be of practical value. It tries to find means for given ends.98 If we would 
know what the legitimate ends and their hierarchy are, this knowledge would 
naturally guide all search for experience; it would direct that search. Social 
science would culminate in objectively true, concrete value judgments. It 
would [truly] be99 policymaking, or architectonic science, not a mere supplier 
of data for the real policymakers. In short, if there were a rational knowledge 
of the ends, or of the true value system, that knowledge would be the natural 
foundation for all empirical social science. The true reason why Weber rejects 
the notion that social science could legitimate value judgments is, then, not his 
belief in the fundamental opposition of the Is and the Ought, but his conviction 
that there cannot be any genuine knowledge of the Ought.100 He denies to man 
any genuine knowledge, any science, empirical or rational, any knowledge, 
scientific or philosophic, of the true value system. Human reason is incapable 
of solving the decisive value problem. The solution to those problems has to 
be left to the free choice, not guided by reason, of each individual.

I contend that this view necessarily leads to nihilism101—[t]hat is to say, 
to the conclusion that every preference, however evil, base, or insane, would 
have to be judged before the tribunal of human reason as being as legitimate 
as any other preference.

It is obviously my duty to substantiate this indictment. In doing that, I 
cannot help thinking, if not talking, of Hitler, but I shall avoid the fallacy that 
in the last two decades has frequently been used as a substitute for the reduc-
tion102 to absurdity: I mean the reduction to Hitlerism. People sometimes 
believed that they had refuted lovers of dogs, vegetarians, and nationalists by 
triumphantly observing that Hitler too was a lover of dogs, a vegetarian, and 
a nationalist.

97  End of page 6.
98  In the typescript, the whole sentence is underlined by hand.
99  The typescript reads: “would be truly.”
100  In the typescript, the whole sentence is underlined by hand.
101  In the typescript, the words here italicized are underlined by hand.
102  The typescript reads: “reducation,” though the a in the word has been crossed out by hand.
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At first glance Weber seems to stand at the opposite pole103 of nihilism,104 
since he speaks of the moral commands, of the ethical imperatives. He makes 
a distinction between the moral imperatives which appeal to our conscience 
and the cultural values which appeal to our feeling. The individual ought to 
fulfill his moral duties, but he is under no obligation to actualize cultural 
ideals. The latter depends upon his wishes. Weber is greatly concerned with 
keeping unimpaired the specific dignity of moral commands as distinguished 
from mere cultural values. For a moment, one might think that, according to 
him, there are absolutely binding rational norms, the moral laws—but that 
in addition there are other valuable things in the world, whose value is not 
guaranteed by morality itself, and regarding whose value gentlemen or hon-
est men105 might well disagree, such as Gothic architecture, private property, 
monogamous marriage. Yet this is only a first impression. What Weber really 
means is that ethical imperatives are as subjective as are cultural values. 
According to him, it is perfectly consistent to reject cultural values in the 
name of ethics, and vice versa, to reject ethics in the name of cultural values. 
It is on this basis that Weber develops his concept of the personality, or of the 
dignity of man.

Human action is free to the extent to which it is not affected by external 
compulsions or irresistible emotions and appetites, but guided by rational 
consideration of means and ends. This is, he says, the true meaning of per-
sonality. Man’s dignity, his being exalted above everything merely natural, 
consists in his autonomously setting up ultimate values, in making his values 
his constant end, and in rationally choosing the means for these ends. The dig-
nity of man consists in this autonomy, in freely choosing his norms, his ideals.

At this stage we still have something resembling an objective norm, a 
categoric imperative, “Thou shalt have ideals.” That imperative is absolutely 
formal in the sense that it does not determine in any way the content of the 
ideals, but it might still seem to create a universal brotherhood of all noble 
souls, of all men106 who are not enslaved to their appetites, their passions, 
and their selfish interest—in short, of all “idealists,” of all men who can justly 
esteem and respect each other.

103  The typescript reads: “opposite poll.”
104  End of page 7.
105  The typescript reads: “man.”
106  End of page 8.
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But this is only a delusion. Weber himself expresses his equivalent of 
the categoric imperative by saying, “Thou shalt become what thou art.” This, 
perhaps, is not a felicitous expression for a man who insists so strongly on 
the fundamental opposition107 between the Is and the Ought. Let us turn 
therefore to the other formulation, which is less ambiguous and apparently 
preferred by Weber himself: “Follow thy demon” or “Follow thy108 God or 
demon.” Now there is, according to Weber, a deadly conflict between the val-
ues people might choose. What one man considers following God, another 
will consider with equal justification following the devil.

The categoric imperative amounts to this: “Follow God or the devil, but 
whatever you choose, do it with all your heart, with all your soul and with 
all your power.” What is absolutely base is only to follow your appetites, pas-
sions, or self-interest, and to be indifferent or lukewarm to whatever the ideals 
[are]109. In other words, “follow your demon” would be excellent110 advice if 
we could be sure that there are no evil demons.

At this stage, we still have some kind of a criterion. Any heroic life, any 
resolute life is good—Saul or Samuel, Cesare Borgia or Savonarola, Lenin or 
Albert Schweitzer—but since Weber considers even this formal criterion sub-
jective, he cannot leave it there. He is at least consistent enough to ascribe the 
same dignity that he ascribed to the cultural values, to what he calls vitalistic 
values, to the principle Sich ausleben, which means to follow one’s instincts 
without restraint, or to live freely according to one’s appetites, or to live the 
life of the senses.111

At this point, the distinction between one who autonomously chooses 
his ideals and one who is enslaved to his appetites, passions, and selfish 
interests112 becomes obscure. It is reduced to the difference between one who 
openly flaunts all conventions and is prepared to shoulder full responsibility 
for his choice of the life of the senses and one who surreptitiously and hypo-
critically gratifies his instincts.

107  The typescript reads: “position.”
108  The typescript reads: “They.”
109  The typescript reads: “are the ideals.”
110  The typescript reads: “would be an excellent.”
111  Sich ausleben means something like “enjoy life (to the full),” but Strauss here explains Weber’s 
intention. See Max Weber, Max Weber on the Methodology of Social Sciences, trans. and ed. Edward 
Shils and Henry Finch (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1949).
112  End of page 9.
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It is hard to defend hypocrisy, but I cannot help noting that while I 
may be duly impressed by the moral courage of Number One, I am equally 
impressed by his impudence, and I consider it perfectly legitimate to waver113 
when confronted with the choice between the impudent and brutal he-man 
and the sober and easygoing moral coward. More generally expressed, if one 
can legitimately choose vitalistic values in defiance of cultural and moral val-
ues, one can with equal right choose the values of the philistine in preference 
to those of Greenwich Village. The philistine is, according to the accepted 
view, the very opposite of an idealist. Hence Weber’s categoric imperative 
now undergoes a further transformation. It no longer dictates, “Thou shalt 
have ideals,” it merely dictates, “Thou shalt have preferences.”

It is obvious that the superiority of the so-called vitalistic values to selfish 
desires can be defended only by reference to the natural superiority of the for-
mer, e.g., health, strength, beauty to the latter,114 say, money. But Weber rejects 
in principle115 all attempts to derive ideals from reality, from the natural order.

One last obstacle116 to complete chaos seems to remain. Whatever prefer-
ences I might have or choose, I must act rationally, I must be honest with 
myself. I must be117 consistent in my adherence to my preferences, and I must 
rationally choose the means required by my preferences. But why? What dif-
ference can this make after Weber has reduced us to a condition in which a 
man118 may, with equal reason, reject or espouse the cause of what he calls the 
heartless voluptuaries?

We cannot take seriously this belated insistence on sanity—this incon-
sistent concern with consistency—after we have been told that we should 
follow God or the devil, or that we should follow our demon. We have been 
authoritatively informed119 about the relation between demon and madness, 
and we know from Plato that a case can be made in favor of madness over 
and against sanity.

113  The typescript reads: “waiver.”
114  The typescript reads: “later.”
115  The typescript reads: “principles.”
116  The typescript reads: “obstacles.”
117  The typescript reads: “I be.”
118  The typescript reads: “many,” though the y has been crossed out by hand.
119  End of page 10.



 2 8 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 2

Even we can easily find as good arguments against consistency and ratio-
nal choice of means in favor of inconsistency, in letting the moment decide, 
as Weber sets forth against the moral imperatives, and in favor of what he 
calls cultural and vitalistic values.

Can one not make a strong case for men who undergo in their lives a 
number of radical changes—of conversions from one value system to another, 
from one demon to another? Does not one necessarily imply the depreciation 
of rationality and everything that goes with it in the moment in which one 
declares it legitimate to make vitalistic values one’s supreme value?

Weber would probably insist that, whatever preference a man adopts, 
he must at least be honest with himself; that he must not make a dishon-
est attempt to give his preferences an objective foundation, which would in 
every case only be a lie. But if Weber would insist on this, he would merely 
be inconsistent, for according to him, it is a matter of free choice whether we 
will truth or not. It is equally consistent according to him not to will truth, 
but to prefer beauty to exalted truth, and hence to prefer pleasing delusions 
to the truth.

Let us now consider some of the consequences of Weber’s value theory 
on social science as a purely theoretical pursuit. The rejection of value judg-
ments would lead to the consequence that we are allowed to give a strictly 
factual description of the overt actions that take place in concentration 
camps, for instance, and possibly an equally120 factual analysis of the motiva-
tions of the persons concerned. We would not be permitted to use the term 
“cruelty,” which implies a value judgment. Every reader who is not perfectly 
stupid would of course see that the actions described are cruel. The factual 
description would amount to a circumlocution, to the deliberate suppres-
sion of knowledge, or, to use Weber’s favorite term, to an act121 of intellectual 
dishonesty. But I will not waste moral ammunition on things which are not 
quite worthy of it.

The whole procedure reminds one of a childish game in which you lose if 
you pronounce certain words, to the use of which you are constantly incited 
by your playmates.

120  The typescript reads: “equal.”
121  End of page 11.
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Weber waxes indignant about those who do not see the difference 
between Gretchen122 and a prostitute, [w]hich means he is dissatisfied with 
people who fail to see the nobility of sentiment present in one case and absent 
in the other.

Prostitution is a subject of sociology. This subject cannot be understood 
if the degrading character of prostitution is not seen at the same time. To see 
the fact, prostitution, and not an arbitrary abstraction from that fact, you 
have to make a value judgment.

Weber discusses the influence of Puritanism on poetry, music, and so 
forth—a special case of religion and the arts. He notes, on the whole, the neg-
ative effect of Puritanism on art. The relevance of this fact, if it is a fact, arises 
exclusively from the circumstance that here a genuine religious impulse leads 
to a decline of art. For clearly, no one would attach any significance to a case 
in which a languishing superstition leads to the production of trash. Weber 
is in fact concerned with a situation in which a genuine and high religion 
leads123 to the decline of art. The cause is genuine and high religion, the effect 
is the decline of art. Both cause and effect become visible only on the basis of 
value judgments.

The only way to avoid value judgments would be to accept strictly the 
self-interpretation of the objects one studies, for example, to accept as 
morality religion, art, knowledge—whatever claims to be morality, reli-
gion, art, or knowledge.

As a matter of fact, I gather that there exists a sociological concept of knowl-
edge in which everything that pretends to be knowledge, even if it is manifest 
nonsense, is accepted as knowledge. But this leads to certain difficulties. It124 
exposes one to the danger of falling victim to every deception and self-deception 
of the historical actors. It would penalize every critical attitude towards these 
actors and would deprive social science and history of all value. The self-inter-
pretation of a blundering general will not be accepted by the political historian. 
Still, within limits, the kind of objectivity that consists in the avoidance of evalu-
ations, or critical appraisals, is legitimate and indispensable.

122  Gretchen is a character in Goethe’s play Faust. Weber’s indignation seems to be directed to 
Roscher’s “narrow-minded” interpretation of Faust, and that of other contemporaries, in his meth-
odological writings. See Max Weber, Collected Methodological Writings, ed. Hans Henrik Bruun and 
Sam Whimster, trans. Hans Henrik Bruun (London: Routledge, 2012), 26n3. See NRH, 52–53.
123  The typescript reads: “lead.”
124  End of page 12.
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Before one can appraise a thing, one must know it. As regards such 
phenomena as teachings, in particular, one cannot judge the soundness of a 
teaching before one has understood the teaching as the author meant it. Now 
it is curious to observe that Weber reveals a strange blindness regarding this 
sphere, where nonevaluating objectivity would seem to be required.

When discussing the question of what the essence of Calvinism [is],125 
Weber says: “Judgments on what is essential in such matters are either value 
judgments, expressing what these historians126 consider essential of perma-
nent values, or else one understands by what is causally significant”—which 
means that aspect of the phenomenon through which it exercises the greatest 
historical influence.

We must note127 that Weber does not even allude to a third possibility, 
namely, that precisely for the historians, the first claim to be considered the 
essence of Calvinism would have [been] assigned to what Calvin himself con-
sidered the characteristic feature of his life work.

The neglect of this factor, the neglect of the fact that the basis of all stud-
ies in the history of ideas has to be impeccable interpretation, affects Weber’s 
most famous historical study on the spirit of capitalism and Protestant ethics 
in adverse manner. The thesis of that study is that Calvinist theology was a 
major cause of the capitalist spirit. Weber stresses the fact that this effect was 
in no way intended by Calvin, that Calvin would have been shocked by it and, 
what is more important, that the crucial link in the chain of causes, namely, 
a peculiar128 interpretation of the dogma of predestination, was rejected by 
Calvin, but emerged quite naturally among the “epigoni, and among the gen-
eral run” of his followers.

If one deals with a teaching of this kind and rank, the mere reference to 
“epigoni and the general run of men” is very likely to miss a crucial point. 
Weber’s crucial value judgment is perfectly justified in the eyes of anyone 
who has really understood the theological doctrine of Calvin. The peculiar 
interpretation of the doctrine of predestination that allegedly leads to the 
emergence of the capitalist spirit is based on a radical misunderstanding of 
Calvin. It is a corruption of his doctrine or, to use Calvin’s own language, it 

125  The typescript reads: “what is the essence of Calvinism.”
126  The typescript reads: “historian.”
127  The typescript reads: “not,” though an e is handwritten at the end of the word.
128  End of page 13.
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is based on a carnal understanding of a spiritual teaching. The utmost that 
Weber could reasonably have claimed is that the degeneration of the129 Cal-
vinist theology led to the emergence of the capitalist spirit.

Only by means of this important qualification can Weber’s thesis be 
brought even into an approximate correspondence to the facts to which 
he refers, but Weber was prevented from making this crucial qualification 
because he adopted the taboo regarding value judgments. By avoiding value 
judgments, he was led to give a factually incorrect picture of what happened; 
for his rejection of value judgments forced him to identify the essence of 
the historical phenomenon with its historically most influential aspect; he 
avoided the natural identification of the essence of Calvinism with what 
Calvin himself considered that essence [to be], because Calvin’s self-inter-
pretation would naturally act as a measuring rod for any of his followers, and 
would necessarily lead to objective value judgments.

Still, there is an element in Weber’s view of the social sciences that is 
not affected by our previous criticism. Let me consider this. The corruption 
of130 Calvinism led to the emergence of the capitalistic spirit. This implies an 
inevitable value judgment on vulgar Calvinism. They unwittingly destroyed 
what they honored most highly. But Weber’s thesis, reduced to a defensible 
form, does not imply a131 value judgment on the corruption of Calvinist 
theology in general; for assuming that Calvinist theology is a bad thing, its 
corruption was a good thing; for what Calvin would have rejected as a carnal 
understanding could be accepted by other people as a secular or this-worldly 
understanding that leads to such good things as secularized individualism, 
secularized democracy, and so forth.

Even from this132 point of view, vulgar Calvinism would appear as an 
impossible position, but preferable to Calvinism proper for the same reason 
that Sancho Panza may be considered preferable to Don Quixote. In other 
words, the issue of Calvinism-capitalism essentially leads us to the ques-
tion of religion versus irreligion. It is this conflict that, according to Weber, 
cannot be settled by human reason, as little as the conflict between different 
genuine religions.

129  In the typescript, “the degeneration of the” is crossed out.
130  The typescript reads: “corruption of,” which appears to be lightly crossed out by hand.
131  End of page 14.
132  The typescript reads: “thi” though an s is handwritten at the end.
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Weber’s whole notion of the function of the social sciences rests on the 
allegedly demonstrated fact that the conflict between ultimate values cannot 
be resolved by human reason.

I will not have the time to go into the matter, but I will be forced to devote 
a short part of the next lecture to a brief discussion of Weber’s proofs, and 
then I shall turn to the third subject.133

Lecture III134

I discussed last time the implicit but all the more powerful rejection of 
natural right that is made in the name of the distinction between facts and 
values. This particular approach is naturally associated with the work of Max 
Weber. The work of Max Weber is perhaps the only point where these lec-
tures touch on a subject whose legitimacy and respectability is universally 
acknowledged by present-day social science. I will therefore take the liberty 
of devoting somewhat more time than I ought to to this particular subject.

Weber’s whole notion of the scope of the social sciences rests on the alleg-
edly demonstrated fact that the conflict between ultimate values cannot be 
resolved by human reason. At the threshold of Weber’s attempts to demon-
strate this thesis, we encounter two striking facts. The first is that Weber, who 
has written thousands of pages, has devoted hardly more than thirty pages to 
the thematic discussion of the very basis of his whole position.

Why was that basis so little in need of proof? Why was it so self-evident 
to him? A provisional answer is supplied by the second observation we make 
prior to any analysis of his proofs. As he indicates at the beginning of his ear-
liest discussion of the subject, his thesis is only a generalized version of an older 
and more common thesis: the thesis that there is an insoluble conflict between 
ethics and politics.135 The actualization of political values is sometimes, he 
says, impossible without incurring moral guilt—that is to say, without trans-
gressing the moral law. The spirit of realpolitik, of power politics,136 seems to 
have begotten Weber’s nihilistic position.

133  End of page 15.
134  Typescript reads: “‘THE ORIGIN OF THE IDEA OF NATURAL RIGHT’ / The third in the series 
of six Walgreen lectures by Leo Strauss,” but after the brief mention of the theme of the previous lec-
ture (the “rejection of natural right”), Strauss claims the liberty to devote some more time to conclude 
the theme, in fact beginning the topic of the idea of natural right only on page 11 of the typescript, 
roughly corresponding to the halfway mark of the third lecture, taking about another hour of speech.
135  In the typescript, “his…politics” is underlined by hand.
136  In the typescript, “power politics” is underlined by hand.
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Nothing is more revealing than the fact that, in a related context, when 
speaking of conflict and peace, Weber puts the term “peace” in quotation 
marks,137 whereas he does not take this precautionary measure when speak-
ing of conflict. Conflict is for Weber an unambiguous thing, whereas peace is 
not. There may be “phony peace”; there cannot be “phony war.”

As for Weber’s proofs themselves, I must limit myself to the discussion of 
two examples. The first is one that Weber used in order to illustrate the char-
acter of most issues of social policy. Social policy is concerned with justice, 
but what justice requires cannot be decided,138 according to Weber, by any139 
ethics. Two diametrically opposed views are equally legitimate or defensible, 
two views which we may identify as those of Marxism on the one hand and 
of Stakhanovism on the other.

Whether one owes much to the most efficient, or whether one should 
demand much from the most efficient, whether one should, for 
instance, in the name of justice (inasmuch as other considerations, 
for example that of the necessary incentives, have to be140 disregarded 
when justice alone is the issue) accord opportunities to the genius, or 
whether on the contrary one should attempt, like Babeuf, to equalize 
the unequal distribution of mental gifts through rigorous provision 
that the genius should not exploit for himself his unusually great 
opportunities in the world, since he has already the great advantage of 
a most gratifying feeling of superiority—this question can hardly be 
answered on the basis of ethical premises.141

Let us grant that this is so. What would follow? That we have to make a blind 
choice? That we have to grant the same right to Babeuf’s view and to Stakha-
novism? Not at all. If no solution is morally superior to the other, the problem 
has to be transferred from the tribunal of ethics to that of convenience or 
expediency. And considerations as to which of the two solutions offers the best 
incentive to socially valuable activity would, of course, be decisive. Precisely if 
Weber is right, a man like Babeuf, who makes an unwarranted demand in the 
name of justice, and makes a lot of fuss about it, would have to be character-
ized by social science as an objective science, as a crackpot.142
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I need not dwell on the fact that envy in general, and envy of superior 
mental gifts in particular, has no right to be heard when questions of justice 
are discussed, and that it is absurd to make society responsible for alleged 
injustices committed by nature in unequally distributing her gifts.

My second example of Weber’s demonstration is the allegedly insoluble 
conflict between the ethics of responsibility and the ethics of pure intention. 
According to the ethics of pure intention, my responsibility does not extend 
beyond my action. It does not extend to its consequences, even though they 
are clearly foreseen. According to the ethics of responsibility, on the other 
hand, my responsibility extends to the foreseeable consequences of my action.

Weber illustrates the ethics of pure intention by the example of syndical-
ism. The syndicalist is concerned, not with the success of his revolutionary 
activity, but with his own integrity, with the preservation in himself and the 
awakening in others of a certain moral attitude that requires fulfillment or 
expression in revolutionary action, without any regard to results.

According to Weber’s interpretation, even the proof that in a given 
situation such action would be absolutely reckless and destructive, for all 
foreseeable future, of all possibility of the existence of revolutionary work-
ers—even such a proof would be no valid argument against what Weber 
calls the “real” syndicalist. It seems to me that Weber’s real syndicalist is a143 
construction, as is indicated by Weber’s own remark that if the syndicalist is 
consistent, his kingdom is not of this world.

There can be no doubt that what Weber understands by the ethics of 
pure intention is a certain interpretation of Christian ethics. A good illus-
tration of what Weber means by the opposition between the two types of 
ethics is afforded by the contrast between John Brown and Lincoln. Now, if 
the ethics of pure intention is essentially Christian, and not of “this world,” 
or purely144 rational, it has no basis145 or is not defensible within the context 
of the social sciences which, as Weber admits, are limited to matters of this 
world. The ethics of pure intention would become defensible not on the basis 
of the personal conviction of any individual, but only on the basis of divine 
revelation—in this case, on the basis of the New Testament.
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The question would then be this: Does the New Testament support the 
view that man has no responsibility for the foreseeable consequences of his 
action? I do not think so, for why did Jesus demand that one should combine 
the innocence of doves with the wisdom of serpents? The issue is at bottom 
the same as another one also discussed by Weber as an example of insoluble 
conflicts, namely, the ethics of resistance to evil, which is the ethics of this 
world, and the ethics of nonresistance to evil, which is otherworldly.

As Weber sees it, resistance to evil is required from the this-worldly point 
of view, since nonresistance makes man responsible for the consequences of 
the evil which he tolerates. Again, I fail to see that Weber is a sound inter-
preter of the New Testament, for according to my understanding, if Weber 
were right, there would be a flat contradiction between the commands to love 
one’s neighbor and not to resist evil. Men would not be permitted to resist 
evil in order to help their neighbors. The resistance to evil that is rejected, 
it seems to me, is identical with self-assertion. At any rate, we cannot help 
feeling that there is a glaring disproportion between the scope and the 
definiteness of Weber’s fundamental assertions, and the complexity of the 
problems involved.

We cannot leave it at that. The issue called ethics of pure intention versus 
ethics of responsibility is, according to Weber himself, at bottom the same 
as the issue of biblical morality versus secular morality. The fact that reason 
cannot resolve the conflict between the two types of ethics means for Weber 
that reason is unable to supply a basis for a purely secular position.146

Both the biblical and the secular position rest not on reason, but on faith. 
The pillar of secularism is philosophy or science. Accordingly, Weber con-
tends that science or philosophy rests ultimately not on evident insights, at 
the disposal of man as man, but on faith. The value of science or philosophy 
cannot be established by science or philosophy. There is then a fatal weakness 
in the very idea of science or philosophy.

The quest for evident knowledge does not itself rest on evident premises. 
It is his realization of this problem, his despair in the face of this problem, 
that ultimately accounts for Weber’s position. Permit me to explain this.

Man cannot live without light, guidance, knowledge. Only through 
knowledge of the good can he find the good that he needs. The basic question 
is therefore whether men can acquire that knowledge of the good without 

146  End of page 4.
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which they cannot guide their147 lives, individually or collectively, by the 
unaided efforts of their natural powers, or whether they are dependent for that 
knowledge on revelation by an omnipotent and omniscient God. No alterna-
tive is more fundamental than this—human guidance, or divine guidance.

The first alternative is that characteristic of philosophy or science in the 
original meaning of the term. The second is presented to us in the Bible. This 
dilemma cannot be evaded by any harmonization or synthesis, for each of the 
two antagonists proclaim[s] something as the one thing needful, as the only 
thing that ultimately counts, and the one thing needful proclaimed by the 
Bible is the opposite to that proclaimed by philosophy—a life of autonomous 
insight versus a life of obedient love.

In every attempt at harmonization, in every synthesis, however impres-
sive, one of the two opposed elements is sacrificed more or less subtly, but 
in any event surely, to the other. Philosophy, which intends to be the queen, 
must be made the handmaid of revelation, or vice versa.148

Now if we take a bird’s-eye view of the secular struggle between philoso-
phy and revelation, we can hardly help receiving the impression that neither 
of the two antagonists has ever succeeded in really refuting the other. All 
arguments in favor of revelation seem to be valid only if belief in revelation 
is supposed, and all arguments against revelation seem to be valid only if 
unbelief is presupposed.

This state of things would appear to be but natural. Revelation is always 
so uncertain to unassisted reason that it can never compel the assent of unas-
sisted reason, and man is so built that he can find his satisfaction,149 his bliss, 
in free investigation, in recognizing, if not in solving, the riddle of being. 
But, on the other hand, man yearns so much for a solution of that riddle, and 
human knowledge is always so limited, that the desirable character of divine 
illumination cannot be questioned, and the possibility of revelation cannot 
be refuted.

Now, it is precisely this state of things that seems to decide irrevocably 
against philosophy and in favor of revelation. Philosophy has to grant that 
revelation is possible, that the idea of revelation is not self-contradictory; but 
to grant that revelation is possible is tantamount to granting that philosophy 
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is perhaps something infinitely unimportant, that philosophy is perhaps not 
the one thing needful. To grant that revelation is possible means, at any rate, 
to grant that the philosophic life is not necessarily the good life.

Philosophy, the life devoted to the quest for evident knowledge, available 
to man as man, would itself rest on an inevident, arbitrary, or blind decision. 
This would merely confirm the thesis of faith that there is no possibility of 
consistency, of a consistent and thoroughly sincere life without belief in rev-
elation. The very fact that philosophy and revelation cannot refute each other 
would be the refutation of philosophy by revelation.

Whatever we may think about this idea, Weber knew all too well that this 
difficulty cannot be overcome by reference to the practical value of science. 
For150 the question arises immediately as to whether control of nature (or 
however one might describe the practical role of science) is really and evi-
dently a good thing. Since Hiroshima, this point does not have to be labored. 
At any rate, there is a difficulty created by the fact that science or philosophy 
is unable to legitimate itself in its full meaning. Once the possibility of revela-
tion is admitted, Weber’s skepticism and despair is explained.

He partly succeeded in concealing this despair from himself by vacillating 
between two diametrically opposed views about our age and our situation.151 
On the one hand, he believed that our age was the first to have eaten of the 
tree of knowledge—that is to say, that it was the first in which man could face 
his true situation without any delusions. But, on the other hand, he believed 
that we are headed for a situation in which we will be confronted with this 
alternative: either the completely empty existence of specialists without vision 
and voluptuaries without heart, or else a religious existence guided by new 
prophets or the old ones.

He tried to remain faithful to the cause of autonomous reason. He refused 
to make the sacrifice of the intellect which, he said, is required by every reli-
gion; but he despaired when he was brought face to face with the fact152 that 
science or philosophy itself requires such a sacrifice—[i]n other words, that 
science or philosophy itself rests ultimately on dogmatic premises.
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Weber’s social science owes its peculiar character to Weber’s absolute 
perplexity when he was faced with the gravity of the religious problem. But 
let us hasten back with all possible speed from these awful depths,153 to a 
superficiality which, while not exactly gay, promises at least to be harmless.

Having come to the surface again, we are met by about six hundred large 
pages covered with the smallest possible number of sentences and the largest 
possible number of footnotes, and devoted to the methodology of the social 
sciences. Yet we feel very soon that we have come if not from the frying pan 
into the fire, at any rate154 from the fire into the frying pan, for Weber’s meth-
odology is something different from what155 methodology is supposed to be.

All intelligent students of Weber’s methodology have felt that it is philo-
sophic in an unusual way, and certainly in a way rare even among professional 
philosophers. One can express the feeling of these students as follows.

Methodology, as a reflection on the correct procedure of the sciences, is a 
necessary reflection on the limitation of the sciences; and if science is indeed 
the highest form of human knowledge, methodology is a reflection on the 
limitations of human knowledge. And, if it is knowing that constitutes the 
specific character of man among all earthly beings, methodology is a reflec-
tion on the limitations of humanity: it is a reflection on la condition humaine, 
on the true situation of man as man. Weber’s methodology meets this test.

Expressing this idea in a slightly more technical language, we may say 
that Weber’s notion of science, both natural and social, is based on a specific 
concept of reality. According to him, all science consists in a peculiar trans-
formation of reality. The meaning of science cannot be clarified, therefore, 
without a previous analysis of reality as it presents itself prior to conceptual 
transformation.

Reality is characterized by Weber as an infinite and meaningless 
sequence of unique, infinitely divisible, and, in themselves, meaningless 
events. All meaning, all articulation, originates in the activity of the subject 
or of the observer.
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154  End of page 7.
155  The typescript reads: “that,” which is replaced by a handwritten “WHAT” above.



2 9 9First Walgreen Lectures

Very few people today will be satisfied with this notion of reality, which 
Weber had taken over from neo-Kantian156 empirio-criticism, and which he 
modified merely by adding some strongly emotional touches of his own. It is 
sufficient to remark that he157 himself was unable to adhere consistently to that 
notion of reality. In addition, he could not deny that there is an articulation of 
reality that precedes all scientific transformation of reality. That articulation, 
that wealth of meaning, we have in mind when speaking of the world of com-
mon sense, or of the natural158 understanding of the world. Weber’s social 
science lacks completely a coherent analysis of the social world as it is known 
to common sense, that is to say, of social reality as it is actually experienced159 
in social life or social action. In accordance with his view of the character 
of the social sciences,160 the place of such an analysis is taken in his work by 
definitions of ideal types, which means of artificial constructs, which are not 
even meant to correspond to the intrinsic articulation of social reality.

In addition, they are meant to be of a161 strictly ephemeral character. They 
are meant to express primarily the questions that the present-day social sci-
entist addresses to present-day social reality. I will not insist on the fact that 
such ideal types are real obstacles to any genuine understanding of social 
phenomena of the past, or of cultures other than our own. It is more impor-
tant to note that ideal types of this kind preclude every possibility of a truly 
critical attitude toward present-day social reality. This is, of course, in agree-
ment with Weber’s notion of a nonevaluating social science.

But the question arises as to whether a social science based on a compre-
hensive analysis of social reality as we know it from actual life (and as men 
have known it since the beginning of civil society) would not make possible, 
and even necessary, an understanding of social phenomena that would sup-
ply a solid basis for the evaluation of these phenomena.

In the spirit of a tradition of three centuries, Weber would have rejected 
the suggestion that the basis of social science has to be an analysis of social 
reality as experienced by common sense. According to the modern tradition, 
common sense is hopelessly subjective, a hybrid, begotten, as it were, by the 
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absolutely subjective world of the individual sensations and the truly objec-
tive world discovered by science.

This view stems from the seventeenth century, when modern thought 
emerged by162 virtue of the break with classical philosophy. The originators 
of modern thought still agreed with the classics in this, that philosophy or 
science is a perfection of man’s natural understanding of the natural world. 
They differed from the classics insofar as they opposed the new philosophy 
or science as a true163 and natural understanding of the world, to the per-
verted understanding of the world by the schoolmen. The victory of the new 
philosophy or science was decided by the victory of its decisive part, namely, 
the new physics. That victory finally led to the result that the new physics 
and the new natural science in general became independent of that rump 
of philosophy, which from then on came to be called “philosophy,” and in 
fact became the authority for “philosophy.” Thus, not modern philosophy, 
but modern natural science came to be considered the perfection of man’s 
natural understanding of the world.

This view still dominates Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, for instance. But 
in the nineteenth century it became more and more obvious that a distinction 
had to be made between what was then called, and is still called, scientific 
understanding, or the world of science, and the natural understanding, or 
the world in which we live. It became obvious at the same time that a scien-
tific understanding of the world emerges by way of a specific modification 
of the natural understanding. Since a natural understanding is therefore the 
presupposition of the scientific understanding, one cannot analyze science 
and the world of science before one has analyzed natural understanding, the 
natural world, or the world of common sense.

The natural world, the world in which we live and act, is not the object or 
the product of a theoretical attitude. It is a world not of mere objects at which 
we detachedly look, but of things and affairs which we handle.164

Yet we must be aware that by identifying the natural world with the 
world in which we live, we are dealing with a mere construct. The world in 
which we live is already the product of science, or at any rate is profoundly 
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determined by the165 existence of science, to say nothing of technology. The 
world in which we live is free from ghosts, witches, and so forth; and, but for 
the existence of science, it would abound with beings of that kind.

To get hold of the natural world as a world that is radically prescientific or 
prephilosophic, one has to go back beyond the first emergence of philosophy 
or science. It is not necessary for this purpose to engage in extensive and 
fundamentally hypothetical anthropological studies.166 The information 
that classical philosophy supplies about origins167 suffices, especially if it is 
supplemented by consideration of the basic principles of the Bible,168 for recon-
structing the essential elements of the natural world

In doing this, we are able to understand the origin of the idea of natural169 
right; I turn now to this subject.

[The Origin of the Idea of Natural Right]

To understand the problem of natural right, we must start not from the 
scientific understanding of political things, but from their political under-
standing—from the way in which political things present themselves in 
political life, when we are concerned with them for the sake of taking action, 
when they are our business, when we have to make decisions. Does political 
life then know natural right as a matter of course?

Not necessarily. Natural right had to be discovered, and there was politi-
cal life prior to that discovery. But we must also say that a political life ignorant 
of the idea of natural right is of a character that is incompatible, not only with 
the existence, but even with the idea of social science, however understood.

The idea of natural right must be unknown as long as the idea of nature 
is unknown. The discovery of nature is a work of philosophy. Where there is 
no philosophy, there is no knowledge of natural right as such. Accordingly, 
the Old Testament, for example, whose basic premise may be said to be the 
implicit rejection of philosophy, does not know nature. The Hebrew term for 
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nature is unknown to the170 Hebrew Bible. It is unnecessary to say that heaven 
and earth are not the same thing as nature. By the same token, there is no 
natural right proper in the Old Testament. The discovery of nature necessar-
ily precedes the discovery of natural right. In other words, philosophy is older 
than political philosophy.

Philosophy is a quest for principles, for the principles of all things, which 
means literally for the beginnings of all things, or for the first things. In this, 
philosophy is at one with myth, but the philosophos, the lover of wisdom, is 
not identical with the philomuthos, the lover of myth. Aristotle calls the first 
philosophers “men who discoursed on nature,” and he distinguishes them 
from the men who preceded them and who discussed the gods.

Philosophy as distinguished from myth came into being when nature 
was discovered, for the first philosopher was the first man who discovered 
nature. The whole history of philosophy is nothing but the record of the ever 
again171 repeated attempt to grasp fully what was implied in that crucial dis-
covery, made by some Greek in the sixth century or before.

To understand the significance of this discovery, in however provisional 
a manner, we must return from the idea of nature to its prephilosophic 
equivalent. The purport of the discovery of nature cannot be grasped if one 
understands by nature the totality of phenomena; for the discovery of nature 
consists precisely in the splitting up of that totality into phenomena which 
are natural and phenomena which are not natural. Nature is a term of dis-
tinction.172 Prior to the discovery of nature, the characteristic behavior of 
anything or any class of things was conceived of as its “custom” or its way. 
This means that no fundamental distinction was made between customs or 
ways which are always and everywhere the same, and customs or ways which 
differ from nation to nation.

Barking and wagging of the tail is a way of dogs; menstruation is a way of 
women; the crazy things done by mad men are the ways of mad men, just as 
not eating173 pork is a way of Jews, and not drinking wine is a way of Muslims. 
Custom or way, then, is the prephilosophic equivalent of nature. 
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While everything or every class of things has its custom or way, there is 
a particular custom or way that is of particular importance—“our” way, the 
way of “us” living here, the way of life of the group to which a man belongs. 
We may call it the paramount custom or way. Not all members of a group 
remain always in that way, but they mostly return to it if they are properly 
reminded. The paramount way comes into sight as the right way. Its rightness 
is proved by its oldness. I quote Edmund Burke: “There is a sort of presump-
tion against novelty drawn out of a deep consideration of human nature and 
human affairs, and the maxim of jurisprudence is well laid down, Vetustas 
pro lege, semper habetur.”174

But not everything old everywhere is right. “Our” way is the right way 
not only because it is old, but [because it is] our own as well, or because it 
is both “home-bred” and prescriptive. Just as “old” and “one’s own” origi-
nally were identical with “right” or “good,” “new” and “strange” originally 
stood for “bad.” The notion connecting “old” and “one’s own” is “ancestral.” 
Prephilosophic life is characterized by the primeval identification of the good 
with the ancestral. It is for this reason that the right way necessarily implies 
thoughts about the ancestors, and hence about the first things.

Originally, the question of the first things was answered by authority, for 
authority, as the right of human beings to be obeyed, is essentially derivative 
from law, and law is originally nothing other than the way of life of the com-
munity. The first things cannot become questionable, or the goal of a quest. 
Philosophy cannot emerge, or nature cannot be discovered, and still less, nat-
ural right, if authority is not doubted as such—[t]hat is to say, as long as at least 
any general statement of any being whatsoever is still accepted on trust. The 
emergence of the idea of natural right presupposes the doubt of authority.175

Plato has indicated, by the conversational settings of his Republic and 
his Laws, rather than by explicit statements, how indispensable176 is doubt 
of authority or freedom from authority for the discovery of natural right. In 
the Republic, the discussion of natural right starts long after the aged Cepha-
lus, the father, the head of the house in which the discussion takes place, has 
left in order to take care of the sacred offerings to the gods. The absence of 
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Cephalus, or of what he stands for, is indispensable177 for the quest for natural 
right. Or, if you wish, men like Cephalus do not need natural right. Similar 
considerations apply to the Laws.

The original form of the doubt of authority, and therefore the original 
direction of philosophy, or the perspective in which nature was discovered, 
was determined by the original character of authority. One cannot reasonably 
identify the good with the ancestral if one does not believe in the absolute 
superiority of the ancestors, if one does not believe that the ancestors, or 
those who established the ancestral178 way, were gods, or sons of gods, or at 
least dwelt near the gods. 

Accordingly, the identification of the good with the ancestral leads to the 
view that a genuine law must have been given by gods, or sons of179 gods, or 
pupils of gods. It must be divine law.

Seeing that the ancestors are ancestors of distinct groups, one is led to 
believe that there is a variety of divine laws or codes, each of which is the 
work of a divine or semidivine being. But the admission of a multiplicity of 
divine codes leads to difficulties, since the various codes contradict each other. 
One code absolutely praises actions which another code absolutely condemns. 
One code demands a sacrifice of one’s first-born son, whereas another code 
forbids all human sacrifices as an abomination. Similarly, the rites of one tribe 
provoke the horror of another. But what is decisive is the fact that the various 
codes contradict each other regarding the first things. The view that the gods 
were borne by the earth cannot be reconciled with the view that the earth 
was fashioned by the gods. Thus, the question180 arises as to which code is the 
right code, or the truly divine code, and which account of the first things is 
the true account. The right way is now no longer guaranteed by authority. It 
becomes a quest. The primeval identification of the good with the ancestral is 
replaced by the fundamental distinction between the good and the ancestral. 
The quest for the right way or for the first things is the quest for the good as 
distinguished from the ancestral. It will prove to be the quest for what is good 
by nature, as distinguished from what is good merely by convention.
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The quest for the first things is guided by two fundamental distinctions 
which antedate the distinction between the good and the ancestral. Man 
must always have distinguished, for example in judicial matters, between 
hearsay and seeing with one’s own eyes, and have preferred what he saw to 
what he merely heard from others. But the use of this distinction was origi-
nally limited to particular matters. Regarding the most weighty matters—the 
first things or the right way—the only source of knowledge was hearsay.

Confronted with the contradiction between the many divine codes, 
someone—a traveler, a man who had seen the cities of many men and recog-
nized the diversity of their beliefs—suggested that we apply the distinction 
between seeing with one’s own eyes and hearsay to all matters, and espe-
cially to the weightiest matters. Everything known only from hearsay became 
suspect; judgment on or assent to the divine or venerable character of any 
code or account is suspended until the facts upon which the claims are based 
have been made manifest or demonstrated. They must be made manifest—
manifest to all in broad daylight. As a consequence, man becomes alive to 
the crucial difference between what his group considers unquestionable, and 
what he himself observes.

It is thus that the “I,” the ego, is enabled to oppose itself to the “we” without 
any sense of guilt. But it is not the “I” as “I” that acquires that right. Dreams 
and visions have been of decisive importance for establishing the claims of181 
the divine codes or the sacred accounts of the first things. By virtue of the 
universal application of the distinction between hearsay and seeing with one’s 
own eyes, a distinction is now made between the one true and common world, 
perceived182 in waking, and the many untrue and private worlds of dreams 
and visions. Thus, it appears that neither the “we” of any particular group, nor 
a unique “I” endowed with special privileges, but man as man is a measure of 
truth and untruth, of the being or nonbeing of all things.

The divine codes and the sacred accounts of the first things were said to 
be known not from hearsay, but by way of superhuman information. When 
it was demanded that the distinction between hearsay and seeing with one’s 
own eyes be applied to the most weighty matters, it was demanded that the 
superhuman origin of all alleged superhuman information be proven by 
examination in the light, not of traditional criteria used for distinguish-
ing between true and false oracles, for instance, but of such criteria as were 
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derived in an evident manner from the rules which guide us in matters fully 
accessible to human knowledge.

The highest kind of human knowledge that existed prior to the emer-
gence of philosophy or science was represented by the arts of the shoemaker, 
carpenter, and so forth. The second prephilosophic distinction that originally 
guided the philosophic quest for the first things was the distinction between 
artificial things and things that are not man-made. Nature was discovered 
when man embarked on the quest for the first things in the light of the two 
fundamental distinctions between hearsay and seeing with one’s own eyes, 
on the one hand, and between things made by man and things not made by 
man, on the other.

The first of these two distinctions led to the demand that the first things 
must be brought to light by starting from what all men can see now.183 But not 
all visible things are equally adequate starting points for the discovery of the 
first things. The man-made things lead to no other first things than man, who 
certainly184 is not the first thing simply. The artificial things are seen to be 
inferior in every respect to the things that are not man-made.

Now, the artificial things are seen to owe their being to human contriv-
ance, or, more generally, to forethought. If one suspends judgment regarding 
the truth of the sacred accounts of the first things, one does not know, to 
begin with, whether the things that are not man-made owe their being to 
forethought of any kind—or, in other words, whether the first things origi-
nate all other things by way of forethought, or by way of blindness.

Thus, one realizes the possibility that the first things originate all other 
things in a manner fundamentally different from all origination by means 
of forethought. The assertion that all things have been produced by thinking 
beings, or that there are any superhuman thinking beings, requires hence-
forth a demonstration: a demonstration that starts from what all men can 
see now.

Once nature is discovered, it becomes impossible to interpret equally as 
customs or ways the characteristic behavior both of natural groups and of the 
different human tribes. The customs of natural beings are recognized as their 
natures, and the customs of the different human tribes are recognized as 
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their conventions. The primeval notion of custom is split up into the notions 
of nature, on the one hand, and of convention, on the other. The distinc-
tion between nature and convention is therefore coeval with the discovery of 
nature, and hence with philosophy.

It follows from this that the emergence of philosophy radically affects 
man’s attitude towards political things in general, and towards law in par-
ticular, because it radically affects man’s understanding of these things. 
Originally, the authority, the root of all authority, was the ancestral. Through 
the discovery of nature, the claim of the ancestral was uprooted. Philosophy 
appeals from the ancestor to the good, to that which is good intrinsically, 
to that which is good by nature. Yet philosophy uproots the claim of the 
ancestral in such a way as to preserve185 an essential element of it: for, when 
speaking of nature, the first philosophers had in mind the first things, the 
oldest things.

Philosophy appeals from the ancestral to something older than the ances-
tral. Nature is the ancestor of all ancestors, the mother of all mothers. Nature 
is older than any tradition; hence it is more venerable than any tradition. The 
view that natural things have a higher dignity than things produced by man 
is based, not on any surreptitious or unconscious borrowings from a residue 
of mythical opinions, but on the conscious and straightforward discovery of 
nature itself.

Art presupposes nature, whereas nature does not presuppose art. Man’s 
“creative” abilities, which are more admirable than any of their products, 
are not themselves produced by man. The genius of Shakespeare was not the 
product of Shakespeare. Nature supplies not only the materials, but also the 
models for all arts. “The greatest and fairest things” are the works of nature, 
as distinguished from art. By uprooting the authority of the ancestral, phi-
losophy recognized that nature is the authority.

It would be more accurate, however, to say that by uprooting authority, 
philosophy recognizes nature as the standard; for the human faculty that, 
with the help of sense perception, discovers nature and the natural is reason 
and understanding, and the relation of reason to its object is fundamentally 
different from that of obedience without reasoning why, which corresponds 
to authority proper.

185  End of page 17.
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By calling nature the authority, one would blur the distinction by which 
philosophy stands or falls, the distinction between reason and authority. By 
submitting to authority, philosophy, which includes any particular political 
philosophy, would lose its character. It would degenerate into ideology, that is 
to say, apologetics for a given social order.

With regard to the situation in the eighteenth century, Charles Beard 
has said: “The clergy and the monarchists claimed special rights as divine 
right. The186 revolutionists resorted to nature.” What is true of the eighteenth-
century revolutionists is true, mutatis mutandis, of all political philosophers 
who recognize natural right.187

Lecture IV188

Today, natural right is frequently rejected as reactionary. In the nineteenth 
century, natural right was rejected by Continental reactionaries as revolu-
tionary. This fact alone shows how inadequate all partisan approaches to 
natural right are.

If we approach the issue of natural right in an impartial manner, we note 
that natural right is, and always has been, revolutionary in the most fun-
damental sense. The very idea of natural right presupposes the doubt of all 
authority—that is to say, man’s inner independence of all authority.

Natural right is a standard higher than all authority, a standard by which 
all authority is to be measured, and this standard is in principle accessible to 
man as man.

The idea of natural right implies that man can rise above the accidental 
historical standards accepted by particular societies, or that man is not forced 
to be the slave of all large or small collectivities, or that man is not by nature 
destined ignobly to jump on every bandwagon of every wave of the future. 
Only by virtue of natural right is man capable of distinguishing between the 
cause that is victorious and the cause that is just.

The present-day discussion of natural right suffers from the fact that the 
idea of natural right is taken too much for granted by its adherents, as well 
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as by its opponents. For this reason, we were forced to pay some attention to 
the tremendous effort that was required so that the very idea of natural right 
could189 emerge.

The discovery of natural right presupposes190 the discovery of nature. The 
discovery of nature is identical with the emergence of philosophy or of the 
scientific spirit. To understand the discovery of nature one has to clarify the 
character191 of prephilosophic life. Prephilosophic life is characterized above 
all by two facts: first, the identification of the good with the ancestral, and 
second, the prephilosophic equivalent of the concept of nature, the concept 
of custom or way.

The discovery of nature consists in the splitting up of the primeval notion 
of custom or way: into nature, that is to say, the essential character of the 
thing, on one hand, and convention, that is to say, the arbitrary decision of 
society about a thing, on the other. The discovery of nature results in the 
abandonment of the primeval equation of good equal to ancestral and leads 
to the distinction between what is good by nature and the ancestral—the 
good by convention.

The discovery of nature, or the fundamental distinction between nature 
and convention, is a necessary condition of natural right. It is, however, not 
a sufficient condition, for prior to investigation one cannot rule out the pos-
sibility that all right is radically conventional. Hence, the basic controversy 
in political philosophy turns to this question: Is there or is there not a natu-
ral right? Considering the inseparable connection between right and civil 
or political society, this question is equivalent to the following: Is the polis 
or civil society natural, or is it nonnatural, and perhaps even unnatural? It 
seems that prior to Socrates the negative answer prevailed, and that the adop-
tion of the negative was by no means characteristic of the sophists alone.

At any rate, we cannot understand classic natural right before we under-
stand192 the position in opposition to which the classical natural right doctrine 
was elaborated. I shall call that position conventionalism.

Conventionalism is the view that all right, and even all moral distinc-
tions in general, are conventional, not natural. That philosophers should first 
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incline towards conventionalism is what one would expect; for right presents 
itself to begin with as inseparable from law. And law or convention comes to 
sight with the emergence of philosophy, as the very opposite of nature.193

I quote the crucial pre-Socratic text on this subject: Heraclitus says, “For 
God all things are fair and good and just. But man has made the supposition 
that some things are just and others are unjust.”194 That is to say, all principles 
of preference, and in particular all notions of justice, which of course nec-
essarily implies the distinction between just and unjust, are merely human 
suppositions, human conventions. In the language of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the distinctions between good and bad, between moral and immoral, 
between just and unjust, are purely subjective.

We shall arrive at a better understanding of conventionalism by means 
of the following consideration. However indifferent to moral distinctions the 
cosmic order may be thought to be, man himself is a natural being, and he 
is compelled by his nature to make choices. Thus, a question arises whether 
human nature does not supply us with natural principles of preference; or, to 
illustrate the point by the best-known pre-Socratic doctrine, atomism: if we 
grant that there is no good or bad, or right or wrong, as far as the atoms are 
concerned, the same is not necessarily true of all compounds of atoms, and 
especially of that compound popularly known by the name of man. Man does 
have preferences that are not merely conventional. We must therefore distin-
guish between those human desires which are natural, or in accordance with 
nature—that is to say, human nature—and desires that are destructive195 of 
human nature and perversions of human nature, and hence against nature, 
as well as desires that originate in conventions only.

We are thus eventually led to the notion of a life—a human life—that 
is good because it is in accordance with nature. The life according to nature 
is the good life. The question is then: How is the life that agrees with nature 
related to justice and civil society? In order to arrive at a clear distinction 
between the natural and the conventional we have to return, according to 
the suggestion of the ancient thinkers, to that point where convention could 
not yet have affected man’s nature and desires. Such a point would seem to 
be the moment of birth. There can196 be no doubt that throughout the his-
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tory of the doctrines of natural right, reflection on how man is “immediately 
from the moment of his birth” played the crucial role. But there are obvious 
limitations to this procedure. The most important one is that man’s growth 
to adulthood would be as natural as babyhood. Thus, it became more impor-
tant to find out what adult man is like before he is affected by convention. 
This means: What does man look like prior to his entry into civil society? It 
depends on the answer to this question whether civil society will be thought 
to arise naturally, or in accordance with nature, or else against nature.

The question of natural right is then, from the beginning, inseparable 
from the question of the origin of civil society. As will be shown later on, 
this does not at all mean that the notion of natural right is inseparable from 
the notion of a state of nature. It is to be admitted that the modern identifi-
cation of the issue of natural right with the issue of the state of nature has 
obscured, to a considerable extent, the fundamental meaning of the question 
of the origin of civil society. As a consequence, the question of the origin of 
civil society has been rejected as irrelevant for ascertaining the purpose of 
civil society. Today, people make a distinction between the problem of the 
“rational justification” of the state, and the problem of its historical origin, 
and they assert that the latter question is very unimportant.

This modern notion can more simply be explained as a consequence of 
the opposition of the Is and the Ought, or of reality and the norm. We cannot 
arrive at any norm from any reality; we cannot learn anything about right 
and wrong from the origin of right and wrong. It is for this reason all the 
more necessary that we should understand the fact that the question of the 
origin of civil society was absolutely fundamental for all premodern thought. 
The answer to that question decides about the dignity of civil society, for it 
decides whether civil society is in accordance with nature or against nature.

According to conventionalism, civil society is not natural because  
man is197 by nature not a social animal. The question of the origin of civil 
society has an entirely different meaning if one supposes that there is an  
origin of man, [rather] than if one supposes that the human race is eternal. If 
the human race is eternal, every foundation of a given civil society will have 
been preceded by the disintegration of earlier society. The prepolitical stage 
is always at the same time a past political stage. On the other hand, if the 
human race has a beginning, and if the emergence of civil society presup-
poses at least some conscious cooperation on the part of man, there must 
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have been a time, however brief, in which man could not have lived in civil 
society—a time which absolutely preceded civil society.

The conventionalist thesis presupposes that the human race had a begin-
ning. What, then, was man like when he made his first appearance on earth? 
This question is answered today by the theory of evolution. But the theory of 
evolution was unacceptable to earlier thinkers, for the reason that what we 
constantly observe is not the evolution of one species out of another but the 
permanence of species. Dogs generate dogs, cats generate cats. There was only 
one way in which the genesis of the human race could be explained naturally 
without recourse to evolution:198 equivocal generation. The first man had to be 
conceived to have sprung from the earth—to be earth-born, like mushrooms. 
We smile at this theory, but we have to admit that the demand it makes on 
our credulity is not essentially greater than that made by the theory of evo-
lution. The genesis of man out of non-man remains the same old mystery. 
However this may be,199 the earth-born could not have been babies; babies 
would have perished at once. They had to be adults. Being born as adults, they 
did not need the help of other human beings in order to survive; hence man 
by nature is asocial. But this argument is insufficient to establish the view 
that man is by nature asocial, for, by the next generation, the offspring were 
already in need of human beings from the moment of birth.

The conventionalist thesis must then be based on an additional 
assumption,200 a more important assumption. To discover that assumption, 
we start from the following consideration. In the most famous attempt to 
establish the existence of natural right against the conventionalist denial, 
the conventionalist thesis is identified with the view that the good, what is 
by nature good, is the pleasant.201 The basis of conventionalism seems to be 
hedonism202—that the good is identical with the pleasant. Conversely, we see 
that hedonism, if it is consistent—think of Aristippus and Epicurus—leads 
to a depreciation of the whole political sphere, and hence in particular203 
of right: to a depreciation which can be expressed adequately only in terms 
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of the thesis that all political things, and in particular right and wrong, are 
merely conventional.

It would not be surprising at204 any rate if the primeval equation of “the 
good is identical with the ancestral” had been succeeded first of all by the 
equation, “the good is identical with the pleasant.” For if the identity of the 
good with the ancestral205 is rejected in the name of nature, the things depre-
ciated206 by ancestral customs or divine law inevitably present themselves 
as emphatically natural and hence good. The things forbidden by ancestral 
custom are forbidden because they are desired, and the fact that they are 
forbidden by convention shows that they are not desired on the basis of con-
vention. They are then desired by nature.207

Now, what induces man to deviate from the narrow path of ancestral 
custom or divine law is desire for his own pleasure, and an aversion to his 
own pain. The natural good is pleasure and ease; the conventional good is what 
ancestral custom declares to be good. Thus, orientation by pleasure almost 
inevitably becomes a first substitute for orientation by the ancestors. Con-
sider the importance in all early law of sexual taboos. Sexual pleasure will at 
first appear as the greatest natural good. There is more than one classical text 
in which pleasure is simply identified with Venus.

The most enticing expression of this is found in the comedies of208 Aris-
tophanes. In trying to say a few words on this fact I am forced, at the same 
time, to explain why it is not generally known. Aristophanes presents himself 
as a teacher of citizen virtue and of justice—one of his masks bears the name 
“Dicaeopolis” or “Just City.” In the interest of a just polity, conducted in the 
spirit of the ancestral order, Aristophanes ridicules the excesses,209 the fool-
ish innovations, of Athenian democracy. It would be stupid, and in fact it is 
quite impossible, to disregard this aspect of his comedies, but it is clearly only 
their most obvious aspect. Equally important, ultimately more important, is 
the glorification of pleasure, and especially of the pleasure of sex. Now, it is 
decisive that, from Aristophanes’s point of view, the fully understood claims 
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of the city and justice are incompatible with the claims of pleasure, and that 
this conflict is identical with that of convention and nature.

This result is confirmed by the fact that we find in Aristophanes’s work a 
third great theme apart from the themes of “city” and “sex”; that third theme 
is represented by the human type who is aware of the fundamental opposi-
tion between nature and convention, and of its significance—and this is the 
wise man. Aristophanes himself is, of course, a wise man in this210 sense—in 
the pre-Socratic sense. His close connection with pre-Socratic philosophy is 
clearly indicated in Plato’s Banquet, where he is made to change his place 
in the appointed sequence of speakers with a physician who proves to be a 
natural philosopher in the pre-Socratic style.

Being a wise man, Aristophanes makes the wise man the central theme 
of his thought on human affairs. In the Clouds, he presents a wise man who 
is a failure: Socrates; and in the Thesmophoriazusae, he presents a wise man 
who is a success: Euripides. The wise man who succeeds, who gets away with 
the wisdom, is a poet. It is for this reason that Socrates fails. Wisdom unpro-
tected by poetry fails. A wise man who wants to express his views in public 
has to put his head on the executioner’s block. Therefore, as is shown in the 
same comedy, the wise man will express his211 views only after having put on 
the rags of Euripides’s tragic heroes.

Aristophanes himself was a poet in this sense, and this explains why his 
fundamental problem does not meet the eye of every reader on every page. 
The fundamental problem, to repeat, is a conflict between nature and con-
vention, which is practically identical with the conflict of pleasure and right.

I have now to sketch the reasoning that leads up to the thesis that all 
right or civil society is conventional. On the basis of materialism, the primary 
criterion will be sense212 perception. Accordingly, the criterion of sound pref-
erence will be the pleasure of the senses, a pleasure, a good, that is produced 
by nature itself, and therefore in no way dependent on the whims and follies 
of man. This substantial good appears to be the opposite of that shadowy 
good called right or justice.

In the first place, right or justice is closely akin to what the Greeks call 
to kalon, or what we would call the moral, the noble or fair; and the noble is 
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essentially related to praise, to public praise. But the element of praise is opin-
ion, the opposite of knowledge, and hence of nature. Or, to express the same 
thought differently, only pleasure is one’s own good, to which one naturally 
tends, whereas right is other peoples’ good, which is not naturally attractive 
to one’s self, but only on the basis of social discipline and hence on the basis 
of convention.

Arguments such as these sound silly to us. They seem to be based on a 
total disregard of the obvious fact that we cannot normally enjoy pleasure but 
on the basis of security produced by right or civil society. That is to say, we’d 
argue that, since right and society are necessarily required for the enjoyment 
of pleasures, right and society are natural. But the early thinkers knew these 
facts very well, and they had an answer to our objection.

“Right and society are needed for the sake of pleasure.” This means that 
reasoning or calculation teaches us that they are needed for that purpose. 
Hence,213 right and society are desired only on the basis of calculation, and 
not through natural primary impulse. If things originating in sound calcula-
tion were for this reason natural, all products of the arts would be natural; 
and this would destroy the basic distinction between nature and art on which 
the very idea of philosophy depends. There are indeed things that originate in 
calculation and are nevertheless natural. They are natural because they even-
tually become intrinsically pleasant. The great example is friendship. Now, 
civil society does not have this character. Civil society is necessary indeed, 
but not intrinsically pleasant, and therefore ultimately against nature. More 
precisely, convention, as such, need not be against nature. It might fill a gap 
left by nature, but nature in the sense of the essential character of the com-
pound of atoms is opposed to force or violence. What a thing does naturally 
is opposed to what it does under compulsion; what it does under compulsion 
is against its grain, against its nature. Now, all coercion, all forcible restraint, 
is for this reason against nature. But coercion and forcible restraint are essen-
tial to civil society; hence civil society is against its nature.

It would seem to follow from this that the only life according to nature 
is primitive anarchy, or primitive noncoercive society. This conclusion was 
drawn by quite a few classical thinkers who thus gave rational support to the 
myth of the golden age at the beginning. But this conclusion could not be 
consistently maintained by philosophers, for it is hard to see how philosophy 
could have been possible in primitive society, and they could not conceive of 
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the good life, of a life according to nature, that lacked philosophy—the source 
of the highest and most solid pleasures. The following view prevailed: the 
strictly asocial life in the beginning was unpleasant in spite of the absence of 
restraint, because of its insecurity. Civil society is then needed for the sake 
of pleasure. But civil society with its coercion substitutes the pain arising 
from coercion for the pain arising from constant insecurity. The solution 
which suggested itself on this basis was the following.214 The good life, the 
life according to nature, is the retired life of the philosopher, who lives at the 
fringes of civil society. Right and civil society are necessary indeed, but they 
are necessary evils; they are not by themselves according to nature.

Probably the most sophisticated version of this view occurs in the work 
of the Epicurean215 poet Lucretius. According to Lucretius, the best and most 
happy society was early society—the society antedating by far the foundation 
of cities. Originally, man roamed in forests without social bonds of any kind. 
Their weakness, and the dangers threatening them from wild beasts, induced 
them to unite for the sake of protection. After entering society, the original 
savage life was replaced by one of kindness and fidelity. The destruction of 
these habits is, however, characteristic of life in cities. On the other hand, 
philosophy has its home in cities. There is thus a disproportion between 
the requirements of philosophy, [city life] and the requirements of society, 
[innocence and kindness].216 This disproportion is necessary for the following 
reason. The happiness217 or innocence of early society was fundamentally due 
to the reign of a salutary delusion. The members of early society lived within 
a closed horizon. They trusted in the eternity of the visible universe, in the 
protection offered by the walls of the world. Their trust was not yet shaken by 
reason, by reasoning about natural catastrophes,218 or by drawing any lessons 
from such catastrophes.219 However, once this trust was shaken, man had no 
choice but to seek support and consolation in the belief in beneficent gods 
who would guarantee the firmness of the walls of the world, or whose good-
ness would be a substitute for that firmness.
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But the belief in active gods, which grows out of fear for “our” world, 
and of attachment to “our” world—the world of sun, moon, stars, and the 
earth covering itself with fresh green every spring, as distinguished from the 
unattractive but eternal elements out of which our world has come into being 
and into which it will again perish—this belief in active gods engendered 
unspeakable evils. The only remedy lies in breaking through those walls of 
the world at which religion stops, and220 in becoming reconciled to the fact 
that we live in an unwalled city, and that nothing, absolutely nothing, that a 
human being can love, can be eternal. In other words, the only remedy lies 
in philosophizing, which alone affords the highest and most solid pleasure. 
Yet philosophy is repulsive to the people—who, however, cannot return to 
the happy simplicity of the early age. The only true happiness belongs to an 
entirely different epoch from that of the happiness of society. The practical 
consequence is the withdrawal of the philosopher from political life. Since the 
life according to nature is the life of philosophy, political life is life devoted to 
civil society and justice, and hence cannot be according to nature. Accord-
ingly, the dignity which it necessarily claims is purely conventional.

The previous argument implies the admission that right and civil society 
are necessary for the sake of the truly natural life. It221 thus does not dispose 
wholly of the suspicion that right and civil society are after all natural. The 
gap (if it is a gap) is filled by the following considerations. Right and civil 
society belong together, but civil society is essentially against nature because 
of its essentially arbitrary origin and character. By nature, all men belong 
to one and the same community, that of the species. This community is the 
only natural community. The family, for instance, is not natural. I refer to the 
argument of the Republic, which is much older than Plato, as is shown by the 
parallel of Aristophanes’s Assembly of Women. Only the community of the 
species is natural. There is no natural difference between citizens and foreign-
ers. This difference has its only basis in an arbitrary fiat of society. Certain 
human beings are declared to be citizens, and others222 foreigners. But are 
not the citizens the natural products of citizens—is not a citizen begotten 
by a citizen father and mother? Yet there is the curious fact that “natu-
ral” children are not legitimate children, and what legitimate children are 
depends, not on nature, but on law; and [there is] the equally curious fact 
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called “naturalization” by virtue of which223 a natural foreigner is artificially 
transformed224 into a natural citizen—to say nothing of the fact that first gen-
erations cannot have been children of citizen fathers and mothers.

It is, then, convention that arbitrarily cuts off one segment of the human 
race and sets it against the rest. This is not legitimated by the fact of lan-
guage, for language was admittedly conventional. Accordingly, the difference 
between Greeks and barbarians is purely conventional, a most unnatural 
division, as unnatural as if we were to divide all numbers at the number 
10,000—and place some of the numbers on one side and all other numbers 
on the other. What is perhaps more important still, the distinction between 
free men and slaves is purely conventional. It is based on the arbitrary agree-
ment that people taken prisoners in war and ransomed are to be made slaves. 
Arguments such as these are at the bottom of the conventionalist thesis, 
and not the observation of the variability of laws and notions of right. The 
observation that fire burns in Persia as well as in Greece, whereas property 
is not inherited in the same way in Persia as in Greece, was only a secondary 
and extraneous confirmation of what was known, or believed to be known, 
through more solid, or less ambiguous, considerations.

My account of the conventionalist thesis differs somewhat from the 
usual. The technical reason for the difference is this: the usual account is 
based chiefly on the presentation of the sophistic doctrines in Plato’s dia-
logues. I am unable to accept these presentations as historical evidence. Plato 
was not concerned with historical truth but with a deeper truth. He wants 
to let us see what a sophist is; and sophistry, according to Plato, is not a phe-
nomenon of Greek life, but an eternal human possibility. He characterized 
the sophist by typical teachings. He imputes to the historical sophists such 
teachings as are most in character with the various types of sophistic life. 
Hence, Plato’s presentation of sophists cannot be used as historical evidence 
for ascertaining what the teachings, that is to say, the conscious views, of the 
sophists were. Still less can they be used for ascertaining the225 character of 
the conventionalist position in general, for the conventionalist position is the 
work not of sophists but of philosophers. The sophists used the already exist-
ing conventionalist teachings of pre-Socratic philosophy. Sometimes they 
may have modified it.
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Still, even Plato’s presentation of sophistic teachings reflects the fact I 
have tried to set forth. For example, in the first two books of the Republic we 
are brought face226 to face with the view that right and civil society are against 
nature, because by nature man desires, not equality, but superiority; that is to 
say, the natural desire incompatible with right and civil society, whose natu-
ral character explains why right and civil society are merely conventional, is 
the desire for superiority, for having “more than” others. Now, this view pre-
supposes that superiority is the highest good, and that it is the highest good 
because it is the most pleasant thing. This means [that] right and civil society 
are against nature because they are destructive, not of all pleasures, but of the 
highest pleasure, of that pleasure which is highest227 by nature.

The difference between the conventionalist philosophy and the sophist228 
would then seem to be this: the conventionalist philosophy finds the highest 
pleasure in wisdom or philosophy, whereas the sophist finds the highest plea-
sure in superiority, in renown or prestige, and consequently also in wealth. 
We see from this example that the teaching which Plato ascribes to the soph-
ists is meant to make the sophists express in speech what they were doing in 
deeds, what they were living. The sophist, Plato lets229 us see, is a man who 
somehow knows that philosophy and wisdom is superior to all other human 
activities, but who is concerned with wisdom not on account of its intrinsic 
goodness, but because it is most highly honored. As for [the] teaching of the 
most famous sophist, Protagoras: Protagoras accepted the conventionalist 
thesis without any qualification. The myth which Plato imputes to him does 
not at all contradict the report of the Theaetetus,230 which is confirmed by 
other sources. The myth of231 Protagoras is based on the distinction between 
nature, art, and convention—nature is represented by the subterraneous work 
of the gods, and especially of Epimetheus.232 Epimetheus,233 the one in whom 
thought follows production, is the allegorical representation234 of nature, 
materialistically understood, in which thought comes after blind working. 

226  The typescript reads: “fact” though an e is added by hand to replace t.
227  The typescript reads: “which is is highest.”
228  In the typescript, “sophist” is underlined by hand.
229  The typescript reads: “let.”
230  The typescript reads: “Theatetus.”
231  End of page 13.
232  The typescript reads: “Epimethus.” 
233  The typescript reads: “Epimethus.”
234  The typescript reads: “re-resentation,” though a p is added by hand above the dash.
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The subterranean work of the gods is work without light, and therefore has 
a similar meaning as Epimetheus.235 Art is represented by Prometheus, by 
his theft, his rebelliousness. Convention is represented by Zeus’s gift of right 
and sense of shame, a gift that does not become effective but through the 
punitive activity of civil society. I would say that it is impossible to interpret 
the myth of Protagoras without considering the context of that remarkable 
display, inferior only to Socratic display. The context shows that the myth 
serves the purpose of defending Protagoras236 against the suspicion that he is 
undermining Athenian democracy by asserting that special training is nec-
essary for becoming politically competent.

It is more important for the present purpose to note another implication 
of the alleged or real insight into the essential arbitrariness of the conven-
tional character of civil society. That insight need not be made the basis of 
conventionalism. It can be made the basis of a natural right doctrine. In 
fact, the earliest form of natural right doctrine arises from the view that civil 
society is essentially conventional. The conventionalist argument, it will be 
recalled, was based on the opposition of what is natural and what is violent;237 
but violence or force was also understood as the opposite of justice or right. 
Hence, the natural could be identified with the right. The identification could 
be justified as follows: We understand by right something good, but if what-
ever is against nature is for this reason bad, it follows that what is against 
nature is certainly unjust. From this point of view, the question as to whether 
the origin of civil society is according to nature or against nature becomes 
identical with the question as to whether or not the origin of civil society 
is just or unjust. For example, when Aristotle is so anxious to prove238 the 
natural character of the polis, he is not concerned with disproving the notion 
that civil society is made, or [is] a work of art, and not growth, or in proving 
that it is a historical product; for he holds that the city is both growth and a 
work of art. No, he wants to prove that civil society is fundamentally just. 

Now, if civil society proves to be essentially arbitrary, it proves to be 
essentially unjust. Civil society was thought to be against nature, because 
it seemed to be based on an arbitrary distinction between free men and 
slaves, for instance. This means, in other words, that by nature there are no 

235  The typescript reads: “Epimethus.” 
236  The typescript reads: “Protogoras.”
237  In the typescript, “natural and what is violent” is underlined by hand.
238  End of page 14.
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slaves—by nature all men are free. But if all men are by nature free, no man is 
by nature subject to any other man. All subjection is conventional. By nature, 
all men are equal. Therefore, a condition that disagrees with natural freedom 
and equality is unjust; and hence civil society as such is unjust. Yet civil soci-
ety may prove to be indispensable, and what is really indispensable cannot 
be unjust.

There must then be a way to establish civil society in accordance with 
natural freedom and equality. The only way in which this can be done is free 
consent, or, more precisely, contract. Consent or contract is the only just basis 
of civil society. The ideas of natural equality and liberty, and of the social con-
tract, have then to be considered as the earliest form of natural right doctrine. 
It is more than doubtful, however, whether these doctrines were of any political 
importance in classical antiquity. It is even doubtful whether they were meant 
as political theses, and not rather as theses setting forth the questionable char-
acter of all civil society. For it cannot be emphasized too strongly that, as long 
as nature was considered the standard, the contractual theory implied, and 
of course meant to imply, a depreciation of civil society, even if the necessity 
of civil society was not questioned. As long as nature remained the standard, 
whatever had its origin in human agreement was of inferior character.

This must be borne in mind if one wants to understand the specific char-
acter of the doctrines of the classic age of contractualism in the seventeenth 
and239 eighteenth centuries.240 For, in modern times, the necessary deprecia-
tion of the contractual in favor of the natural was abandoned, together with the 
idea of the natural as a standard. But in premodern times, it is safe to assume 
that this depreciating implication is present whenever we are confronted with 
a contractual doctrine. This is confirmed rather than refuted by the fact that 
Catholic thinkers adopted the contractual doctrine, for that doctrine brought 
out most clearly the inferiority of the earthly city, or of the power temporal, 
to the city of God, or the power spiritual. The Catholic thinkers in question 
characteristically ascribed contractual origin, not to the spiritual power, but 
to the temporal power.241

Another proof is offered by one of the earliest mentions of the contractual 
doctrine which has come down to us. In a passage of Plato’s Crito, Socrates 

239  End of page 15.
240  The typescript reads: “contractualism the seventienth and eighteenth centuries.”
241  The previous four paragraphs were omitted in NRH, in which the myth of the Protagoras is fol-
lowed by the mention of the passage from Plato’s Crito.
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derives his duty of obedience to the city of Athens from a tacit contract. To 
understand this passage, we have to consider it with a passage in the Republic. 
In the Republic he says that the philosopher’s duty of obedience to the city is 
not derived from any contract. The reason is obvious. The city of the Republic 
is the best city, the city in accordance with nature. But the city of Athens, that 
democracy, was from Plato’s point of view a most imperfect city. Only the 
allegiance to an inferior community could be derivative from contract, for an 
honest man keeps his promises to everyone, regardless of the worth of him 
to whom he makes the promise. On the basis of such notions, those classical 
philosophers who were really concerned with politics and justice in the city 
rejected the contractual doctrine as an insufficient explanation of civil society.

This is all I wanted to say about the origin of the idea of natural right. I regret 
to say that my schedule has been somewhat modified. I shall be forced to devote 
Wednesday’s lecture to classical natural right and Friday’s lecture to the last two 
subjects—modern natural right and the crisis of modern natural right.242

Lecture V243

When opening a work like Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government, the 
present-day reader is struck by the way in which Locke takes it for granted 
that all men are by nature free and equal. He is likely to assume that Locke 
was naive, that he did not reflect on a highly questionable premise. The pres-
ent-day reader usually does not consider the alternative possibility, namely, 
that Locke’s244 premise is self-evident, and that our failure to see its evidence 
is due to the fact that we approach the problem in the wrong perspective.

Whatever might be true about Locke in particular, there can be no doubt 
that the problem of natural right in general cannot be properly understood 
on the basis of present-day thought—that in order to understand it as a most 
important problem, a change of perspective is required.245 To effect such a 
change is always difficult. It cannot be effected by a single argument or by 
an accumulation of arguments. It requires an ever-repeated, relentless effort. 

242  End of page 16.
243  The typescript is here titled: “‘MODERN NATURAL RIGHT’ / The fifth in a series of six Walgreen 
lectures by Leo Strauss,” but except for the first two paragraphs, which mention Locke’s work, the 
remainder of the lecture is devoted to classic natural right and corresponds to a small part of chapter 4 
of NRH.
244  The typescript reads: “Lock’s.”
245  The typescript reads: “require.” 
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The technical term for efforts of this kind, for efforts in changing246 one’s 
perspective, is history of ideas, or history of thought. No one will undertake 
the trouble involved in all studies of this kind if he is not convinced that a 
change in perspective is absolutely necessary; and this conviction, if it is to be 
reasonable, must be based on the insight that, in our present-day perspective, 
the most important things are almost invisible. In short, one is unable to 
understand the problem of natural right if one does not realize, at the same 
time, the hopeless difficulty into which modern thought has led us. All seri-
ous students in the field of history of thought are guided and inspired by 
the sense that they have to recover something of utmost importance that has 
been lost—not to say squandered; that we have to learn something of utmost 
importance, not about the247 great thinkers of the past, but from them; that 
we have to learn something of utmost importance from the great thinkers of 
the past which we cannot learn from any contemporary, however intelligent 
and learned and wise.

[Classic Natural Right]

By classic natural right, I understand the natural right doctrine that was 
originated by Socrates, and developed by Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and 
the Christian thinkers, especially Thomas Aquinas. The tradition that was 
founded by Socrates remained unshaken in political philosophy until the 
seventeenth century, when it was superseded by a new type of natural right 
doctrine that I shall call modern natural right.

I spoke first of what I called conventionalism, which means the view 
that there is no natural right, or that all right is conventional. Prior to the 
emergence of the historical approach, all men who denied natural right were 
conventionalists if they were philosophers. Now, that is one position. But we 
also found a natural right doctrine prior to Socrates which I will call, for 
convenience’s sake, pre-Socratic natural right. I tried to sketch the character 
of the doctrine last time. To repeat: classic natural right is the natural right 
founded by Socrates and predominant until the seventeenth century. And by 
modern natural right, I understand that which originated in the seventeenth 
century. Since there are all kinds of mixtures, it is needless to say that I can-
not possibly go into details.

246  The typescript reads: “efforts to changing.”
247  End of page 1.
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As we have seen, classical natural right was preceded not only by conven-
tionalism, but also by an earlier natural right doctrine that survived by the 
side of the more powerful and more splendid Socratic tradition—we might 
almost say, survived subterraneously throughout the centuries. That pre-
Socratic natural right is characterized by the assertion of the natural freedom 
and equality of all men. It became the starting point of modern natural right 
which, however, is as fundamentally distinguished from pre-Socratic natural 
right as it is from classic natural right. I will discuss the characteristic feature 
of modern natural right next time.

For the moment, it suffices to note the most striking difference between248 
pre-Socratic and classic natural right. Classic natural right asserts a natural 
inequality of man,249 and hence it asserts that, by nature, some men are the 
rulers of others, or that, by nature, some men are subordinated to others. This 
implies a denial of the natural freedom of all men, freedom understood in the 
political sense.

From the point of view of the classics, the issue raised by conventional-
ism, or the denial of natural right, was much more important than the issue 
raised by egalitarian natural right. In fact, the issue of conventionalism is 
more fundamental than the issue raised by egalitarian natural right. This 
explains why it is much easier to derive from the writings of the classics a 
clearer250 picture of conventionalism than of egalitarian natural right. It is 
reasonable to suppose that conventionalism was, philosophically, of a higher 
order than ancient egalitarianism. At any rate, the basic fact of the classical 
natural right teaching is the critique of conventionalism.

Since conventionalism is ultimately based on the identification of the 
good with the pleasant,251 the basic part of the classic natural right teaching is 
a critique of hedonism. The basic thesis of the classics can be stated as fol-
lows. The good is different from the pleasant. The good is more fundamental 
than the pleasant. The most common pleasures are connected with satisfac-
tion of wants. The wants precede the pleasures. The wants supply, as it were, 
the channels within which pleasure can move. The wants determine what 
can possibly be pleasant for man. The difference of wants accounts for the 

248  End of page 2.
249  In the typescript, parentheses have been added by hand around this clause.
250  The typescript reads: “clear.”
251  In the typescript, light parentheses appear to have been added by hand around “conventionalism…
the pleasant.”
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difference of pleasure. The differences between pleasures cannot be under-
stood in terms of pleasures, in terms of greater and smaller, purer or mixed 
pleasures, but only by reference to the wants or the satisfaction of wants, or 
to the activities which are more fundamental than the pleasures. Think of the 
difference between the pleasures of food and the pleasures of hearing.

Now, man’s natural wants are not unconnected with each other. There 
is a natural order of these wants, an order pointing back to man’s natural 
constitution, which determines the order, that is to say, the hierarchy of the 
various wants. It252 is a hierarchic order of man’s natural constitution, and in 
particular of the human soul, which is the basis of classic natural right. The 
supreme place in that order is occupied by understanding, by the awareness 
of essential necessities. A thing is good if it does its proper work well. Man 
is good if he does well the proper work of man as man. That proper work 
consists in understanding and in intelligent action. A good life is a life that is 
in accordance with the natural order of man’s being. The life, as it were, flows 
from a well-ordered or healthy soul. It is a life according to nature. Therefore, 
it is possible to call the rules defining or circumscribing the general character 
of the good life the natural law. The life according to nature, the life of human 
excellence or virtue, the life of a high-class person, and not the life of pleasure 
as pleasure, is the right life.

The classical view can best be illustrated as follows. The thesis that the life 
according to nature is a life of human excellence is defensible, and has been 
defended, on hedonistic grounds.253 Yet the classics always protested against 
this manner of understanding the good life. From the hedonistic point of 
view, nobility of character is good because it is conducive to, and even indis-
pensable for, a life of pleasure. Nobility of character is not good for its own 
sake. According to the classics, this is a distortion of the phenomena of what 
every unbiased and competent—that is to say, not morally obtuse—person 
knows from his experience. We admire excellence without any regard to our 
pleasure or to our benefits. We admire, for instance, the strategic genius of 
the head of the victorious army of our enemies. There are things that are 
admirable or noble by nature, intrinsically, and nothing is more admirable 
than the aspect of a well-ordered soul.

The phenomenon of admiration of human excellence cannot be explained 
on hedonistic or utilitarian grounds, except by means of ad hoc hypotheses. 

252  End of page 3.
253  See NRH, 128.
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These hypotheses amount fundamentally to the assertion that all admiration 
is a kind of telescoped calculation of benefits for ourselves. These hypotheses 
are the outcome of254 a materialistic or monistic doctrine which dogmatically 
rejects the possibility that there are phenomena which are absolutely irreduc-
ible to others, and especially to their conditions. These hypotheses are not 
conceived in the spirit of a truly empirical science.

Man is by nature a social animal.255 Man is so constituted by nature that 
he cannot live well but by living with others, and, more specifically, but by 
living in civil or political society. More than that, there is a natural relation, a 
natural kinship of all men as men. It is the natural sociability and sociality of 
man that is the basis of natural right, in the narrow and strict sense of right. 
There is no relation of man to man in which man is absolutely free to act as he 
pleases, or as it suits him, and all men are somehow aware of this fact.

Every ideology is an attempt to justify, before one’s self and others, such 
behavior as is somehow felt to be in need of justification. That is to say, it 
is felt to be not obviously right. Why did the Athenians believe in their 
autochthony256 but because they knew that conquest—taking their land from 
others—is not just, and that a self-respecting society as distinguished from a 
gang of robbers cannot become reconciled to the idea that its very foundation 
was laid in crime?

By virtue of his rationality, man possesses a latitude of choices that no 
other being on earth possesses. The sense of this latitude, this freedom, is 
accompanied by a sense that the full and unrestrained exercise of that free-
dom is not right. Natural freedom, we may say, is accompanied by a sacred 
awe, by a kind of divination that not everything is permitted. This awful 
anxiety restraining man from the unrestrained exercise of his natural free-
dom may be called the natural conscience. Restraint is therefore as natural, 
as primeval, as freedom. As long as man has not cultivated reason properly, 
he will have all sorts of fantastic notions as to the limits set to his freedom by 

254  End of page 4.
255  Compare the following paragraph with NRH, 129–39. Strauss seems to depart from the text that 
he had prepared to present what he qualified as very “sketchy” remarks. Nonetheless, we cannot be 
sure to what extent the central section of NRH was complete at the time of the oral delivery because, 
contrary to other chapters, this went unpublished until the final version of the book.
256  The typescript reads: “autochthomy.”
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nature. He will elaborate absurd taboos. But what prompts savages in these 
savage doings is not savagery257, but the divination of right.258

[Three Types of Classic Natural Right]

These very sketchy remarks about the basis of classical natural right must 
here suffice. As for the edifice erected on that basis, there is considerable dif-
ference of view among the various representatives of classic natural right. 
Very roughly speaking—I would like to emphasize this “very roughly speak-
ing”—we may distinguish three types of classical natural right teaching, 
types which I shall call, first, the Socratic-Platonic; second, the Aristotelian; 
and third, the Thomistic view.259 As for the Stoics, it seems to me that their 
natural right teaching is of the Socratic-Platonic type. This may sound para-
doxical, since we have been taught by A. J. Carlyle and others that the Stoics 
originated an entirely new type of natural right teaching.260 But, to say noth-
ing of other considerations, Carlyle’s construction is based on the disregard 
of the close connection between Stoicism and Cynicism, and Cynicism was 
originated by a personal disciple of Socrates. For the sake of brevity, I will 
disregard in this lecture the differences between Socratic-Platonic on the one 
hand, and the Stoics on the other.

Socrates’s teaching concerning justice presents itself at first glance as a flat 
rejection of the distinction between nature and convention, or of the distinc-
tion between natural right and conventional or positive right. He contends 
that the just is identical with the legal. Justice consists in giving everyone 
what is due to him, and what is due to the other is prescribed by the law, by 
the law of the city. The identification of the just and the legal is certainly not 
Socrates’s last word on that subject, but it is, of course, well-considered. There 
is an important kinship between justice and legality. Justice is opposed to 
violence, to arbitrary or emotional action, and to partiality. Law as law meets 
these requirements of justice, but it is clearly not the whole story.261

257  The typescript reads: “savage.”
258  End of page 5.
259  In the typescript, checkmarks have been added by hand above “Socratic-Platonic,” “Aristotelian,” 
and “Thomistic.” The distinction between the three types of classic natural right teachings (NRH, 
146–56) is presented here in a different way from the one presented in NRH, namely, the Platonic-
Ciceronian view. Cicero  is absent in this oral delivery.
260  Strauss appears to have in mind A. J. Carlyle’s influential A History of Medieval Political Theory in 
the West, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1903).
261  Compare this paragraph with NRH, 120–21.
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In the first place, there are unjust laws. In the second place, all laws, 
being made by men, reflect the character of the man who made them. More 
precisely, all laws are ultimately relative to the political or social order, to 
the regime.262 Democratic laws differ from oligarchic laws not only in regard 
to the legislative process that produced them, but above all, as regards their 
substance. Think of the difference between oligarchic and democratic tax 
laws. Thus, the study of justice is driven back from the laws to the most fun-
damental social fact which, according to the classics, is the regime; for the 
character of a society is decisively determined by the character of the ruling 
or authoritative human type in it. Such types are, for instance, hereditary 
nobility, priests, the rich, the common man, and so forth.

Justice in the full sense is possible only in a regime in which the just, qua 
just, rule. But justice proves ultimately263 to be264 identical with, or at least 
inseparable from, wisdom.265 The absolutely just regime is then the rule of 
the wise. Now, it would be absurd to hamper the free flow of wisdom by any 
regulations or laws. Hence, absolute rule of the wise is needed. It would be 
equally absurd to hamper the free flow of wisdom by consideration of the 
unwise opinions and wishes of the unwise. Hence, no responsibility of the 
wise rulers to the unwise subjects. The wise alone will be able to rule justly.266 
They alone will be able to give to everyone what is due to him, not according 
to a possibly foolish positive law, but according to nature.

Take the famous example of a big boy who has a small coat, and a small 
boy who has a big coat. The big boy is the rightful owner of the small coat 
because he or his father bought it. But it is not good for him; it does not fit 
him. We are then confronted with the paradoxical fact that what is just is not 
good. Yet we assume that justice is good. We get rid of the paradox by means 
of a distinction, of the distinction between what is just by convention, and 
what is just by nature. The big boy is the just owner of a small coat, according 
to convention, but he will be the just owner of a big coat according to nature. 
In other words, just ownership must be divorced from legal ownership. If 
the wise rule, the wise ruler will paternally assign to the two boys what they 
really deserve, what is good for them—to the big boy the big coat, and to the 

262  End of page 6.
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small boy the small coat. They will not give anything to anyone except what 
is good for him, or what he can use well, and they will take away from anyone 
what he cannot use well.267

Justice requires, then, the abolition, not only of laws and rule of laws and 
responsible government, but of private property as well. Nor is this the whole 
story. Justice requires that one give to everyone what is good for him—no 
partiality is permitted. But the existence of political societies, which are nec-
essarily closed societies, leads to the consequence that citizens are treated 
differently from foreigners; especially in war, one is not concerned with giv-
ing enemies what an impartial and discerning justice would consider their 
due.268 Political society necessarily has a different standard of morality in 
peace than in war. In peace, deception, for example, is considered unjust, but 
in war, it is considered praiseworthy. Justice requires, then, finally, the aban-
donment of political society altogether in favor of a world society, without 
private property, and under the absolute rule of the wise.

According to Socrates and his followers, this solution, while theoretically 
the only just solution, is practically impossible. To mention only one aspect 
of the problem, the absolute rule of the wise requires that the wise are freely 
obeyed by the unwise. It requires previously that the wise are recognized as 
wise by the unwise. These conditions are extremely unlikely to be met, and 
if they are not met, the rule of the wise degenerates into tyranny, a regime 
wholly incompatible with the most elementary demands of justice. The indis-
pensable requirement for wisdom has then to be qualified by the requirement 
of consent. But the admission of the need for consent is tantamount to the 
admission of a right of folly, which means of an irrational, if inevitable, right. 
Social life requires a fundamental compromise between wisdom and folly,269 
and this means—from this point of view—a compromise between natural 
right and the right that is based only on opinion. Social life requires the dilu-
tion of natural right by merely conventional right. Natural right, in other 
words, would act as dynamite for society. What is by nature good must be 
diluted by the ancestral in order to become politically good or salutary.270

267  End of page 7. Compare with NRH, 147.
268  See NRH, 149.
269  The typescript reads: “folloy,” though the second o is crossed out by hand.
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I have to add one important point regarding which there is full agree-
ment271 among all the classics. They conceived of the reconciliation of the 
requirements of wisdom with those of consent or freedom as follows. A wise 
legislator frames a code that the citizen body freely adopts. That code should 
be as unalterable as possible.272 The administration of law should be entrusted 
to a type of people who are most likely to be capable of equitable admin-
istration. The classics call this type of people gentlemen, which means in 
practice an urban patriciate that derives its income from agriculture.273 They 
devised or recommended274 various institutional techniques that appeared 
to be conducive to this order, which they called aristocracy. Aristocracy is 
a mixed regime—mixed of kingship, aristocracy, and democracy. In the 
mixed regime, the aristocratic element, the gravity of the senate, occupies 
the intermediate, that is to say the central or key, position. The mixed order 
is really—and it was originally meant to be—aristocracy, strengthened and 
protected against its inherent dangers by the admixture of monarchic and 
democratic elements.

But the classics knew very well that the best regime is not always pos-
sible, or that the actualization of the best regime depends on conditions over 
which man has practically no control. As they put it, the actualization of the 
best regime depends on chance. Under more or less unfavorable conditions, 
only more or less imperfect regimes are the only practicable solution, which 
means that the classics made a distinction between the good and the just 
regime. A relatively bad regime may offer the only just solution for a given 
society. I emphasize this point because it is absolutely essential for the proper 
understanding of modern natural right, in which the distinction between 
the best regime and the just or legitimate regime was eventually abolished; 
and therewith, the flexible character of premodern political philosophy was 
replaced by a peculiarly modern doctrinaire rigidity.

It might seem to be impossible to believe in the superiority of modern 
liberal democracy to all practicable alternatives, and, at the same time, to 
believe in the superiority of classical political philosophy to modern political 

271  End of page 8.
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philosophy.275 But276 those who hold both views make a distinction between 
the approach, the technique, the conceptual framework of classical politi-
cal philosophy, on the one hand, and its results, on the other. It is perfectly 
possible, in fact, to hold the view that the questions addressed by the clas-
sics to social reality were more adequate, more lucid, more profound, more 
comprehensive than the questions raised by modern political philosophy, 
and modern social science in general, and at the same time to take issue with 
the answers given by classical political philosophy. But what goes too far is 
a somewhat cowardly attempt to make the classics out to be champions of 
liberal democracy. We have to face the fact that classical political philosophy 
was antidemocratic. I shall not stoop to dwell on the equally undeniable fact 
that the classics would, of course, be still more opposed to Bolshevism and 
Fascism, two regimes they would have rejected as tyrannies.

Let us rather try to understand why the classics were opposed to them. 
According to a widespread view, this was simply due to their class situation. 
Belonging to the urban patriciate, they of course went with their families.277 
A minor difficulty arises from the circumstances that Socrates was a plebe-
ian, but this difficulty has been disposed of not inelegantly by the suggestion 
that Socrates was adopted by the patriciate, or that he succeeded in climbing 
up the social ladder.

Now, much can be said in favor of the view that, when studying a politi-
cal doctrine, one has to consider the political interest or bias, and even the 
class interest, of its originator. But the problem consists in identifying prop-
erly the class to which the individual in question belongs. The widespread 
Marxist or crypto-Marxist view overlooks the fact that there is a class interest 
of philosophers qua philosophers. Philosophers do not go with their families. 
As Lord Monmouth put it when speaking to his grandson in Disraeli’s novel 
Coningsby, “You will go with your family, sir, like a gentleman. You are not 
to consider your opinions, like a philosopher or a political adventurer.” We 
know from our own limited experience that very278 young boys and girls are 
capable of that extraordinary intellectual feat that enables a human being to 
liberate his mind from the influence of the class in which he was raised. It is 
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reasonable to suppose that this feat was not beyond the capacities of Socrates 
and Plato and Aristotle.

The selfish or class interest of the philosophers qua philosophers consists 
not so much in finding a market for their books—Socrates never wrote a 
line—but in being left alone, in being allowed to live the life of the blessed on 
earth, by devoting themselves to thinking, to investigation, to contemplation 
of the truth.

Now, it is an experience of many centuries in very different natural and 
moral climates that there was one and only one class that was habitually 
sympathetic to philosophy—not intermittently, like kings—and this was the 
urban patriciate. The common people had no understanding of, and no sym-
pathy for, philosophy. The common people of earlier centuries were given to 
fanatical obscurantism rather than to enlightenment. As Cicero says, “The 
philosophers are suspect to the many.” Only in the nineteenth century—in 
the Anglo-Saxon countries a little bit earlier—did this state of things radi-
cally change. The true reason why the classics rejected democracy was their 
view of natural right. They argued as follows. Democracy as rule of majority 
is the rule of the common people. That is to say, the rule of the uneducated, 
because in former ages education depended on certain economic conditions. 
But the educated have a higher right by nature than the uneducated, for edu-
cation is participation in philosophy and wisdom, and the only absolutely 
legitimate type of rule is wisdom.

After this digression, which dealt with classical political philosophy in 
general, I turn now to the natural right doctrine peculiar to Aristotle.279 It is 
very difficult to establish the precise character of the doctrine, and I speak 
about the subject only with a great deal of trepidation. The only thematic 
utterance of Aristotle on natural right which certainly expresses his own 
view covers barely one280 page of the Nicomachean281 Ethics. The statements 
on natural right that occurred in his Rhetoric very probably have to be taken 
as expressive of topics he recommended for rhetorical use, and not as for-
mulations of Aristotle’s own views. The difficulty of that crucial passage of 
the Ethics is sufficiently illustrated by the fact that the two most celebrated 
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medieval commentators, Averroes and Thomas Aquinas, understood the 
passage in diametrically opposite ways.

Before discussing the controversial issue, I have to clarify that aspect of 
Aristotle’s natural right teaching regarding which there can be no doubt. 
Aristotle denies that there is a fundamental disproportion between natu-
ral right and the requirements of political society; he denies that political 
society essentially demands a fundamental compromise between reason and 
unreason. In this, as well as in many other respects, he opposes the divine282 
madness of Plato and, by anticipation, the paradoxes of the Stoics in the 
spirit of his unrivaled exactness—that is to say, fidelity to the phenomena 
and sobriety. If Socratic and Platonic natural right is admittedly incompatible 
with political society, and man is admittedly by nature a political animal, 
as he gives us to understand, what is the use of considering that right (i.e., 
Socratic-Platonic) natural right?

The basic difference between Plato and Aristotle would seem to be this: 
Plato never discussed any subject, be it political or biological or whatever else, 
but with a view to the Socratic question: “What is the right way of life?” And 
the right way of life is philosophic. Plato defines natural right with direct 
reference to the fact that the only truly just life is a life of philosophy. Aris-
totle, on the other hand, treats each of the various levels of human existence 
on its own terms. When he discusses justice, he discusses justice as everyone 
knows it, and especially as it is understood in political life, and he refuses to 
be drawn into the dialectical whirlpool that carries us beyond justice, in the 
ordinary sense of the term, towards a philosophic life. Again, Aristotle does 
not deny the ultimate283 right of that dialectical movement, but he asserts 
that the intermediate stages of the process, while not absolutely consistent, 
are sufficiently consistent to be described on their own terms, especially since 
these intermediate stages are of the utmost practical importance. In this 
spirit, Aristotle says that natural right is a part of political right. This must be 
rightly understood. Not all natural right is political right. For example, the 
relation of justice that obtains between two complete strangers who meet on a 
deserted island is not one of political justice, and yet it is determined by natu-
ral right. What Aristotle suggests is that the most fully developed form of 
natural right is that natural right that obtains among fellow citizens. Fellow 
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citizens have many more things in common which fall within the province of 
justice than do any284 other people.

Up to this point, everything is clear. Immediately thereafter, we are 
confronted with Aristotle’s surprising assertion that all natural right is 
changeable and mutable. According to Thomas Aquinas, this statement 
must be taken with a qualification. The fundamental principles of natural 
right, the axioms from which the more specific axioms of natural right can 
be deduced, are universally valid and immutable. What is not universally 
valid are the more specific propositions. For instance, it is not always right to 
return deposits. We must not return a gun that a madman has deposited with 
us. The Thomistic interpretation is based on the premise that there exists a 
habitus—which means, having at our disposal—of practical principles, 
a habitus which may be called conscience, or more precisely, in Thomism, 
synderesis. The very terminology shows that this line of thought is alien to 
Aristotle. It is of patristic origin.

In addition, Aristotle says explicitly that all right, or natural right, is 
changeable. He does not qualify that statement. Let us now look at the alter-
native version, the Averroist version, which is characteristic of the Islamic in 
general, as well as of the Jewish Aristotelians, and which was set forth within 
the Christian285 world by Marsilius of286 Padua in the fourteenth century, and 
presumably by all Christian or Latin Averroists.

Averroes understands by natural right “conventional natural right” or, as 
Marsilius of Padua puts it, “Natural right is only quasi-natural right.” Actu-
ally, it is conventional, but it is distinguished from positive right by the fact 
that it is based on universal, or rather ubiquitous conventions. The idea is this. 
In all civil societies, certain views of right and wrong necessarily develop. 
They287 specify the minimum requirements of society. They correspond 
roughly to the second table of the Decalogue, but include the command of 
divine worship. In spite of their universality and evident necessity, they are 
conventional for this reason: what society really needs are not immutable 
rules of conduct, for in certain situations the disregard of the basic rules may 
be needed for the preservation of society. But, for pedagogic reasons, society 
is compelled to present these general rules as universally valid. Since the rules 
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in question obtain normally, all teaching must proclaim these rules, and not 
the rare exception. The effectiveness of the general rules depends on their 
being taught without qualification, without ifs and buts. But the omission of 
all qualifications, which makes the general rules effective, makes them at the 
same time untrue. The unqualified truths are not natural right, but conven-
tional right. Truths which in truth are utilitarian, and only generally valid, 
are conventionally presented as sacred and immutable. The Averroist view 
agrees with Aristotle insofar as it admits the mutability of all rules of justice, 
but it disagrees with Aristotle insofar as it denies the existence of natural 
right proper.

How then can we find a safe middle road between these formidable 
opponents, Averroism and Thomism? I make this suggestion: When speak-
ing of natural right, Aristotle does not think primarily, as both Thomas and 
Averroes do, of any general propositions, but rather of concrete decisions. All 
action is concerned with individual cases. Hence justice and natural right 
reside, as it were, rather in concrete decisions than in general rules. A just law 
which is the just solution of the problem288 peculiar to a given country at a 
given time is just to a higher degree than any general proposition of natural 
right which, because of its generality, may be positively misleading in a given 
case. In every human conflict, there exists the possibility289 of a just decision 
based on full consideration of all relevant factors and their respective weight, 
a decision, as it were, demanded by the situation. Such decisions, and nothing 
else, constitute natural right.

But, one may object, in all concrete decisions, general principles are 
involved—those principles which Aristotle analyzed under the headings [of] 
commutative and distributive justice—and these principles would seem to be 
universally valid. What then does Aristotle mean by saying that all natural 
right is mutable, or, in other words, why does natural right reside in concrete 
decisions, rather than in general rules?

There is a meaning of justice that is not exhausted by the principles of 
commutative and distributive justice. Before being the commutatively or dis-
tributively290 just, the just is the common good. The common good consists 
normally in what is required by commutative and distributive justice, or by 
the other virtues, but the common good comprises also the mere existence, 
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the mere survival, the mere independence of the political society. Let us 
recall an extreme situation, a situation in which the mere existence or inde-
pendence of the political society finds itself in clear and present danger. In 
extreme situations, there may be a conflict between the requirements of the 
self-preservation of society and the requirements of commutative and dis-
tributive justice. In such situations, and only in such situations, it can be said 
that the public welfare is the highest law, for in man the laws are silent, even 
in regard to the general rules of natural right.

A decent society will not go to war but for a just cause, but what it will do 
during such a war will depend to a considerable extent on what the enemy, 
possibly an absolutely unscrupulous enemy, forces it to do. There are no 
assignable limits to291 what might be just reprisals. But war casts its shadow 
on peace. The most just society cannot survive without “intelligence,” which 
means, without espionage. Espionage, in its turn, is impossible without a 
kind of suspension of certain general rules of natural right. Let us cover this 
necessity with a veil of charity. The crucial point is this, that political society 
requires that the normally valid rules of natural right are justly changed, that 
they are changed in accordance with natural right, in extreme situations, 
and Aristotle seems to contend that there is not a single rule of natural right 
which is not subject to this qualification. Natural right is mutable because 
what is intrinsically just in a given situation depends on whether the situation 
is a normal or an emergency situation, and no general rule can be formulated 
which defines in advance the precise character of emergency situations.292 
An emergency situation is one which an intelligent and conscientious states-
man on the spot would judge to be one. Every dangerous external or internal 
enemy is inventive, to the extent that he is capable of transforming what 
on the basis of previous experience were considered normal situations into 
emergency situations.

Natural right must be mutable in order to be capable of coping with the 
inventiveness of wickedness. As in all other interesting moral issues, there is 
no substitute for practical wisdom. What cannot be decided in advance by 
general rules, what can be decided in the critical moment only by the most 
competent persons on the spot, can be made visible as just, in retrospect, to all. 

291  End of page 15.
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The convincing discrimination between extreme actions that were just, and 
extreme actions that were unjust, is the highest duty of the true historian.293

The Aristotelian view of natural right is based ultimately on the distinc-
tion between the just and the noble. In many cases the just is noble and vice 
versa, but not universally. To pay one’s debts is just, but not noble. To be justly 
punished is just, but not noble. Accordingly, the wise statesman, who reluc-
tantly bows to harsh necessity and orders harsh reprisals on a savage enemy, 
acts justly, but not294 nobly. Noble actions require, as Aristotle says, a certain 
equipment, without which equipment they are not possible. Hence, noble 
actions are not possible under all circumstances. Therefore, the requirements 
of nobility can be, and are, relatively inflexible, but we are obliged to act justly 
under all circumstances. Therefore, the requirements of justice have to be 
much more flexible in a situation in which there exists no alternative for men 
who are not of heroic virtue. In such a situation, the demands of justice coin-
cide295 with those of necessity. Consider the case of the two shipwrecked men 
clinging to a plank which can support only one of them.

It is a recognition of the flexibility of natural right that makes it unneces-
sary to demand, as Plato did, the dilution of natural right. It is important 
that296 the difference between Aristotelian natural right and Machiavellian 
be clearly understood. Machiavelli denies natural right because he takes 
his bearings by the extreme situations. Furthermore, he feels no reluctance 
as regards the deviation from what is normally right. On the contrary, he 
seems to derive no small enjoyment from their contemplation, and he is not 
concerned with the punctilious investigation of whether these deviations 
are really necessary or not. The true statesman in the Aristotelian sense, on 
the other hand, as distinguished from and opposed to Machiavelli, takes 
his bearings by the normal situation, and by what is normally right. And 
he reluctantly deviates from what is normally right only in order to save the 
cause of justice or humanity itself. No legal expression of this difference can 
be found. Its political importance would seem to be obvious. The two oppo-
site extremes—cynicism and idealism—combine in order to blur it, and they 
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have not been unsuccessful, for extremes are always simpler and easier to 
grasp than the right mean, which discloses itself only to mature discretion.297

As regards Thomistic natural right, I must limit myself to a very few 
sentences.298 I can do this all the more readily since I know that there are a 
number of299 gentlemen on this campus, notably my colleague Mr. Kerwin,300 
who are much more competent to discuss this subject than I am. Thomistic 
natural right may be described as a synthesis of Socratic-Platonic and of Aris-
totelian natural right. Thomas agrees with the Socratic-Platonic over against 
Aristotle as to the immutability of natural right, which means as to the fact 
that there are certain universally valid propositions of natural right, although 
there is a difference between Thomas and the Socratic-Platonic as to the con-
tent of these propositions. On the other hand, Thomas agrees with Aristotle 
over against Socrates and Plato as regards the fundamental harmony between 
natural right and civil society.301

But the Thomistic synthesis, as well as any other synthesis, comprises 
more than the elements supplied by its two antithetic opponents. The notion 
that made Thomism possible, and that is alien to the Socratic-Platonic as 
well as to Aristotle, is the inseparable connection of natural right with the 
personal God who created302 everything out of nothing. Divine omnipotence 
makes certain the ultimate triumph of justice, because it leads to the substitu-
tion of particular providence for the chance of the ancients.

In particular, creation guarantees that natural law is sufficiently promul-
gated for303 all men, and therefore that it is absolutely obligatory304 for305 all 
men. Above all, natural reason can show, according to Thomas, the 
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insufficiency of the natural goal or end of man, or that the ultimate end of 
man cannot consist in philosophic investigation, as all ancient philosophers 
thought. Thus, natural reason creates at least a prejudice in favor of the need 
for a positive divine law that completes or perfects natural law.306

The ultimate consequence of the Thomistic interpretation of natural 
right was, then, that natural right became practically inseparable, not only 
from natural theology, which means from a natural theology which is in fact 
based on the Bible, but even from revealed theology. Modern natural right 
was partly a reaction to this307 absorption of natural right by theology. The 
modern effort was based on the premise, which would have been acceptable 
to the classics, that the moral principles have a greater evidence than the 
teachings even of natural theology, and therefore that natural right should be 
kept separate from theology and its controversies.

The second important respect in which modern political thought may be 
said to have returned to the classics, in opposition to the Thomistic synthe-
sis, is illustrated by such issues as the indissolubility of marriage and birth 
control. A work like Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws can only be understood 
if one considers the fact that it is directed primarily against the Thomistic 
doctrine of natural right. Montesquieu tried to recover for statesmanship 
a latitude that had been considerably restricted by the Thomistic teaching. 
What Montesquieu’s personal beliefs were will always remain controversial, 
but there can be no doubt as to the fact that what he explicitly teaches, as a 
student of politics, and as politically defensible and right, is nearer to Plato 
and Aristotle than to Thomas.308

Lecture VI309

[Modern Natural Right]

The most famous and by far the most influential of the modern natural right 
teachers was no doubt John Locke. But Locke makes it particularly difficult 
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for us to recognize how modern he is, how much he deviates from the tra-
dition of natural right. He was an eminently prudent man, and he reaped 
the reward of superior prudence: he was listened to by many people, and 
he wielded a tremendous influence on men of affairs and on a large body of 
opinion. But it is of the essence of prudence to know that there is a time for 
speaking, and a time for silence. Acting in this spirit, Locke had the good 
sense to quote only the right people, and to be silent about the wrong people, 
even if he had more in common, in the last analysis, with the wrong people 
than with the right ones.

His authority seems to be Richard Hooker, the great Anglican divine—
the judicious Hooker, as Locke called him. Hooker’s conception of natural 
right is fundamentally the Thomistic conception. The Thomistic conception, 
in its turn, goes back to the church fathers, who, in their turn, were disciples 
of the Stoics.

We are then confronted with an unbroken tradition of utmost respect-
ability beginning with Socrates and leading to Locke, inclusive. But the 
moment we take the trouble of really confronting Locke’s teaching with that 
of Hooker, we become aware that, in spite of a broad agreement between 
Locke and Hooker regarding certain institutional consequences of natural 
right, the natural right concept of Locke is fundamentally different from that 
of Hooker.

The natural right concept had undergone a change from Hooker to 
Locke. A real break in the tradition had occurred in the meantime; it couldn’t 
have been otherwise. For the period from Hooker to Locke witnessed the 
emergence of modern natural science, of nonteleological natural science, and 
therewith the destruction310 of the basis of traditional natural right, that basis 
being a teleological natural science.

[A. Hobbes]

The man who was the first to draw, nay, to see, the consequences of that 
momentous change of natural right, was Thomas Hobbes—that impru-
dent, impish, and iconoclastic extremist, who is yet so enjoyable a writer 
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on account of his lucid and boyish straightforwardness and never-failing 
humanity. But Hobbes was punished for his recklessness by the Anglo-Saxon 
nations, and especially by the Carnegie Classics311 of International312 Law, 
which313 reprinted the work of many nonentities314 who had learned their 
decisive lessons from Hobbes, yet refused to reprint anything by Hobbes. 
In the Anglo-Saxon world, Hobbes is still considered the black sheep in an 
otherwise respectable family. Yet he exercised an enormous influence on 
all subsequent political thought, on Continental and even, incredible as it 
may seem, on Anglo-Saxon thought—and especially on Locke, the judicious 
Locke, who judiciously refrained from quoting him.

To Hobbes we shall have to turn if we want to understand the specific 
character of modern natural right. The work of Hobbes was decisively pre-
pared by two earlier changes which might seem somehow to have been 
predestined to converge. The first is the work of Machiavelli, the second is the 
work of Galileo.

Machiavelli had rejected the whole tradition of political philosophy 
proper as useless or utopian, because it had taken it bearings by human excel-
lence or virtue, or by how men ought to live. The right way of answering the 
question of the right order of society ought to be the realistic one, that takes 
its bearings by how men actually live. This demand followed from Machia-
velli’s reflections on the formation or roots of civil society. All legitimacy has 
its roots in revolution or usurpation, i.e., in illegitimacy. All moral orders 
have been established by morally questionable means.315 Civil society in gen-
eral has its roots, not in justice, but in injustice.316

The founder of the greatest of all commonwealths, Rome, was a fratricide. 
The Bible had taught the same lesson. According to the Bible, the first founder 
of a city was a man who was a fratricide, the first fratricide. But Machiavelli 
was attracted and spellbound by what the Bible considered a most terrifying 
warning, and he draws all conclusions from his basic conviction: that if civil 
society has its roots in injustice, civil society as such cannot aspire to being a 
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just society.317 The foundation of civil society, the supreme case in politics, is 
repeated within civil society in all extreme situations.

Machiavelli takes his bearings by the extreme case, because he thinks the 
extreme situation is more revealing of the root, and hence of the true charac-
ter, of civil society than are the normal situations. In the spirit of Machiavelli, 
Hobbes and his successors will make the right of self-preservation the clue to 
civil society, for the right of self-preservation is the right classically exercised 
in the extreme case of conflict between individuals. Machiavelli implies that 
the fundamental character of society is determined sufficiently by its roots. 
Independent consideration of its purpose is irrelevant, if not impossible. The 
ultimate justification of this view requires the banishment of the idea of pur-
pose from all scientific or rational considerations.318

It is at this point that the Machiavellian revolution joins hands with the 
Galilean theories, with the foundation of modern natural science. Modern 
natural science is mechanistic and mathematical. It is a combination of 
Epicurean mechanistic physics with Platonic mathematical physics. Machia-
velli’s politics is a combination of Epicurean notions of the origin of civil 
society with the Platonic concern with the good order of society.319

Machiavelli’s ancient and classical predecessors—think of the arguments 
of Glaucon,320 Callicles,321 Carneades322—are concerned with the right life of the 
individual, but they are indifferent to the question of the right order of society.323 
By324 combining the Epicurean or sophistic teaching regarding the origin of 
society with the Platonic concern with the right order of society, Machiavelli 
became the originator of that characteristically modern position that may 
loosely be described as political idealism based on materialistic science.

In Machiavelli’s own case, that combination led to the substitution of 
patriotism, or merely political virtue, for moral virtue and the contemplative 
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life. It was a difficulty in the substitution of merely political virtue for moral 
virtue—the difficulty implied in Machiavelli’s admiration for the wolfish 
policies of the Romans—that induced Hobbes to attempt the restoration of 
moral philosophy, and especially of natural right, on the plane of Machia-
velli’s realism. The predominant school of thought had defined natural right, 
or more generally, natural law, with a view to the natural end or perfection 
of man as a rational and social animal. What Hobbes attempted to do, on 
the basis of Machiavelli’s fundamental objection to the utopian teaching of 
the tradition, if in opposition to Machiavelli’s own solution, was to maintain 
the idea of natural law, or of the moral law, but to divorce it from the idea of 
man’s perfection.325

Only if natural law has its roots, or rather its sufficient reason, in how 
man actually lives, in something that is fully actual in all men, or most men 
most of the time, can it be effectual, or of practical value. Which means: the 
foundation of natural law must be found, not in impotent reason, but in an 
emotion, in the most powerful of all emotions; and according to Hobbes, that 
emotion is the fear of death, and more particularly, the fear of violent death 
at the hands of others. It is this emotion that expresses most clearly the most 
powerful of all drives, the desire for self-preservation.326

Now, if the desire for self-preservation or the fear of violent death is the 
root of natural right, of all justice, this means that the fundamental moral fact 
is not an obligation or duty, but a right. All moral duties are derivative from327 
the fundamental and inalienable right of self-preservation. Furthermore, all 
moral duties are only conditionally binding. They are binding only to the 
extent to which their performance does not endanger our self-preservation. 
But the right of self-preservation itself is unconditional or absolute.328 In tech-
nical language, by nature there exist only perfect rights, but no perfect duties; 
and finally, since natural right as distinguished from natural duty is the 
fundamental and absolute moral fact, the functions, as well as the limits, of 
civil society are to be defined in terms of natural right, as distinguished from 
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duty or virtue or perfection.329 The state has a purpose, not of producing or 
promoting a virtuous life, but of safeguarding the natural rights of each, and 
the actions of the state find an absolute limit in these rights. Even a criminal 
justly condemned330 to death does not lose his natural right to kill the guards, 
and if need be anyone else, to escape from the electric chair.

I cannot dwell on the obvious inadequacies of Hobbes’s doctrine as he 
himself developed it. These inadequacies must not blind us to a much more 
important fact, namely, that Hobbes331 originated an entirely new type of 
doctrine, a type which one could call, for want of a better term, the liberal 
doctrine. According to this type of doctrine, the fundamental facts are the 
rights, and not the duties, of men. Justice does not consist, therefore, in com-
plying with standards that are independent of the wills of individuals—for 
example, the just price—but in granting to others the same rights which one 
claims for himself.332 For example, a man who has a great natural talent for 
acquisition of wealth is just if he grants to those less gifted in this respect the 
same right to unlimited acquisition that he claims for himself. His justice is 
not impaired by the fact that he is a ruthless competitor, provided he grants 
to others the same right to ruthless competition that he claims for himself. 
Justice is not defined by an objective and substantive norm, but by an agree-
ment among the members of the society. Justice ceases to be material justice; 
it becomes purely formal.333 

The final formulation of this view is Rousseau’s concept of the general 
will. The general will, that is, the will of society, is a substitute for substantive 
natural law. No appeal from the general will to natural right can be justified. 
The general will is sacrosanct for no other reason than because it imposes the 
same demands equally on all.334 The content of these demands is irrelevant. 
The basis of Rousseau’s teaching is the same as that of Hobbes, the natural 
right of self-preservation.

329  In the typescript, “since natural right…perfection” has been highlighted by hand with both an 
opening square bracket and a light closing square bracket and a vertical line in the right margin.
330  The typescript reads: “condemed.”
331  The typescript reads: “hobbes,” though an H is added by hand over the h.
332  In the typescript, “the liberal doctrine…himself” has been highlighted by square brackets.
333  End of page 5.
334  In the typescript, “The general will, that is…equally on all” has been highlighted by hand by means 
of square brackets and a vertical line in the right margin. This strong claim was rephrased in NRH, 
276, as “Rousseau may be said to have indicated the character of such a law of reason by his teaching 
concerning the general will, by a teaching which can be regarded as the outcome of the attempt to find 
a ‘realistic’ substitute for the traditional natural law.”



3 4 5First Walgreen Lectures

No change in moral orientation has been more important than the shift 
of emphasis from natural duties, or the duties of man, to natural right, or the 
rights of man. A comparison of Locke’s doctrine with that of Hooker would 
show that this precisely is the decisive difference between Hooker and Locke. 
Hooker, like Thomas335 Aquinas, puts all emphasis on men’s duties, whereas 
Locke puts the emphasis on a man’s natural rights.336

Another element of Hobbes’s basic reasoning must be considered in this 
context. If everyone has by nature the right to self-preservation, he has to 
have all means conducive to self-preservation. This means, in the first place, 
the right to all proper means.337 Man does not have the right to all things, but 
only to those things that are really needed for his self-preservation.

At this point, the great question arises: Who is to be the judge of what 
means are proper? The classics would have said the natural judge is a man of 
practical wisdom, a wise man. Hobbes finds fault with this decision. He does 
not so much question the superior wisdom of the wise man, but he questions 
the wise man’s interest in, or concern with, the self-preservation of the fool. 
The fool may be a poorer judge of what is conducive to his self-preservation, 
but he is most seriously concerned with his self-preservation. Therefore, if 
every man has a natural right to his self-preservation, he has to be allowed 
to be the sole judge338 of the proper means. Thus the fundamental objection 
to equalitarian natural right is overcome by339 Hobbes, and it leads to the 
following consequences.

In both the classical and the modern scheme, the solution of the political 
problem consists in a synthesis that is meant to satisfy the requirements of 
wisdom, on the one hand,340 and the requirements of consent or freedom, on 
the other. But whereas in the classical scheme the priority was assigned to 
wisdom, in the modern scheme, the priority is assigned to consent or freedom.

The tradition which Hobbes opposed assumed that man can reach his 
perfection only in and through civil society, and therefore that civil society 
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is, strictly speaking, prior to the individual. And from this, the tradition was 
led341 to the conclusion that the primary moral facts are duties and not rights. 
Natural rights came to sight in the premodern era, if they did come to sight, 
only as derivative and conditional. The primacy of natural right required the 
denial of the thesis that civil society is prior to the individual—or, positively 
expressed, it required the assertion that there is a state of nature.

It is only since Hobbes that the doctrine of natural right is essentially a 
doctrine of the state of nature. Most earlier thinkers had granted that civil 
society is, in fact, preceded by a prepolitical life, but whatever the textbook 
may say, they had not conceived of the prepolitical life in terms of a state of 
nature. Prior to Hobbes, the term “state of nature” was at home in Christian 
theology rather than in political philosophy. The state of nature was distin-
guished especially from the state of grace, and it was subdivided into the state 
of pure nature and the state of fallen or corrupted nature.

Hobbes dropped this subdivision, and he replaced the distinction between 
the state of nature and the state of grace by the distinction between the state 
of nature and the state of civil society. Hobbes, in so doing, denied, if not the 
fact, at any rate the importance of the fall of man, and accordingly asserted 
that what is needed for remedying the deficiency or inconveniences of the state 
of nature is not342 divine grace, but strong and orderly human government.

This antitheological implication of the concept of the state of nature can 
only with difficulty be separated from its intrapolitical meaning, which is 
the primacy of rights as distinguished from duties. Civil society achieves 
its primary, if not its sole function, in safeguarding these natural rights. 
Accordingly, what is needed is not so much the formation of character as 
the devising of the right kind of institutions.343 From Hobbes’s point of view: 
“When commonwealths come to be dissolved by intestine disorder, the fault 
is not in men as they are the matter, but as they are the makers and orderers 
of them.”344 That is to say, man as maker of civil society can solve, once and 
for all, the problem inherent in man as the matter of civil society. As Kant 
expressed it more than a century later, it is not true that the erection of the 
best society requires a nation of angels. No, the best society can be established 

341  The typescript reads: “lead,” though the a is crossed out by hand.
342  End of page 7.
343  In the typescript, parentheses are added by hand around “the right kind of institutions.”
344  Leviathan, chap. 29.



3 4 7First Walgreen Lectures

in a nation of devils, provided they have sense—[t]hat is to say, provided they 
follow enlightened self-interest.

The new notion of natural right leads, then, to the divorce of law from 
morality, a divorce which was once considered a major triumph of modern 
political thought. But in the moment the insufficiency of mere institutions 
becomes apparent, institutions are replaced by social conditioning in the 
most comprehensive sense. That conditioning takes the place of the direct, 
straightforward, simple, awakening, and possibly mortifying, moral appeal.

The new type of natural right doctrine is based on Machiavelli’s critique345 
of classical political philosophy. Classical political philosophy was primar-
ily346 the quest for the best political order, an order that was possible indeed, 
but whose actualization was admittedly very unlikely. Its actualization was 
thought to depend on the availability of particularly favorable conditions, 
which are not likely to come together very frequently. The actualization of the 
best regime was thought to depend on chance.

Machiavelli’s doctrine can be expressed as follows. Let us dismiss this347 
impractical and utopian society, let us try to discover a sound order of soci-
ety whose actualization is probable, not to say certain. In the hands of the 
modern natural right teachers, Machiavelli’s suggestion took on the follow-
ing form. Let348 us replace the quest for the best regime with the quest for the 
legitimate regime, for whereas the best regime is admittedly almost utopian, 
legitimate regimes are everywhere practical. That is to say, let us establish, on 
the basis of the new natural right of the inalienable rights of each individual, 
that social order, sufficiently defined by natural right, that can alone claim to 
be a just order in all cases, regardless of circumstances. Let us replace the idea 
of the best regime, which does not and is not meant to supply an answer to 
the question of what is a just order here and now.

Let us replace that idea by the idea of the349 just order which answers the 
fundamental political question regardless of place and time. In other words, 
whereas, according to the classics, political theory was in need of being sup-
plemented by the practical wisdom of the statesman on the spot, the new type 
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of political theory as such solved the crucial practical problem—the problem 
of what order is just here and now.350

In the decisive aspect, there was no longer any need for statesmanship, 
as distinguished from political theory. We may call this type of thinking 
“doctrinairism,” and we shall venture to say that doctrinairism made its 
first appearance in political theory—for lawyers are altogether in a class by 
themselves—in the seventeenth century. Its external sign was the splitting 
up of political philosophy or political theory in the old sense, into a natural 
constitutional law or natural constitutional right on the one hand, and the 
Machiavellian “reason of state”–type of political science on the other.

It is in the spirit of the seventeenth-eighteenth century natural consti-
tutional law that, to mention one case, Thomas Paine declared democracy 
to be not only the best351 regime, but the only legitimate regime. And it is in 
the same spirit that, even today, when the insistence on the unique character 
of each moral situation has become almost an obsession, quite a few people, 
and especially those who ridicule all universal principles, and see nothing 
but unique situations, rebel a priori against the notion that, given this unique 
world situation, and unique circumstances of Turkey, Portugal, Yugoslavia,352 
et cetera, the regimes of the types Kemal, Salazar, Tito, et cetera might be 
lesser evils than all practicable alternatives, and therefore justly be tolerated, 
and even assisted. For natural constitutional law leads to the consequence 
that the crucial difference between what is best, and therefore not always 
possible, and what may be justly done under more or less unfavorable cir-
cumstances—that this difference, which is the indispensable condition for all 
sound statesmanship, becomes obsolete.

I have tried to indicate how powerful the impact of modern natural right 
is even on present-day thought, but it must be added immediately that mod-
ern natural right affects present day thought, not qua natural right, but rather 
as an almost undefinable ingredient of the moral climate of our time—for in 
present-day thought, natural right has been replaced by history.
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[The Crisis of Modern Natural Right]

My final task in these lectures will be to sketch the manner in which the 
historical approach of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries emerged out 
of the crisis of modern natural right. I shall try to illustrate this process by 
one example, the example of Rousseau. Rousseau arrived at his position by 
wholeheartedly353 accepting and thinking through to its ultimate conclusion 
the basic premise of Hobbes, namely, the primacy and sufficiency of the right 
of self-preservation, or, what amounts to the same thing, the idea of the state 
of nature as the state characterized by the absence, not only of society, but 
even of sociability. He deviates from Hobbes for the same reason for which 
he deviates from all previous political philosophers: “the philosophers who 
have examined the foundations of society have all of them felt the necessity 
to354 go back to the state of nature, but not one of them has arrived there.” All 
of them have painted civilized man while claiming to paint natural man, or 
man as he is in the state of nature.

Hobbes, as well as all others, attempted to establish the character of natu-
ral man by looking at man as he is now. This procedure was intelligible and 
defensible as long as one accepted the view that man is by nature social. On 
this basis, one was justified355 in drawing the line between the natural and 
the conventional by identifying the conventional with what is directly and 
explicitly established by positive law or convention.

One could take it for granted that at least all sentiments that grow in 
man, independently of the fiat of society, are natural. The situation changes 
radically when one accepts Hobbes’s critique of traditional natural law. Once 
one denies, with Hobbes, that man by nature is sociable, one has to consider 
the possibility that many things that grow in man as we observe him are due 
to the subtle and indirect influence of society, and for that reason not natu-
ral. Rousseau deviates from Hobbes because he accepts Hobbes’s principle. 
Hobbes is grossly inconsistent because, on the one hand, he denies that man 
is by nature social, and, on the other hand, he tries to establish the natural 
constitution of man by referring to his experience of man, which is the expe-
rience, of course, of social man.
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I think this criticism of Hobbes by Rousseau is absolutely justified. On 
the basis of the premise that natural man is356 social, Rousseau attempts to 
reconstruct the state of nature, or the natural constitution of the human 
mind, by using the following criterion: those types of mental acts that pre-
suppose society do not belong to man’s natural constitution. Proceeding in 
this manner, he arrives by impeccable logic at the conclusion that man is by 
nature good. But another conclusion, or rather another formulation of the 
same conclusion, is more important in our present context, namely: “It is not 
so much the understanding that constitutes the specific difference357 of man 
among the animals, as his quality of a free agent.” A truly epoch-making 
redefinition of man. Rousseau goes on to say, however, that this definition is 
exposed to doubt, and he therefore replaces freedom by perfectibility. Man is 
by nature not the rational animal, but is almost infinitely perfectible. That is 
to say, the infinite malleable animal.

We have arrived right at the threshold of present-day social science. 
Rousseau contends that reason itself is acquired. To have reason means to 
have “general ideas.” But general ideas, as distinguished from memory or the 
imagination, are not the products of a natural or unconscious process. They 
presuppose definitions,358 they owe their being to definitions; hence general 
ideas presuppose359 language, and since language is admittedly not natural, 
reason itself cannot be natural.

Now, the salient point in Rousseau’s thesis is not the denial of the natural 
character of reason, but the ground of the denial. “General ideas” owe their 
being, not to a natural process, but to a conscious construction, and that 
construction and it alone leads to truth. In opposition to all nominalism,360 
Rousseau contends that the general ideas are not confused but clear—clearer 
than any other ideas. That is to say, clear knowledge of the truth requires a 
break with the naturally formed ideas, or with the world of common sense, or 
with the trust in the natural working of the human mind.

The underlying view can be stated as follows. Knowledge based on the 
natural working of the human mind remains exposed to doubt. Premodern 
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philosophy or science, which did not question the reliability of the natural 
working of the mind, was therefore always accompanied361 by skepticism, 
and hence not genuine science. To arrive at genuine science, one has to find 
the beginning that is not exposed to any doubt. Only such thoughts are not 
exposed to any doubt as are absolutely within the power of the human mind. 
But only such thoughts whose truth depends on the human mind alone—that 
is to say, only the conscious and artificial products of the human mind—meet 
this condition.362

This dogmatism based on the most extreme skepticism was a serious 
temptation363 for anyone who was satisfied that teleological physics had 
failed, and, therefore, that a materialistic mechanistic physics was inevitable. 
But we have been informed364 by Plato and Aristotle about the skeptical 
consequences of materialism. The possibility of materialistic natural science 
could be guaranteed, however, without assumption of a soul or mind irreduc-
ible to matter, provided that one could show that man is able to establish an 
absolute beginning of science that would not be threatened by the fortuitous 
consequences of blind and aimless processes, an absolute beginning whose 
prehistory, in terms of its mechanical or psychological causation, would be 
utterly irrelevant. These absolute beginnings are the basic definitions. They 
are meant to create an island exempt from the flux of the mechanical pro-
cesses. Only the anticipatory revolt against the materialistically understood 
nature could make possible the science of such nature. The assertion of man’s 
“creativity,” or of “a hitherto little-known spontaneity” of the human mind, 
was the inevitable supplement of the materialistic science that was informed 
by Aristotle and Plato about the limitation of materialism.

I return to Rousseau’s argument. If Rousseau does not believe that reason 
belongs to man’s natural constitution, how then was it acquired? Rous-
seau suggests an answer on the basis of his analysis of thought. “We do not 
seek to know but because we desire to enjoy” things other than knowledge 
itself. Reason is essentially later than wants, and essentially the wants of the 
body. Reason emerges in the process of satisfying these wants. Reason is 
essential in the service of this satisfaction, or, more generally expressed, of 
self-preservation. Yet, these wants being simple and uniform, reason could 
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never develop but for the fact of the change of circumstances—of the “envi-
ronment”—change that forces man to think, to invent, in order to survive. 
The mind progresses in exact proportion to the manner in which the basic 
wants are modified by the circumstances. The specific manner in which the 
wants are satisfied molds man. Once man is thus molded, he develops new 
wants, and,365 in satisfying them, his mind develops further. The progress of 
the mind is, then, a necessary process. It is necessary, however, not because 
the mind as a natural faculty has a natural tendency to its own actualization, 
but because external and accidental circumstances force understanding and 
its development upon man.

It is true, grave errors were committed in man’s progress from the state of 
nature, in which man was nothing but a stupid animal, to civil society. As these 
mistakes were so grave, said Rousseau, he can’t help deploring the progress, or 
at least a substantial part of it. But this does not contradict his contention that 
the progress was necessary; for what was caused by necessary error is necessary, 
and it was necessary that early man, with his lack of experience and philosophy, 
should fall into all kinds of traps. Yet, in and through society, however imper-
fect, reason develops. Eventually, the original lack of experience and philosophy 
is overcome, and it becomes possible to establish public right on solid grounds. 
In this moment, which is Rousseau’s moment, man will no longer be molded by 
fortuitous circumstances, but by his own reason.

Man, as a product of blind fate, eventually becomes the seeing master of 
his fate. This great hope of Rousseau was based on his belief that he had dis-
covered the true public right, the true public right which is based on natural 
right. And the moment this belief is abandoned, Rousseau’s hope becomes a 
sentimental wish, or a manifest delusion, for man cannot be the master of his 
fate if he does not know with certain knowledge what the right direction is.

Rousseau did not abandon natural right. He was clinging to it as the only 
protection against absolute chaos, but he had already uprooted it by thinking 
through Hobbes’s idea of the state of nature.

Natural right is a right which man has in the state of nature, but man 
in the state of nature proves to lack all human traits. By being presocial, he 
proves to be prerational, and hence premoral. He is nothing but a stupid ani-
mal. As366 Rousseau says, what sense does it make that we should seek the 
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standard for our action, the standard of justice, by returning to such a natural 
man? Can humanity or justice consist in imitating a stupid animal? Had not 
Rousseau himself shown that what is really of value, is not a state of nature, 
[which] is in no sense a gift of nature, but what man did in order to overcome 
nature—that everything valuable was due to the historical process through 
which, and through which alone, man became human?

Hobbes had denied that man has a natural end. He had believed that 
he could find a natural, nonarbitrary basis for justice by limiting himself 
to the beginning, which means to man’s most basic impulse, the desire for 
self-preservation. Rousseau showed that this beginning lacks all characteris-
tically human traits. The inevitable result was that the basis of justice could 
no longer be found in nature, in human nature, at all.

For a moment—the moment lasted more than a century—it seemed 
wiser to seek the standard of justice in the historical process that leads from 
the stupid animal to civilized man. But this approach presupposed that the 
historical process, or its results, were unambiguously preferable to the state 
of nature.

But was Rousseau not right in suggesting that there are periods of decline 
in which man falls below the beasts—and can we speak of the historical pro-
cess, the process of civilization? Is there not a variety of civilizations, each 
with a value system of its own—and does not the study of history confront us 
therefore with a variety of incompatible standards?

Rousseau’s solution, the orientation by the state of nature, is no doubt 
absurd, but it is not more absurd than the historicist solution of the nine-
teenth century. Indeed, if there are degrees of absurdity, one may say that 
Rousseau’s solution is the least absurd, insofar as it keeps alive at least the 
recollection of the necessity of natural standards.

After the collapse of historicism, as well as all the other attempts to367 find 
a rational solution of Rousseau’s problem on the basis of the rejection of clas-
sic natural right, no choice is left but to return to classic natural right. Such a 
return was attempted at the last minute by Edmund Burke. I do not have the 
time to discuss the basic idea of Burke’s theory in this lecture.

367  End of page 15.
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[Concluding Remark]

Permit me to conclude these lectures with a personal remark. The subject 
of these lectures has been of such a nature that I could not help touching on 
issues regarding which all men of good will feel strongly. I do not believe that 
I have hurt anyone’s feelings, but I may have said368 things that conflict with 
the most cherished convictions held by some of you. This cannot be helped.

One cannot try to reach clarity on the issues regarding which clarity is 
most needed without questioning all cherished convictions, whether they are 
one’s own, or those of others. Whether we like it or not, we have to follow the 
model of the master of those who know. It has been well said of Aristotle, Solet 
Aristoteles369 quaerere pugnam: “Aristotle has a habit of seeking a fight.” He 
is seeking a fight, not because he loves fight and enmity, but because he loves 
peace and friendship; but true peace and friendship can only be found in the 
truth. Truth demands that we prefer her to all human friendship—amicior 
veritas—and, if necessary, that we sacrifice to her considerations of kindness 
and politeness. To her inflexible demands, we are obliged to obey to the best 
of our powers, for it is not in our hands whether we shall succeed or fail. 
From this sacred obligation, all freedom of inquiry, all academic freedom, 
is derived. There is no other support for this most precious natural right—
which most happily is recognized by the fundamental law of this country.370
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David Schaefer teaches at Holy Cross College but has retired from politi-
cal philosophy. This is not the first time Schaefer has reviewed a book by 
or about Harry Jaffa, and on each occasion he has indulged a pronounced 
personal animus against him, an animus that he has continued with unusual 
vehemence in his review in this journal of The Rediscovery of America: Essays 
by Harry V. Jaffa on the New Birth of Politics.1 Schaefer’s ad hominem review 
misses the central purpose of the volume: to elucidate the crucial turn to the 
theological-political question in Jaffa’s work. If we had looked at Jaffa’s work, 
as Schaefer does, as merely a matter of personal morality, we would not have 
bothered with such a trivial volume. Schaefer seems to believe that rumor, 

1  David Schaefer, review of The Rediscovery of America: Essays by Harry V. Jaffa on the New Birth 
of Politics, Interpretation 47, no. 1 (Fall 2020): 153–68. See also David Schaefer, “Jaffa’s Thinking on 
the American Revolution,” review of How to Think about the American Revolution, by Harry V. Jaffa, 
Review of Politics 41, no. 3 (July 1979): 437–42; and Schaefer, “Endless Battle for Endless Rights,” 
review of Patriotism Is Not Enough: Harry Jaffa, Walter Berns, and the Arguments That Redefined 
American Conservatism, by Steven F. Hayward, Modern Age, Fall 2017, https://isi.org/modern-age/
endless-battle-for-endless-rights/. 
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innuendo, and slander can serve as rational argument. With one exception, 
we will not respond to Schaefer’s hysterical slanders. We must respond to his 
mean-spirited innuendo that Jaffa, because he had been an outspoken critic 
of the morality of homosexuality, might have celebrated the death of his old 
friend and coauthor Allan Bloom. One of the editors of the volume under 
review was with Jaffa when he received the news of Bloom’s death and can 
assure everyone that he reacted with great sadness. It is simply dishonorable 
(and disingenuous) for Schaefer to suggest otherwise. 

Schafer’s moral indignation distorts his reading of the main theme of 
the volume. The essays show that the “turn” in Jaffa’s thought was the “redis-
covery” of the importance of the theological-political question as it related 
to American politics. For Leo Strauss the “theological-political predica-
ment” became the question that animated his life’s work. He did not state 
this frequently, but we know that Strauss also said that a philosopher’s most 
important thoughts are not necessarily those he states most often.2 It was 
our opinion that Jaffa pressed the theological-political question more deeply 
than Strauss did, perhaps because Strauss was unwilling to do so, not because 
he was unable. In any case, Jaffa argued that in the Strauss corpus, the most 
important distinction was not between ancient and moderns, but between 
reason and revelation. The divide between ancients and moderns is certainly 
real, we said in our commentary, but it was a distinction in the history of 
philosophy, not a distinction in philosophy. In philosophy, the genuine quar-
rel was not with ancients and moderns, but reason and revelation. Strauss 
said that the secret vitality of the West was the irresolvable tension between 
the two, the fact that reason cannot refute revelation and revelation cannot 
refute reason. In political terms, the resolution would be either a theological 
tyranny or an atheist tyranny, both of which have been prominent in the 
modern world.3 Political freedom—indeed Western civilization—depends 

2  Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1952), 30.
3  Schaefer cites Steven F. Hayward, Patriotism Is Not Enough: Harry Jaffa, Walter Berns, and the 
Arguments That Redefined American Conservatism (New York: Encounter Books, 2017) as an author-
ity on the works of Jaffa. Hayward is indeed thoroughly conversant with the Jaffa corpus but he does 
make one curious, not to say absurd, observation when he remarks that Strauss’s “interest in the 
‘theological-political problem’” does not “seem to bear closely on current American politics” (32). 
Hayward surely must have noticed the current conflict between Islam and the West, and that the 
terrorist attacks on America that were inspired by religion and politics have raised the “theological-
political problem.” Hayward must have been puzzled to read in Jaffa that the Civil War should be 
properly considered, as Lincoln ultimately did, a religious war, even though the Founders believed 
that the theological-political question had been settled on a moral and political level at the Founding. 
The fact that the “problem” was reignited during the Civil War and is surely alive today indicates that 
the “theological-political question” is always a part of political life as Strauss and Jaffa (and indeed 
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on whether the conflict or creative tension between reason and revelation 
can be kept alive. Strauss’s effort was to support both reason and revelation, 
believing that a kind of dialectic between reason and revelation was necessary 
to the survival of the West. Modernity, of course, attacked the authority of 
both reason and revelation, and it was the task of philosophy to defend both. 
It was in this context that Strauss revealed that the dominating purpose of 
his career was the attempt to understand this theological-political question.

We continue to believe, despite Schaefer’s skepticism, that Strauss used 
the ancients/moderns distinction mainly as a rhetorical device to attract 
intelligent readers to ancient texts. We say again that the ancients/moderns 
distinction is real and important within the history of political philosophy, 
but the “theological-political question” is the one that animates philosophy 
and political philosophy. Strauss, of course, never explicitly said this, but it 
certainly can be deduced from his work. Here we relied on Thomas West, 
who speculated about why Strauss exaggerated the radical modernity (the 
“Hobbism”) of Locke:

Strauss’s lifelong agenda was to restore philosophy in the modern 
world. Since recent versions of modern philosophy had led to the 
reigning positivism and historicism, both of which deny the possibil-
ity of philosophy…Strauss seems to have decided that the philosophers 
most likely to appeal to modern readers were the Greek classics.…
Strauss therefore wanted to instill in his readers, as their first reac-
tion to his work, a moral revulsion against modernity, so that they 
would be more open to the attractions of classical political philosophy. 
By exaggerating Locke’s hostility to nature, it was rhetorically easier 
for Strauss to situate him on the slippery slope leading from Machia-
velli, who abandoned virtue as the end of politics, to Heidegger, who 
embraced radical historicism and Hitler. In order to give his readers 
an incentive to return to the classics, Strauss had to exaggerate the 
continuity within the history of modern philosophy in order to show, 
or rather to suggest, how the entire modern philosophic enterprise led 
to historicism and political irresponsibility.4

We believe that Professor West is eminently correct in his observation, 
although, as he readily admits, it would be difficult to provide definitive 
proof. In any case, once Strauss’s Locke is read in this light—in the light of 
Strauss’s overall rhetorical purposes—then it is utterly impossible, as we will 

all philosophers) recognize! See Edward Erler, Property and the Pursuit of Happiness (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2019), 51–53.
4  Thomas G. West, “The Ground of Locke’s Law of Nature,” Social Philosophy and Policy 29, no. 2 
(Summer 2012): 24.
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argue, to maintain that the Founders read Locke with the same purpose that 
Strauss did.

What Schaefer Missed: Ancients and Moderns, and Prudence

The Rediscovery of America was designed to highlight two essays: chapter 1, 
“Aristotle and Locke in the American Founding,” and chapter 7, “The Decline 
and Fall of the American Idea: Reflections on the Failure of American Con-
servatism.” The latter chapter, nearly half the book, had never been published 
before and the collection, in truth, was an excuse to publish something that 
no one else would publish because it attacked too many conservative icons, 
particularly Harvey Mansfield, the leader of what Jaffa came to call the 
school of the Eastern Straussians. Our response will concentrate on chapters 
1 and 7.

Schaefer, an “Eastern Straussian,” belongs to a school that clings to the 
ancients/moderns distinction as if it were an eidetic bridge that can never 
be crossed, convinced that those who believe it can be crossed are simply 
uninitiated in the mysteries of esotericism. He has difficulty therefore in 
understanding the thesis of “Aristotle and Locke in the American Found-
ing,” where Jaffa conflates, if he does not confound, the teachings of Aristotle 
and Locke. But, in a way, Schaefer confounds his readers: he says that Jaffa 
presents nothing new in the chapter. But he has not read it carefully. Schaefer 
is not to be faulted, however, because Jaffa says it took him many years to see 
what had always been hidden in plain sight. After announcing that govern-
ments are instituted to secure rights, the Declaration proceeds to state that 
“whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Govern-
ment, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in 
such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Hap-
piness.” Jaffa comments that “in the second institution, or reinstitution of 
government, ‘rights’ become ‘ends.’ And these ends are now said to be ‘Safety’ 
and ‘Happiness,’ the alpha and omega of political life in Aristotle’s Politics.” 
Jaffa’s analysis carries over to The Federalist, where a careful reading reveals 
that its central number, essay 43, not only makes an explicit reference to the 
Declaration as the principled source of the Constitution and adopts the ends 
of government specified in the Declaration as the “safety and happiness” of 
the people, but also refers to “happiness” and “public happiness” far more 
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frequently to describe the ends of government than it does the protection of 
rights and liberties.5

Schaefer would have us believe, however, that the peroration invoking 
“our sacred honor” should be read as indicating that the framers of the Decla-
ration did not think that Locke was “a mere materialist,” or a radical modern. 
According to Schaefer this is something that Harvey Mansfield pointed 
out long ago, when he demonstrated that there was “a powerful appeal to 
the sense of honor” in asking the people to answer the question whether a 
ruler has transgressed the lawful limits of power to such an extent that he 
deserved to be removed from power. So what Jaffa says is nothing new; Locke 
has already been—if not exactly Aristotelianized—then at least taken out 
of the ranks of the radically modern (156). And besides, even Jaffa admits 
that Strauss never said that the American Founders understood Locke as 
a Hobbian. Case closed, according to Schaefer. Not so fast however! Many 
Eastern Straussians believed Locke was a Hobbian, including Walter Berns and 
Mansfield.6 But in the end, using (not to shock Schaefer!) the same peroration 
from the Declaration, we will show that Strauss himself either recanted his 
position on the Hobbian Locke from Natural Right and History or revealed 
that he was dissembling all along.

Everyone knows, however, that Leo Strauss among many others pointed 
out that the language of the Declaration in relevant part was derived from 
Locke’s Second Treatise. But what no one else had ever pointed out before 
Strauss was that buried deep within the esoteric Locke was a radical modern 
who agreed with Hobbes and worked to enlarge the Hobbian project that 
had been initiated by Machiavelli. No one before Strauss, including, as far as 
we know, the most insightful philosophers, had ever read Locke with such 
care, precision, penetration, and understanding. Did the American Founders 
read Locke the same way Strauss did? Jefferson said the Declaration “was 
intended to be an expression of the American mind…whether expressed in 
conversation, in letters, printed essays, or the elementary books of public 
right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, &c.” Jefferson undoubtedly read 
the “elementary books of public right” with the eyes of what Aristotle called 
a phronimos—a practically wise statesman.7 He read the history of political 
philosophy largely unmindful of the philosophic dispute between ancients 

5  See Erler, Property and the Pursuit of Happiness, 9–13.
6  See “The Decline and Fall of the American Idea,” in Rediscovery, 210.
7  See ibid., 196.
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and moderns. As a statesman, Jefferson’s primary concern was the history 
of politics, not the history of philosophy; he certainly understood Locke’s 
natural law as a reflection or adaptation of Aristotle. Strauss says that Locke 
was “the most famous and the most influential of all modern natural right 
teachers,” one who “wielded an extraordinarily great influence on men of 
affairs and on a large body of opinion.” This resulted, in part, from the fact 
that “he was an eminently prudent man, and he reaped the reward of superior 
prudence,” the “essence” of which is to “know when to speak and when to be 
silent.” As a result, “we are then apparently confronted with an unbroken tra-
dition of perfect respectability that stretches from Socrates to Locke.”8 This 
“prudent” Locke was the “exoteric” Locke, the Locke read by Jefferson and the 
American Founders, who could take political elements from Aristotle as well 
as Locke, disregarding what Machiavellian followers viewed as an unbridge-
able eidetic divide between ancients and moderns. We must also not forget 
that Natural and History was not Strauss’s last word on the Declaration. His 
most extensive discussion, although brief, occurred quite unexpectedly in the 
“Plato” chapter of The City and Man, published ten years after Natural Right 
and History: 

When the signers of the Declaration of Independence say: “we mutu-
ally pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred 
Honor,” they mean that they are resolved to forsake their lives and 
fortunes, but to maintain their honor: honor shines most clearly when 
everything else is sacrificed for its sake, including life, the matter of 
the first natural right mention in the Declaration of Independence. 
While honor or justice presupposes life and both are meant to serve 
life, they are nevertheless higher in rank than life.9

Here Strauss clearly indicates that the authors of the Declaration ranked the 
goods of the soul higher than the good of the body by their willingness to sac-
rifice their natural right to life and property to “honor or justice.” For Hobbes, 
of course, courage is not a virtue, nor is honor any part of the human good. 
It is utterly impossible to imagine Hobbes ever pledging his “sacred honor” 
to any cause. This surely means that in Strauss’s final estimation, the framers 
were not Hobbians! We think it is safe to say that in the light of this passage 
from The City and Man, it is impossible to conclude that Strauss ultimately 
thought that a Hobbianized Locke was the founder of America. Rather, it 
was an Aristotelianized Locke that was read by the phronimoi who were the 
Founders of America. Do we not suspect that Strauss was dissembling (or 

8  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 165.
9  Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964), 89.
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at least exaggerating) about Locke in Natural Right and History and that his 
dissembling might have served the rhetorical purposes mentioned previ-
ously? This would have served the prudential approach that he described in 
The City and Man, where he asserted that 

we cannot reasonably expect that a fresh understanding of classical 
political philosophy will supply us with recipes for today’s use. For the 
relative success of modern political philosophy has brought into being 
a kind of society wholly unknown to the classics, a kind of society to 
which the classical principles as states and elaborated by the classics 
are not immediately applicable. Only we living today can possibly find 
a solution to the problems of today. But an adequate understanding 
of the principles as elaborated by the classics may be the indispens-
able starting point for an adequate analysis, to be achieved by us, of 
present-day society in its peculiar character, and for the wise applica-
tion, to be achieved by us, of these principles to our task.10

An analysis “to be achieved by us” and a “wise application, to be achieved by 
us” is a description of Aristotelian natural right—classical wisdom applied 
to different political circumstances, even circumstances that may not have 
been in the contemplation of the classics. The repetition of the phrase “to be 
achieved by us” is striking. Classical prudence is available “for us” and appli-
cable to our situation as it is more or less applicable to all political situations. 
Modernity has not altered this enduring legacy from classical political phi-
losophy. If man is by nature a political animal and the polis exists by nature, 
then justice and natural right are a potential of every political community 
as long as enlightened statesmen are present to actualize the potential as cir-
cumstances permit. Modernity has not destroyed the possibility of natural 
right or replaced prudence by the iron law of necessity, no matter how much 
the “new modes and orders” of Machiavelli and his epigones advocated such 
a revolution against the “imagined republics” of the ancients.

What Schaefer Missed: The Theological-Political Question

In his last book, with that whimsical title (and Jaffa did nothing without 
a purpose) The Crisis of the Strauss Divided, Jaffa reevaluated his analysis 
of Aristotelian natural right, concluding that for Aristotle, prudence and 
natural right were one and the same.11 Since natural right was a part of politi-
cal right and was everywhere changeable even though it everywhere had the 

10 Ibid., 11.
11  Harry V. Jaffa, Crisis of the Strauss Divided: Essays on Strauss and Straussianism, East and West 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012).
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same force or power, prudence or practical wisdom, the political virtue par 
excellence, must be the same as, if not identical with, natural right. “The 
prudence of the Declaration is the prudence of Aristotle and Lincoln,” Jaffa 
wrote, “because there are not two kinds of prudence. While the manifesta-
tions of prudence are as many as the circumstances in which prudent action 
is possible, the virtue itself remains one and the same. This is why regarding 
Aristotle and Locke as representing opposing and contradictory philosophic 
doctrines is mistaken. The assumption that there is such a difference is the 
nerve of the difference between Eastern and Western Straussians.”12

Schaefer claims that Jaffa never proves that the Founders did not read 
Locke the way Strauss did. But surely he must admit that the Founders were 
not philosophers. Can Schaefer point to any philosophers who read Locke 
with the care and penetration of Strauss, or were able to uncover the Hobbian 
roots of Locke’s thought? Would Schaefer have read Locke the way Strauss 
did without Strauss’s guidance? Can he point to a Founder who understood 
Locke the way Strauss did? Has he understood Strauss the way he under-
stood himself? We think we have proved that Strauss dissembled in Natural 
Right and History. Was that so easy to see? The American Founders were 
indeed “enlightened statesmen,” but they were not philosophers. They were 
active statesmen without the customary leisure necessary to parse the depths 
of “the elementary books of public right,” which as we remember included 
Locke as well as Aristotle.

Schaefer is exercised by the fact that Jaffa says that had Aristotle lived 
in Locke’s time he might have written something like the Two Treatises 
of Government. Aristotle presumably would have recognized the unique 
theological-political problems presented by Christianity. Social compact was 
criticized by Aristotle, but Jaffa argues that Locke used it as a means of restor-
ing the “natural political” condition of man against the transpolitical stance 
of Christianity. This of course violates all the rules governing the ancients/
moderns paradigm and has brought scorn upon Jaffa. But for Locke, under-
stood as an attempt to address a theological-political problem that might 
prevent a recurrence of the wars of religion, it was a brilliant stroke which 
Aristotle would have recognized. On the theological-political issue, Strauss 
remarks that once natural right emerges it can be easily adapted to the 
regnant religious orthodoxy.13 He relates that the social contract philosophers 

12  Jaffa, “Straussian Geography,” in Crisis of the Strauss Divided, 21–22.
13  Strauss, Natural Right and History, 85.
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describe man as apolitical, but Strauss adds that Hobbes used the “a-political 
view for a political purpose…[for] a political meaning.”14 We believe that this 
observation would apply equally to Locke. The “political meaning” was the 
justification for the establishment of particular political regimes as a reaction 
to the supranational and divine authority of Christianity. In other words, the 
social contract philosophers sought to reestablish the political nature of man 
by providing the ground for particular political regimes.

Jaffa describes the theological-political problem facing post-Christian 
political philosophers in “Equality, Liberty, Wisdom, Morality and Consent 
in the Idea of Political Freedom,” chapter 2 in the volume under consider-
ation. Here he argued that:

Christianity had established within the souls of men the idea of a 
direct, personal, trans-political relationship between the individual 
and his God. But this relationship did not determine what the laws 
were to be, or the precise character of the obligation owed to those 
laws. The idea of the state of nature—the idea of a non-political state 
governed by moral law—corresponded to the relationship which every 
Christian had with ever other Christian as he considered himself prior 
to and apart from his membership in a particular civil society. Just as 
every Christian was under the moral law, without being a member of 
civil society, so every human being was under the moral law of the 
state of nature, prior to entering a particular civil society by way of the 
social contract.

We remember, of course, that both Hobbes and Locke maintained that the 
obligations of the law of nature are binding in the state of nature, if not always 
in foro externo, then always in foro interno. Jaffa continued:

Nowhere in the Politics does Aristotle confront the question of how 
the citizens will be persuaded to obey the laws, if there are no gods 
to whom those laws will be ascribed. Nowhere does he confront the 
question of how the authority of an unmediated universal nature will 
replace the authority of the gods. The state of nature and the social 
contract supply that mediation. Aristotle recognizes that particular 
polities will require particular institutions—that they will be the work 
of legislators acting in particular circumstances. But if these legislators 
can no longer crown their work by appealing to the authority of par-
ticular gods as the foundation of their laws, they must appeal directly 
to nature. They must have some way of translating the authority of 
a universal nature into the ground of particular laws.…Moreover 
the idea of the state of nature, by treating civil society as a voluntary 

14  Ibid., 169.
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association, lays a firmer foundation for the idea of the rule of law than 
in Aristotle’s Politics.15

Social compact thus reaffirms man’s political nature by establishing par-
ticular political communities where this-worldly aspirations are the proper 
objects of political life. At the same time, man’s universal nature is affirmed 
by the law of nature, that is, the standard and measure by which particular 
communities are judged. While reasserting man’s political nature, social 
compact at the same time retains its compatibility with the City of God 
because natural law is understood to be, in Locke’s terms, “the will of God” 
(Second Treatise, II.135; II.142; II.195) or “reason which is the voice of God” 
(First Treatise, I.86; Second Treatise, II.56).

Aristotle had, of course, maintained that man is by nature a political ani-
mal, one that shares a universal nature but requires particular poleis for the 
perfection of that nature. Virtue, the perfection of nature, could not develop 
outside the polis; beasts are incapable of virtue and perfection is superfluous 
for the gods. Neither intellectual nor political virtues would exist without 
particular human communities. The question of the one and the many is the 
enduring concern of political philosophy.

While the polis exists last in the order of time, it is first in the order 
of final causality. The polis is preceded in time by the relationship of male 
and female, the family, the village, and the tribe. All of these associations 
are incomplete from the point of view of the virtuous life, and their incom-
pleteness points to the polis as the comprehensive association. The polis is 
therefore the final cause, and the final cause is, according to Aristotle, the 
natural cause. While the polis exists by nature, it does not “grow” spontane-
ously; it must be “constituted” (sustēsas) by human art. It needs a founder 
whose art, like every other art, is an imitation of nature (Physics 199a8–20). 

Social compact is often criticized as a modern doctrine that is contrary 
to Aristotle, mainly because it is wholly a product of human invention that 
has no connection to natural right. In this view, Aristotle was a critic of social 
compact, noting that politics is concerned with greater purposes than exchanges 
and alliances (Politics 1280a30–b10). The question, however, is whether Aristotle 
would have opposed the social compact origins of political life had he faced the 
same political-theological issues that Locke faced. Social compact required no 
more human art or invention that his own account of the founding of the polis. 
Would the emphasis on private rights have been a concern for Aristotle? Private 

15  Jaffa, Rediscovery, 44–45; see 197–99.
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rights did not exist in the Aristotelian universe, but given the peculiar charac-
teristics of Christianity described above by Jaffa, would Aristotle have been so 
quick to reject the necessity of private rights in a world dominated by a religion 
that posited the private relation of men and God?

Aristotle would undoubtedly have seen the prudence of reestablishing 
the dignity of particular political communities without which the virtues 
that he so famously celebrated could not exist. Locke, of course, stressed vir-
tues more suitable to republican government, whereas Aristotle had in mind 
the virtues of gentlemen who rule in aristocracies. In establishing separate, 
independent political communities social compact sought to reaffirm what 
Aristotle affirmed: that man is by nature a political being who is impelled 
to leave the state of nature for civil society. This idea is carried through to 
the Declaration of Independence, which posits that all men share the same 
human nature in the recognition of the “self-evident truth” that “all men 
are equal” at the same time that it announces that America is to become a 
particular regime, that is, a “separate and equal” nation. Jaffa revealed, as we 
have already discussed, that the purpose of the Declaration is not, as some 
suggest, “the securing of rights, and only the securing of rights,”16 but rather 
that it posits the “ends” of social compact as the “Safety and Happiness” of the 
people. As we have seen, Jaffa felicitously described these ends as “the alpha 
and omega of political life in Aristotle’s Politics.” In this regard, Jaffa claims—
rightly in our opinion—that the most authoritative statement of America’s 
first principles is Aristotelian. 

After the establishment of Christianity, classical natural right had to be 
understood as natural law (i.e., universally applicable to all men) and right 
had to be understood as natural rights (i.e., individual rights, because of the 
individual’s direct connection to God through Christianity). These political 
accommodations, Jaffa recognized, were necessary because of the theolog-
ical-political problem presented by Christianity. But they can be viewed in 
the light of Aristotelian prudence, and Jaffa was convinced Strauss did see 
them in that light. But Schaefer and the so-called Eastern Straussians cannot 
tear themselves away from the ancients/moderns paradigm that denies the 
possibility of prudence in modernity.

16  Michael Zuckert, The Natural Rights Republic (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1996), 26, 28–30, 206.
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What Schaefer Missed in Mansfield

As mentioned earlier, we regard chapter 7 as the most important chapter 
of the collection, and it is mainly devoted to the dispute between Jaffa and 
Harvey Mansfield. We believe that Jaffa’s superior understanding of the 
American Founding allowed him, from the vantage point of 1996, to predict 
much of what is happening in our current politics. Moreover, his identifica-
tion of classical elements in the Founding allowed him to understand the 
prudential requirements of the classical understanding. As we discussed 
above in the context of the Strauss quotation from The City and Man, there 
are no formulas from classical thought to be applied to our time, but there 
is prudence to be applied to our political situation—if, that is, our situation 
is understood properly. We believe that Jaffa’s understanding of the clas-
sical elements of the Founding and the prudent action required of that 
understanding allowed him to see further into the future than most of his 
contemporaries. He saw with clarity the moral dissolution of the country 
that is happening today, including the permissive equality that results from a 
misunderstanding of the principle of equality. Once the morality inculcated 
by the principles of the Declaration is completely abandoned, owing to the 
historicism, nihilism, and relativism that have infected both conservatives 
and liberals, the regime cannot survive. This realization, we believe, accounts 
for much of Jaffa’s seemingly frantic (and sometimes extreme) polemic that 
Schaefer misattributes to personal resentments. Jaffa saw clearly the dangers 
that lie ahead, much as Lincoln did in the Lyceum address. A clear vision of 
the nation’s impending dissolution and doom that will result from the loss 
of its very soul can excuse what appears to the near-sighted and blind to be 
frantic and extreme analysis and predictions. We must, however, never con-
fuse prudence with moderation. We must, if we understand matters clearly, 
acknowledge that Lincoln believed it was better to suffer civil war than to 
lose the soul of the nation, the Declaration of Independence.

Jaffa argued that the revival of American politics required a rededication 
to the principles of the Declaration of Independence; here he obviously fol-
lowed Abraham Lincoln. But he realized that the revival, if it were to happen, 
had to come from the conservative wing of the Republican Party. Thus, his 
essay “The Decline of the American Idea” examined various factions of the 
Republican Party and found all the factions had one thing in common: they 
all rejected the principles of the Declaration of Independence. Since this is 
something they shared with the left wing, a critique of conservatism was also 
a critique of the Left. Conservatives, including Mansfield, Martin Diamond, 
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and Irving Kristol, have, in the most fundamental respects, joined the liberal 
Left in rejecting the principles of the Declaration. Mansfield had accused Jaffa 
of lurking behind the battle lines in the war with ideological liberalism and 
shooting fellow conservatives in the back because he asserts that the “self-
evident truth” that “all men are created equal” is the central principle of the 
American Founding. Mansfield, as we said in our introduction to the chapter, 
“believes this puts Jaffa at odds with conservatives and on the side of the 
liberals since any reference to equality as a regime principle will inevitably 
degenerate into permissive egalitarianism.” But in abandoning the Declara-
tion’s central principle, we argue, Mansfield was in fact “defecting to the side 
of the ideological liberals” and along with other conservatives had “joined 
the liberal skirmish line firing against Jaffa.”

To recapitulate their similarity to Mansfield’s view, recall that Kristol 
argues that the American Revolution, unlike the French Revolution, was 
a successful revolution, while Diamond stressed that it was a revolution of 
“sober expectations.” Sobriety and success! Kristol makes a great effort to 
detach the “success” of the Revolution from the Declaration. Jaffa quotes 
Kristol as writing that “Jefferson…wrote nothing worth reading on religion 
or almost anything else.” Schaefer, of course, knows that Jaffa has written 
on more than one occasion that “the most fundamental of the assumptions 
underlying the American political tradition is not set forth in the Declara-
tion of Independence.” Rather, it was to be found in Jefferson’s “magisterial 
exordium” in the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom.17 The Declaration 
assumes and rests on the foundations of the “magisterial exordium” which 
demonstrates that religious liberty and political liberty shared the same 
metaphysical ground in the indisputable fact “that Almighty God hath cre-
ated the mind free, and manifested his supreme will that free it shall remain 
by making it altogether insusceptible of restraint.” In saying that Jefferson 
never wrote anything on religion worth reading or any else, Kristol explicitly 
included the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom and by clear inference 
the Declaration of Independence which rested on the same metaphysical 
foundations as the Virginia Statute. 

We cannot help but notice Kristol’s astounding statement, unremarked 
by Schaefer, that “A textbook on American intellectual history could safely 
ignore the Civil War, were it not for the fact that one feels it to be almost 
sacrilegious that so much suffering should be so barren of consequence. The 

17  Harry Jaffa, A New Birth of Freedom: Abraham Lincoln and the Coming of the Civil War (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 118–19.



 3 6 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 2

Civil War was and is a memorable event—but not any kind of turning point 
in American history.”18 Only someone who, unlike Jefferson, believes that 
the Revolution was successful and unconnected to the Declaration could 
believe such drivel. Lincoln thought that the Civil War was the final battle in 
the Revolutionary War, this final battle to vindicate the principle of consent 
which the Declaration said was the foundation of all “just powers” of govern-
ment. The Revolutionary War had secured the principle of consent for some, 
but not all; now was the time to extend that principle to all the governed—the 
slaves to be emancipated by the war. In the Notes on the State of Virginia 
(largely written during the Revolution) Jefferson wrote that

I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice 
cannot sleep for ever…that considering numbers, nature and natu-
ral means only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of 
situation, is among possible events: that it may become probable by 
supernatural interference! The Almighty has no attribute which can 
take side with us in such a contest.…I think a change already per-
ceptible, since the origin of the present revolution. The spirit of the 
master is abating, that of the slave rising from the dust, his condition 
mollifying, the way I hope preparing, under the auspices of heaven, for 
a total emancipation, and that this is disposed, in the order of events, 
to be with the consent of the master, rather than by their extirpation. 

The masters, of course, did not consent and the slavocracy was destroyed 
(“extirpated”) in the Civil War. We believe the passage from Jefferson was 
very much “worth reading,” despite Kristol’s admonitions to the contrary, 
and so did Abraham Lincoln who used it as a model for his Second Inau-
gural.19 It is simply a mistake to attempt to understand the history of the 
American Founding by minimizing the importance of the Revolution and its 
revolutionary core, the principle of the Declaration of Independence that “all 
men are created equal.” This is precisely what Kristol and Diamond attempt 
to do. Success and sobriety are hardly adequate descriptions of the world-his-
torical event that was the American Revolution. Kristol and Diamond distort 
the truth because they do not believe, along with Mansfield, that equality can 
ever become the regime principle!

Martin Diamond argued that the “sobriety” of the American Revo-
lution rejected the “drunk” Declaration, because the latter gave us “no 
guidance whatsoever,” with respect to the form of government that was to 
be erected on its principles. It commanded consent, Diamond argued, for 

18  See Jaffa, “The Decline and Fall of the American Idea,” in Rediscovery, 190.
19  Ibid., 182–83.
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the establishment of government, but not for its operation. Thus, limited or 
constitutional monarchy would be legitimate as long as it received the con-
sent of the governed. Jaffa easily dispatches this argument by pointing out 
that while consent is required for the establishment of government it is also 
required in the Declaration for its operation as well. The second use of con-
sent occurs when one of the “repeated injuries and usurpations” “having in 
direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States” is 
that the king “has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies with-
out the Consent of our legislatures.” The “Consent of our legislatures,” is, of 
course, the same as the consent of the governed. Whether to keep standing 
armies in times of peace is a policy matter to be decided subsequent to the 
establishment of government, not one connected with the question of found-
ing a government. Similarly, the king has imposed “taxes on us without our 
Consent,” strong evidence that he intends to reduce the people to tyranny. 
Again, the matter of taxes, what kind, how much, and so on, is not a matter 
of establishing or founding government, but of its operation or administra-
tion. The plain implication is that consent is required for the operation as 
well as the establishment of government. Jefferson in the Notes on the State 
of Virginia stated clearly that the “administration” of “civil society” “must be 
conducted by common consent” (Query VIII). The opinion of the principal 
author of the nation’s founding principles should carry some authority. Dia-
mond had said on one occasion that government was of and for the people, 
but not necessarily by the people. We believe that Lincoln had a better vision 
of what was required of the principles of the Declaration when he said in the 
Gettysburg Address that it required a government that was “of the people, 
for the people, and by the people.” That is, a democratic, not a monarchical, 
form of government. Jaffa frequently quoted Lincoln’s Dred Scott speech of 
1857, where Lincoln remarked that “I had thought the Declaration promised 
something better than the condition of British subjects; but no, it only meant 
that we should be equal to them in their own oppressed and unequal condi-
tion. According to that, it gave no promise that having kicked off the King 
and Lords of Great Britain, we should not at once be saddled with a King and 
Lords of our own.”20 Clearly, the Declaration envisions a form of government 
that solicits the consent of the governed at regular elections, where their con-
sent to be governed is renewed. This is where elections become the substitute 
for revolution as expressions of the people’s ultimate sovereignty in demo-
cratic government. Diamond, like Kristol, wants to separate or minimize the 

20  The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, ed. Roy Basler (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1953), 2:406.
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Declaration’s influence on the Constitution because he fears the radicalism 
of its equality principles. The Constitution mitigates the radicalism of those 
principles and tempers the potential drift into permissive egalitarianism. Jaf-
fa’s claim that in taking the Declaration and equality out of the Constitution, 
Diamond joins Calhoun is not as extreme as Schaefer claims. Without the 
Declaration, the compromises in the Constitution protecting slavery cannot 
be distinguished from its principles. It is the Declaration, not the Constitu-
tion, that condemns slavery. It is the Constitution, only as it is read in the 
light of the principles of the Declaration, according to Lincoln, that put slav-
ery on the course of “ultimate extinction.” Calhoun, like Diamond, knew that 
without the Declaration’s “guidance” the Constitution gave “no guidance” for 
ending slavery.21 Diamond, of course, was not in any manner a defender of 
slavery, but he cannot escape the consequences of his “no guidance” thesis.

Schaefer would defend “the great Harvard political theorist, consti-
tutionalist, and conservative Harvey Mansfield Jr.” against a “scandalous 
charge [that] was not merely ungrateful; it was false. Again, Jaffa blamed a 
fellow scholar for espousing the same views he himself maintained.” What 
was that view? It was that when Jaffa argued the Declaration’s principle that 
“all men are created equal,” he admitted that for the Founders it was also a 
self-evident truth that all men were not created equal in all respects. Thus, 
when he accuses Mansfield of perpetrating a “deceitful falsehood” by writing 
that the Declaration’s claim that “all men are created equal” is a “self-evident 
half-truth,” he is accusing Mansfield of doing nothing more than he himself 
had done, namely, admit that there are politically relevant inequalities among 
men (163–64). 

21  Schaefer does not mention in his review of Rediscovery Jaffa’s argument that Diamond’s position 
of “no guidance” put him in the company of John C. Calhoun, but he did notice that the charge was 
not “legitimate” in a review of Jaffa’s How to Think about the American Revolution, Review of Politics 
41, no. 3 (July 1979): 439. Both Schaefer and Mansfield advised Jaffa to drop any further discussion 
of Calhoun and slavery: “since the issue of slavery has long been settled in America, the time has 
come for political theorists to redirect their concern to the greatest domestic threat to liberty in our 
time—the tendency of the principle of equality to extend itself into areas of life never intended by its 
original liberal authors (economic, social, intellectual)” (Schaefer, review of Rediscovery, 165; see Man-
sfield’s reply to Jaffa in Rediscovery, 211–12). It is curious—although typical—that Schaefer says that 
equality “extend[s] itself” without any human agency. This is the Tocquevillean thesis of the historical 
inevitability of “permissive egalitarianism.” But it is premised, as we have already mentioned, on a 
misunderstanding of the principle of equality. In any case, “the issue of slavery” has not “long been 
settled in America.” It is very much alive today! The new Democratic president-elect has pledged to 
support reparations for slavery. The “1619 Project” which alleges that all of American history, includ-
ing the Declaration and the Constitution (including presumably the Civil War), must be viewed as a 
sustained effort to perpetuate slavery, has gained enthusiastic support among educators, and is already 
required reading in innumerable school districts and “diversity training” programs. The Black Lives 
Matter movement has become the most powerful political party in the country today. 
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Every competent human being, of course, is compelled to agree that “all 
men are created equal” because it is in fact a “self-evident truth” in the same 
sense that “things equal to the same thing are equal to each other is a self-
evident truth.” But every competent human being must also concede that it 
is also a self-evident truth that all men are not created equal in all respects—
intelligence, strength, beauty, among other things. But in the politically 
relevant sense of who are the rightful rulers by nature, it is clear that all men 
are created equal because nature has not marked some to be by nature the 
rulers of others. (See Locke, First Treatise, I.67.) No one therefore has the right 
to rule anyone else by nature without his consent. Schaefer, for some odd 
reason, endeavors to point out that Locke in the Second Treatise never says 
that “the doctrine of natural equality” is a self-evident truth. But of course, 
we are compelled to note that Locke did say that there was “nothing more 
evident” than the natural equality of all men. Surely, no one can fail to see 
this to be the equivalent of “self-evident.” In any case, Schaefer calls on the 
eminent authority of Michael Zuckert to buttress his attempt to undermine 
Jaffa’s attempt to portray the Declaration as an example of Aristotelian natu-
ral right. Zuckert had argued in a 1987 article that when the Declaration says 
“We hold these truths. . .” it means the “truths” of the Declaration are “true” 
only because we hold them, they are not held because they are objectively or 
intrinsically true or grounded in natural right. They are simply “our truths,” 
and are therefore conventional, not natural. Schaefer adds that Zuckert had 
the “magnanimity to organize a symposium…on Jaffa’s work on the occa-
sion of his ninetieth birthday” (164n14). This allowed Zuckert to continue his 
less than magnanimous criticism of Jaffa, though he might also have sought 
enlightenment from Jaffa.

Mansfield’s characterization of the Declaration’s “all men are created 
equal” as a “self-evident half-truth” was prompted, as Schaefer notes, by a 
concern that the principle of equality will inevitably degenerate into permis-
sive egalitarianism as Tocqueville predicted. But Schaefer fails to see the full 
implications and radical character of Mansfield’s argument.22 In a part of 
the Mansfield article that Schaefer does not quote, Mansfield wrote that “a 

22  For some odd and seemingly inexplicable reason Schaefer seems more interested in Martin 
Diamond’s divorce than following the important and interesting nuances of Mansfield’s argument to 
its conclusion. We just remind readers that California at the time did not have no-fault divorce and 
Jaffa was subpoenaed by Mrs. Diamond to appear in court and was, of course, sworn to tell the truth. 
We do not know what he said at the trial, but we do know in general that he was a strong supporter 
of families and knew that Diamond was engaged in an affair with a graduate student whom he later 
married. Schaefer also admits that Diamond was mostly at fault in the incident but still blames Jaffa 
for one treachery or another resulting from the “betrayal” of his friend and benefactor (166–67).
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regime based on the self-evident half-truth that all men are created equal will 
eventually founder because of its disregard of the many ways in which men 
are created unequal. Even if such a regime seems powerful at the moment, it 
will be subject to revolution by the partisans, in this case of the few, whom it 
ignores.”23 Mansfield makes obvious reference here to a short dialogue that 
Aristotle included in chapter 10 of book 3 of the Politics. The many poor make 
a democratic claim, arguing that free birth or equality is the superior claim 
to rule. The few wealthy make an oligarchic claim, justifying their argument 
through the inequality of wealth. Aristotle remarks that both claims hit on 
a part of justice but not the whole of justice. Both claims are only partial 
and therefore partisan. The polis needs free and equal citizens no less than it 
needs wealth. Aristotle suggests that a regime that he calls a polity, or politeia, 
could combine the two claims to rule. In the polity, the interest of the two 
antagonistic classes would balance one another. What Aristotle makes clear, 
however, is that the oligarchs and democrats will not share a common good 
because there are no principles beyond the political partisanship that stands 
at the foundation of polity. Mansfield claims that the partisanship of polity 
applies to all regimes in Aristotle. “For Aristotle,” Mansfield says, “there isn’t 
anything behind the political.”24 According to Mansfield, the Declaration 
must be understood in the same manner: it is political and must be under-
stood not as principle or truth (“half-truth” is, after all, not “truth”) but as 
mere partisanship.

Mansfield seems to agree with Aristotle: the equal and the unequal can 
never share a common good and therefore cannot coexist in a regime ani-
mated by the principle that “all men are created equal.” Although there may 
be pious talk of a common good, each side will remain fiercely partisan. In 
America today, the democrats, of course, are able to display their partisanship 
openly, while the oligarchs must disguise their partisanship as enthusiasm for 
the welfare of the democrats, or the “least advantaged.” This concealed parti-
sanship, Mansfield believes, cannot last forever, especially when the headlong 
slide into “permissive egalitarianism” makes it difficult for the oligarchs to 
continue dissembling their contempt for democracy and egalitarian natural 
right much longer.

What is more, the Founders’ idea that the principles of equality, prop-
erly understood as the equal protection of equal rights, could provide the 

23  Harvey C. Mansfield Jr., “Returning to the Founders: The Debate on the Constitution,” New Crite-
rion 12, no. 1 (Sept. 1993): 50–51.
24  See Rediscovery, 211, 236.
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common ground for the few and the many is, for Mansfield, an illusion. The 
unequal can never seek common ground with the equal because both seek 
incommensurable goods that have no common denominator. There can be 
no common good for Mansfield because the world of politics is always (and 
only) partisan. But is it possible, as the Founders believed, for the right to 
property—an idea unknown to Aristotle—to provide a common ground for 
the few and the many? The few do not want to be dispossessed by the many, 
and the many want to keep what they possess in security, knowing that if 
they prosper in the future, their property will be secure. We remember the 
statement in Federalist, No. 10 that “the first object of government” is “the 
protection of [the] different and unequal faculties of acquiring property, 
[from which] the possession of different degrees and kinds of property imme-
diately results.” The natural right principle of distributive justice inherent 
in equality understood as a principle reconciles both the claims of equality 
and the claims of inequality—equality of opportunity and the justice of the 
inequality of results.

In book 5 of Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle describes two different kinds 
of justice: justice in exchanges and justice in distribution. Justice in exchanges 
is governed by a numerical equality that must be present at the beginning and 
end of every transaction. The parties to the exchange are equal and the justice 
of the exchange is intrinsic to the exchange itself and does not depend on 
the character or quality of the parties—that is, on their differing talents and 
abilities, to say nothing of their moral or political virtue, wealth or poverty. 
Justice in exchanges is equality of result.

Justice in distributions—distributive justice—is an entirely different mat-
ter. Here justice requires inequality of result. Distributive justice is governed 
by proportional equality. Here justice is governed by inequality of result. 
This means that just distributions should be determined by unequal shares 
to unequals and equal shares to equals, because giving unequal shares to 
equals and equal shares to unequals would be unjust, whether it is a matter 
of exchanging goods and services or the distribution of honors and offices. 
Any other scheme of reward not based on equality rightly understood would 
be unjust from an Aristotelian point of view. Is this not precisely the system 
of distributive justice envisioned by the Founders that came to be known as 
“equal opportunity,” a system that eliminated artificial barriers to the devel-
opment of natural talents and abilities at the same time it authorized a system 
of rewards based on the unequal expression of those talents and abilities? 
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This is the true understanding of the equality principle. Was its decline inevi-
table? Was the slide into “permissive egalitarianism” fated?25

Schaefer claims that Jaffa ignored “Mansfield’s Tocquevillean concern” 
about “perhaps the fundamental danger of our democracy” that the “principle 
that “all men are created equal” will inevitably lead to permissive egalitarian-
ism.26 In his answer to Mansfield, Jaffa pointed out the obvious: Tocqueville 
never considered equality a principle of natural right; rather he considered it a 
“fated fact,” a historical artifact, as it were, a product of history “in which the 
‘ought’ is identified with the ‘is’” in a perfectly Hegelian schema.27 Tocqueville 
thus never mentioned the Declaration; he must have been surprised by the 
ahistorical sense of those who insisted that it was the principled foundation 
of American politics. Regime questions were not important for Tocqueville 
because the triumph of democracy had been decided by the impersonal—albeit 
providential—forces of history. We will draw the curtain on this discussion by 
making a simple but revealing observation: At the end of the first volume of 
Democracy in America (1835) Tocqueville speculated on the future of the three 
races in America, natives, Africans, and whites. Tocqueville demonstrated great 
foresight about many aspects of American politics, particularly the centraliz-
ing tendencies of the administrative state. He even predicted civil war. But he 
thought it would take the form of slave rebellions against masters. Tocqueville 
could not have predicted that in America a civil war would be fought among 
whites over the morality of slavery, a war to determine whether the Declara-
tion was to remain the “father of all moral principle” for the American people. 
Tocqueville could not have predicted this because he did not understand—as 
Mansfield does not understand—that for the American Founders “all men are 
created equal” is the principle of natural right that energizes American political 
life. There is something behind the political; America is grounded in “the Laws 
of Nature and Nature’s God.” The fact that Americans have fallen away from 
their “ancient faith” is not to be ascribed to some inherent defect in the Found-
ing, but to the explicit attempt to “re-found” the regime by the Progressives 
who mounted an attack against the idea that there could ever be permanent 
principles informing political life rooted in a permanent order of nature. Evolu-
tionary science taught the Progressives that history, not nature, is the primary 
force of human experience. Historicism, which eventually leads to positivism 
and nihilism, is our current condition, but it is not fated. A return to Founding 
principles is possible if we understand them properly.

25  Some of the foregoing paragraphs are derived from Erler, Property and the Pursuit of Happiness, 
155–57; see Jaffa, Rediscovery, 236–52.
26  See Rediscovery, 212–13.
27  Ibid., 249.
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I was surprised to learn from Professors Erler and Masugi that I had “retired 
from political philosophy.” Equally surprising was the vituperative language 
they employed in response to my critical review of The Rediscovery of Amer-
ica, beginning with their opening paragraph (I rely, they claim, on “rumor, 
innuendo, and slander”—or rather, “mean-spirited innuendo” and “hysteri-
cal slanders”—instead of “rational argument”). That one of these gentlemen 
should resort to such insults was particularly striking since I regarded him 
as an old friend, indeed a onetime dinner guest at my home. In fact, contrary 
to the (quite untrue) claim that my previous reviews of books by or about 
Harry Jaffa had exhibited “a pronounced personal animus against him,” that 
selfsame scholar had emailed me, when he learned that I had been assigned 
to review Rediscovery to express his “delight,” since he was “confident” I 
would “do a fine job.”1 On the subject of hysteria, however, I imagine that 
other readers will share my surprise at their explanation of why they had 
difficulty getting their chapter “The Decline and Fall of the American Idea” 
into print, namely, the supposed hostility of editors to publishing an essay 
that “attacked too many conservative icons.” 

1  I am relieved to learn from the editors that Jaffa received word of the death of “his old friend and 
coauthor Allan Bloom” “with great sadness.” How Jaffa reconciled this reaction with his description 
of the AIDS epidemic as a sign of divine retribution, and his anxiety lest science find a cure from it, 
or why one would compose a critical review of a book by an old friend and title it “Sodomy and the 
Academy,” as Jaffa did, they do not explain. Also unmentioned by them in this connection is Jaffa’s 
apparent equation of the immorality of a physician’s serving a libertarian regime “in which every man 
is as free to do as he likes,” for example, by working to discover a cure for AIDS, and “serv[ing] Hitler 
or Stalin” (Rediscovery of America, 28–29).
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Upon reflection, I fear that “Schaefer contra Political Philosophy” offers 
further confirmation of a fact that others had long lamented about Jaffa’s 
behavior: the manner in which his great learning was outweighed for some 
four decades by his determination to form a cult of followers, convinced 
(to paraphrase the Christian Bible) that there was no way to truth except 
through him. In other words, if you did not agree with Jaffa’s particular 
interpretations of philosophic texts or of the American political tradition, 
you could not be seriously engaged in studying political philosophy at all. 
And if you found Jaffa’s behavior, especially towards his erstwhile friends, 
objectionable, you must be denounced in the strongest possible terms, just 
as Stalinists once reserved their nastiest language for erstwhile Bolsheviks 
(Kamenev, Zinoviev, Trotsky) who had departed from the latest party line. In 
sum, while I myself (as I acknowledge in each of my reviews dealing with his 
work, including the opening two and concluding paragraphs of the one being 
discussed here) have learned a great deal from Jaffa’s scholarship, and while 
I know he was (as the late Michael Uhlmann, for one, attested) among the 
most devoted, even “charismatic,” teachers one could find of his subject, his 
habit of picking fights with former friends and benefactors, and with those 
who should have been his political allies, reflected a great danger that Strauss 
himself identified for philosophy, as Jaffa himself reminds us, but of which 
(as I note in my review) he unjustly accused his critics of succumbing to: its 
falling victim to sectarianism. 

I can speak from personal experience here. While Erler and Masugi label 
me an “Eastern Straussian,” and consequently the member of “a school that 
clings to the ancients/moderns distinction as if it were an eidetic bridge that 
can never be crossed, convinced that those who believe it can be crossed are 
simply uninitiated in the mysteries of esotericism,” I was never taught, nor do 
I believe, any such thing—nor have I known anyone who does. While there is 
indeed a school of “West Coast Straussians,” that is, people whose intellectual 
life has been decisively shaped by Jaffa, I know of no comparable Straussian 
“school” in the (American) East, even though I have spent almost my entire 
career teaching in that part of the country. Having studied as an undergradu-
ate with two prominent Straussians (Berns and Bloom) in the East, and then 
not only with Strauss but with two other distinguished students of his (Joseph 
Cropsey and Herbert Storing) at Chicago for my graduate degrees, I do not 
recall anyone setting forth the doctrine that Erler and Masugi describe—or, 
indeed, any set doctrine at all. 
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Of course, all those who studied with Strauss, and/or (then or later) with 
his students, learned of his (re)discovery of the fact of esoteric writing, as 
well as the emphasis he placed on the significance of the break in the history 
of political philosophy that was initiated by Machiavelli—in contrast to the 
reigning scholarly “consensus,” which was not only unaware of philosophic 
esotericism, but (partly for that reason) represented Lockean political phi-
losophy in particular as essentially continuous with its ancient and medieval 
predecessors. But what we did with that awareness was our own business, 
and Straussians of my acquaintance have gone in multitudinous intellectual 
directions over the course of their careers. Quite simply, none of us were 
taught, as Jaffa’s students evidently were, to regard ourselves as our master’s 
acolytes, with a mission to inculcate a specific set of beliefs into our students. 
And as regards the ancient versus modern distinction in particular, while 
one of the first things we young Straussians learned was the significance of 
that distinction, one of the next things we gradually came to understand was 
just how nuanced the distinction was. (One study that first triggered my own 
awareness of the latter fact was Cropsey’s essay “Hobbes and the Transition 
to Modernity,” his contribution to the 1964 Strauss Festschrift Ancients and 
Moderns, which appeared the same year that I began my graduate stud-
ies.) Erler and Masugi’s explanation of my views, and those of my academic 
friends, is a figment of their imagination. But their claim “that Strauss used 
the ancients/moderns distinction…as a rhetorical device to attract…readers 
to ancient texts,” “rel[ying]” (as it does) on Thomas West’s “speculat[ion]” 
that “Strauss exaggerated” Locke’s “radical modernity,” or “Hobbism,” only 
because he thought that “instill[ing] in his readers…a moral revulsion against 
modernity” was necessary to make them “more open to the attractions of clas-
sical political philosophy”—because Strauss “decided that the philosophers 
most likely to appeal to modern readers were the Greek classics”—borders on 
the absurd. (Did Strauss somehow extrapolate, from the status given to the 
classics in the undergraduate curriculum at the University of Chicago during 
his tenure there, that they—rather than, say, French postmodernism—were 
destined to sweep American intellectual life in the mid-twentieth century, if 
only he inspired enough students to hate modernity?)

I turn next to the charge that I fail to understand the (brief) first chapter 
of Rediscovery, which expresses what Erler and Masugi now describe as Jaffa’s 
“conflat[ion]” of Aristotle’s and Locke’s teachings, a conflation that indeed 
contradicts Strauss’s findings and threatens to restore the aforementioned 
scholarly consensus that Strauss refuted. But here they present me with a 
shifting target. When I denied that the supposed discovery which Jaffa prided 
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himself on having made midway through his career represented anything 
new, I was referring specifically to his reported realization that he had previ-
ously erred in taking for granted that Strauss’s interpretation of Locke as in 
fundamental respects a Hobbesian “represented the Locke that informed the 
American Founding,” even though “Strauss himself never said this Locke 
was the founders’ Locke” (Rediscovery, 9). I don’t know which Straussians 
(himself included) Jaffa is claiming were induced to think otherwise by the 
“spell” supposedly cast by Strauss’s treatment of Locke in Natural Right and 
History (NRH). But the very fact of Locke’s having written esoterically, so as 
to conceal the fundamentally antibiblical and in other respects revolution-
ary aspects of his teaching (following his adoption of what I call the Mary 
Poppins principle, originally stated by Lucretius: Two Treatises, I.7) so as to 
heighten its public palatability, entailed that most human beings, even states-
men and political thinkers of the capacity of Washington, Jefferson, and the 
authors of The Federalist, would fail to grasp the controversial underlying 
theoretical premises (and intended long-term effect) of his program. Not only 
did Strauss never say they grasped those premises; I highly doubt that Jaffa 
ever (even prior to his ostensible moment of enlightenment) thought they did 
either. As Erler and Masugi themselves remark, and as Jaffa and Strauss can-
not have failed to be aware, “the Founders were not philosophers,” and hence 
are unlikely to have “understood Locke the way Strauss did.” 

Unfortunately, far from demonstrating the originality of Jaffa’s “discov-
ery” regarding the Founders’ thought, Erler and Masugi—hardly exhibiting 
the sort of close textual reading that Strauss encouraged his students and 
readers to practice—radically distort my argument. They attribute to me the 
claim “that Jaffa never proves that the Founders did not read Locke the way 
Strauss did,” when I made no such argument whatsoever. But here is where 
my critics shift their ground. Instead of staking the claim of Jaffa’s originality 
to his supposed discovery that the Founders did not read Locke as Strauss did, 
they go on to deny, on Jaffa’s behalf, that Strauss himself ultimately stuck to 
his original interpretation of Locke’s thought, thereby (they suggest) under-
mining the belief of “many Eastern Straussians,” including Berns and Harvey 
Mansfield, that “Locke was a Hobbian.” Instead, they claim to have dem-
onstrated that “Strauss himself either recanted his position on the Hobbian 
Locke from Natural Right and History or revealed that he was dissembling all 
along” in espousing it. Their sole evidence for this remarkable assertion is the 
fact that in The City and Man, published a decade after NRH, Strauss cites the 
peroration of the Declaration of Independence to show that its signers ranked 
their “sacred honor” above their lives and fortunes, demonstrating that (as 
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Erler and Masugi put it) they “ranked the goods of the soul higher than the 
good of the body,” and therefore that the framers “were not Hobbians!” 

Erler and Masugi’s quotation from City and Man exhibits neither a 
recantation nor any dissimulation on Strauss’s part. To the contrary: as 
noted in my review, in the opening lines of NRH, far from disparaging the 
Declaration as a merely Hobbesian document, Strauss quoted its assertion 
of self-evident truths, applauded the passage’s “weight and elevation,” and 
cited America’s dedication to the “proposition” of men’s equal and unalien-
able rights as having contributed to its rise to unrivaled power and prosperity. 
Strauss’s uncovering of the radically Hobbesian foundations of Locke’s doc-
trine later in NRH, culminating in its account of the Lockean understanding 
of human life as a “joyless quest for joy,” does not contradict his praise of the 
Declaration itself, or the capacity of its principles to appeal to men’s sense 
of honor or nobility, in City and Man. Nor does Strauss deny the manner in 
which the concluding chapters of Locke’s Second Treatise appeal to just such 
a (non-Hobbesian) sense of dignity as the guarantor of men’s resistance to 
tyranny—thereby arming what Locke called the otherwise “weak hands of 
justice” in the world (Two Treatises, II.16, sec. 176) with the force of aroused 
popular majorities. But it would hardly be to Strauss’s purpose to emphasize 
to cursory (i.e., most) readers the underlying tension between what I shall call 
the “liberal” and “republican” elements of the Declaration. While content to 
let readers who lacked the patience to read much beyond the Introduction 
to NRH, or to do so with any care, regard him as a “natural law thinker,” 
on account of his warning of the danger posed to our country’s founding 
principles by the rise of historicism, Strauss can be said to have devoted the 
remainder of the volume to uncovering the inner difficulties that led to the 
decline of belief in what he called “modern natural right.”2

Contrary to Erler and Masugi’s conclusion, Strauss was not convinced 
that “a return to Founding principles,” properly understood, sufficed to 
extricate us from the modern crisis. Without denying the practical merit of 

2  Nor, contrary to Erler and Masugi, was Strauss’s discovery of the Hobbesian foundation of Locke’s 
thought simply unprecedented. For a discussion of testimony to this effect by Locke’s onetime pupil 
the Earl of Shaftesbury, see Jason Aronson, “Critical Note: Shaftesbury on Locke,” American Political 
Science Review 53, no. 4 (Dec. 1959): 1101–4. And see Peter Laslett’s discussion of the sometimes “vio-
lent” controversy over Locke’s alleged Hobbism during the 1690s (along with Locke’s disingenuous 
denial of familiarity with Hobbes’s writings) in the introduction to his edition of Locke’s Two Treatises 
of Government, student ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 73–74. While Strauss 
undoubtedly provided the most thorough published analysis of Locke’s Hobbism, his awareness of 
that phenomenon was far from historically unique, and hence all the less likely to have been the prod-
uct of “dissimulation.”
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Lincoln’s exhortation to Americans, confronted with denials of the wrong-
ness of slavery, to regain their “ancient faith” in the Declaration, it did not 
constitute a philosophic resolution of the problem that Strauss addressed 
in modern thought. Contrary to Thomas West, the historicist genie, once 
released as a (probably inevitable) long-term consequence of gaps in what 
Strauss labeled the “first wave” of modern political philosophy, could not 
simply be put back into the bottle. If Erler and Masugi disagree with this, 
they should acknowledge that their difference is with Strauss, not merely 
with me. (Indeed, they come close to such an acknowledgment by claiming 
to demonstrate, implausibly, that Jaffa’s supposed “turn” reflected his having 
“pressed the theological-political question more deeply than Strauss did.”)3 

I conclude my response to the first part of Erler and Masugi’s critique by 
addressing their summary of what they call the “Aristotelianized Locke” that 
they believe Jaffa showed to have guided the Founders. As they recount, from 
the facts that the Declaration refers to what are initially described as “rights” 
as “ends,” which include “‘Safety’ and ‘Happiness,’ the alpha and omega of 
political life in Aristotle’s Politics,” and that The Federalist not only alludes (in 
its central number) to those lines “but also refers to ‘happiness’ and ‘public 
happiness’ far more frequently to describe the ends of government than it 
does the protection of rights and liberties,” Jaffa inferred that the Founders 
were disguised Aristotelians! But the notion that government exists in order 
to promote the people’s happiness is hardly peculiar to either Aristotle or the 
Founders. Nor is anything in that claim incompatible with Locke’s prescrip-
tion. What Jaffa and his acolytes blur is the difference between how happiness 
is portrayed by Aristotle and by the Founders—starting from the fact that 
Aristotle, unlike the Declaration, never uses the Lockean term “pursuit” 

3  In fact, in the excerpt that they cite from the second chapter of Rediscovery (43), wherein Jaffa 
equates the idea of the state of nature, ostensibly governed (as Erler and Masugi remind us) at least in 
foro interno (according to Hobbes) by the law of nature, Jaffa directly contradicts the core of Strauss’s 
interpretation, without acknowledging he is doing so. See Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 212–30, esp. 216 (“the tension between Locke’s natural law 
teaching and the New Testament); 220: “We thus arrive at the conclusion that Locke cannot have 
recognized any law of nature in the proper sense of the term,” a judgment Strauss repeats at 226; 222 
(noting Locke’s denial of “the traditional view” that the conscience embodies the dictates of natural 
law) and 224 (“The law of nature cannot be truly a law if it is not effective in the state of nature,” as 
Locke demonstrates it is not). Going beyond even Jaffa, Erler and Masugi maintain on his behalf that 
the idea that government is founded on a social compact constitutes a reassertion of “man’s political 
nature,” when the very point of that doctrine (a concomitant of the concept of the nonpolitical state 
of nature) is that contrary to Aristotle, we are not naturally political animals. Gullibly, and in utter 
disregard of Strauss’s analysis, they accept Locke’s equation of the natural law with “the will of God,” 
and hence with reason, without attending to Locke’s reduction of the dictates of reason to the mandate 
of self-preservation (Two Treatises, I.86).
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in describing government’s goal. More broadly, as Jaffa’s bête noire Martin 
Diamond observed, while “The Federalist is not very explicit in defining hap-
piness…there are firm indications,” given its emphasis on security and on 
“the rights of property,” “that what it had in mind has little in common with 
traditional philosophical or religious understandings of the term.”4 If there 
was any dissimulation regarding this issue, it was not Strauss’s. 

I now offer a few thoughts in response to the second half of “Schaefer con-
tra Political Philosophy,” which offers a defense of the chapter wherein Jaffa 
launches what Erler and Masugi call a “seemingly frantic (and sometimes 
extreme) polemic” against his former friends and/or benefactors, particularly 
Diamond, Irving Kristol, and Mansfield (Bloom having been dispensed with 
in an earlier chapter). They excuse “what appears to the near-sighted and blind 
to be frantic and extreme analysis and predictions” on Jaffa’s part by refer-
ring to his anticipation of “the nation’s impending dissolution and doom,” 
resulting from the “historicism, nihilism, and relativism that have infected 
both conservatives and liberals” today—as if such evils could be averted by 
launching trumped-up charges of national betrayal (readers may take that 
as a pun if they wish) against the aforementioned scholars. And they warn 
readers, in the spirit of Jaffa, not to “confuse prudence with moderation.”5 
They sidestep my observation that here as elsewhere Jaffa denounced Dia-
mond and Kristol for making the same observations (regarding the relative 
moderation and sobriety of the American Revolution, in comparison with its 
Continental counterparts) that he himself had made prior to his break with 
Diamond over purely personal issues.

Space considerations compel me to limit the remainder of my response 
to the following points. First, while Erler and Masugi judge it “odd” for me 
to observe that Locke, unlike the Declaration, avoids calling the principle of 
natural equality “self-evidently” true, since he does assert that that there is 
“nothing more evident” than such equality, I think the distinction significant. 
To pursue the question of how far and in what way Locke regarded any claims 
as self-evidently true would require an investigation of the sorts of epistemo-
logical questions he addresses in his Essay concerning Human Understanding, 

4  Martin Diamond, “Democracy and The Federalist: A Reconsideration of the Framers’ Intent,” in 
As Far as Republican Principles Will Permit: Essays by Martin Diamond, ed. William A. Schambra 
(Washington: AEI Press, 1992), 28–30.
5  Jaffa presumably took care to avoid such confusion when he coined the line that Barry Goldwater 
infamously pronounced in his acceptance speech at the 1964 Republican national convention, 
“extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.” Many voters, it appears, lacked the acute vision 
required to appreciate the prudence of that remark. 
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which I cannot undertake here. But for present purposes, I would stress that 
Locke simply asserts the (Hobbesian) proposition that human beings must be 
regarded as naturally equal and hence free, without offering any demonstra-
tion of its claim to “evidence.” Instead, for reasons that are unspecified in this 
context, he puts the burden of proof on those who would emphasize the ways 
in which people are unequal rather than equal by nature, despite subsequently 
acknowledging the extent of our natural as well as conventional inequalities.6

In effect, the doctrine of natural equality is just what Harvey Mansfield 
called it, to Jaffa’s chagrin: a half-truth—which, contrary to Jaffa, is not the 
same as a lie. Whereas Aristotle (as I noted) similarly denied that the natu-
ral inequalities among human beings are as great as those that distinguish 
us from other species (or from gods), such as would be necessary to justify 
the permanent or absolute rule of some individuals over others, he does not 
formulate this observation into a general principle, as Hobbes, Locke, and 
the Declaration do, as that would amount to an oversimplification. Hobbes 
and Locke chose to adopt such a simplified principle for popular consump-
tion precisely because of its potential efficacy in liberating humanity from 
the claims of Christian theocracy—as Jefferson indicates in his 1826 letter 
to Roger Weightman on the Declaration’s meaning. (The significance of the 
letter in this connection has been emphasized by Mansfield in an essay on 
Jefferson.) In this regard, I agree with Jaffa that Locke’s undertaking might 
be understood in part as an adaptation of Aristotle’s political teaching to the 
new political climate created by Christian universalism. But unlike Jaffa I 
observe that it went far beyond what Aristotle could have intended (just as 
Machiavelli’s critique of the classical philosophers’ writings exceeds what 
would have been dictated by his anticlericalism). 

Erler and Masugi also misrepresent my account of Michael Zuckert’s 
exposition of the Declaration’s reference to self-evident truth. His argument, 
which I find persuasive, is not that Jefferson regarded the truth of the Decla-
ration’s principles as merely subjective. Rather, while Jefferson, as a student 
of philosophy, would have uncovered the reasoning on the basis of which 
Locke demonstrated those principles, in composing the Declaration, he was 
acting as spokesman for the American people as a whole (“We hold”), most 
of whom could not be expected to have worked out the demonstration for 
themselves, but whose unity as a people, and dedication to the Lockean prin-
ciples of right, required that they take the principles for granted—forming 

6  See note 14 of my review for an attempted elucidation of Locke’s underlying reasoning, drawing 
partly on Hobbes. 
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the foundation of an American civil religion. I don’t think there’s anything 
in Zuckert’s argument that Jaffa should have found fault with. Neither should 
Erler and Masugi.

Finally, contrary to the editors’ note 21, I don’t believe that the rise of 
the Black Lives Matter movement, which is surely not “the most powerful 
political party in the country today,” refutes Mansfield’s argument that since 
the issue of slavery had long been settled in this country, Jaffa should have 
devoted his energy to more pressing and timely concerns than sniffing out his 
rivals for intimations of Calhounism. The official Black Lives Matter move-
ment (as distinguished from the slogan, which is unarguable) is grounded in 
Marxism, and while its antipathy to the principles of constitutional govern-
ment, along with demands for “reparations” for slavery, and the 1619 Project, 
do constitute serious threats to the perpetuation of our republic, none of the 
squabbles in which Jaffa engaged with his ex-friends and should-have-been 
allies, as they are recorded in The Rediscovery of America, would have con-
tributed to challenging those threats. 
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Introduction

It is hardly an exaggeration to say that Nietzsche was a cultural supernova: 
the impact of his works has been nothing short of cataclysmic. Or to adapt 
Plato’s cave metaphor, Nietzsche is one of the most important architects of 
the cave in which we moderns and postmoderns live. Thus, the search for an 
adequate understanding of how his philosophy has shaped Western culture 
must figure largely in our endeavor to illuminate that cave. Equally impor-
tant, in examining the myriad ways in which Western culture has remade 
itself in response to his philosophy, we begin to understand and appreciate 

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.

*We would like to acknowledge our large debt of gratitude to Patrick Malcolmson for his numerous 
thought-provoking remarks on earlier drafts of the essay.
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important things in or about the philosophy itself which would otherwise be 
lost on us. Briefly put, we stand to learn as much about Nietzsche’s philoso-
phy as we do about ourselves from such an inquiry. This point is as true of 
studies in the visual arts as it is of studies in philosophy, the social sciences, 
literature, and music from his day on. All inquiries of this type have a place 
in contemporary liberal education.

One of the highlights of the spring-summer 2019 season in the world of 
the visual arts was the publication of the catalog1 accompanying the Friedrich 
Nietzsche and the Artists of the New Weimar exhibition in the National Gal-
lery of Canada (Ottawa). A major premise of the catalog, which it seeks to 
vindicate through an exploration of the Nietzsche-modernist art nexus, is 
that “the rise and fall of the New Weimar represents an extraordinary chapter 
both in the history of modernity and in the history of the ideas at the junc-
tion of philosophy and art” (35, emphasis added). At the turn of the twentieth 
century, Nietzsche became a rallying cry and a cult figure for artists, writers, 
and critics throughout the German-speaking world; the combined efforts of 
his sister, Elizabeth Förster-Nietzsche, and Count Harry Graf Kessler in fos-
tering a growing, dynamic cult of Nietzsche based in the city of Weimar were 
a factor, no less potent for being hitherto little known, in this development. 
At the same time, a major but also little-known battle in the war for artistic 
modernism was fought in Weimar, where Kessler was the director of the local 
arts and crafts museum (Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe). As we argue in 
the first part of the present essay, the catalog sheds new and vitally important 
light on both developments—no mean achievement—although the connec-
tion between the burgeoning cult of Nietzsche at “the New Weimar” and the 
latter’s promotion of a Nietzsche-inspirited aesthetic modernism is too often 
assumed rather than explicitly and cogently argued by the catalog.

The New Weimar catalog is, moreover, an excellent jumping-off point for 
further reflection on scholarship, to date, of the larger question of Nietzsche’s 
influence on modernist art. One of the chief deficiencies or limitations of 
that scholarship is its failure thus far to clarify and establish the nature and 

1  Friedrich Nietzsche and the Artists of the New Weimar (Ottawa: 5 Continents Editions–National 
Gallery of Canada, 2019). This work will, with a few exceptions, be cited in-text by page and abbrevi-
ated as the New Weimar catalog or, more simply, New Weimar. Our discussion approaches and 
engages with the catalog as an independent work of scholarship in the general area of the visual arts. 
It is because the catalog breaks new ground regarding the connection between Nietzsche’s philosophy 
and modernism in the visual arts—which remains a fertile field of inquiry—that we believe it merits 
close scholarly scrutiny. This is not to detract in any way from the value of the exhibition, which, 
though relatively modest in its number of items on display, was highly illuminating.
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magnitude of Nietzsche’s philosophical influence on modernist art. The cata-
log too is not altogether free of those limitations, notwithstanding that we 
have much to learn from it.

The foregoing problem and a possible solution to it occupy most of Part 
II of the present essay (to be published in the next issue of Interpretation). At 
the heart of this discussion is an extensive, detailed analysis of the influence 
of Nietzschean philosophical ideas on certain works of art by the famous 
early modernist artist Edvard Munch that incorporates but goes well beyond 
the commentary and insights contained in the catalog. The hope is that that 
analysis can serve as a model for the kind of thorough, in-depth historical and 
philosophical analyses which would fill the pages of any adequate account of 
the Nietzsche-modernist art nexus.

In short, we applaud and strive to emulate the catalog’s dedication to 
illuminating the interface between philosophy and art, especially as instan-
tiated in the interface between Nietzsche’s philosophy and modernist art. 
Gaining clarity about that interface is a key element in the improvement of 
both our cultural self-knowledge and our understanding of Nietzsche. The 
ultimate aim of the present essay as a whole is to advance that part of our 
liberal education.

“The New Weimar” project

The primary objective of the catalog is to shed light on the project, spear-
headed by Count Harry Graf Kessler, in collaboration with Nietzsche’s sister 
Elizabeth Förster-Nietzsche, and assisted by the Belgian artist and architect 
Henry Van de Velde, among others, of creating a full-blown Nietzschean 
cultural center in Weimar.

Why Weimar? After Nietzsche had fallen hopelessly mentally ill, his sister 
took responsibility for his care and at the same time sought complete control 
over the shaping of his cultural legacy. In keeping with the latter aim, she 
established a Nietzsche Archive in Naumburg in 1894. Yet only a few years 
later, in 1897, she successfully contrived the relocation of the archive, together 
with her ailing brother, to the Villa Siberblick in Weimar. She was assisted 
financially in this endeavor by Meta von Salis, who, happily for her, was an 
ardent and wealthy admirer of Nietzsche. The choice of Weimar was dictated 
by Förster-Nietzsche’s ambitious desire of “inscribing [Nietzsche] into the 
myth of the classical Weimar of Goethe, Schiller and Herder” (12). For this 



 3 8 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 2

purpose it was, she reckoned, necessary to “establish the [Nietzsche Archive] 
as a complement and successor to the Goethe-Schiller Archive” already there.2

One of Förster-Nietzsche’s chief collaborators in promoting a cult of 
Nietzsche among artists, writers, and critics in Germany was Count Harry 
Graf Kessler. Given his vision of and practical centrality to “the New Wei-
mar” project as a whole, a more detailed account of his background and early 
life is in order here.

Harry Kessler (1868–1937) was born in Paris into a prosperous German 
banking family. He was educated there, as well as in Germany (Hamburg) and 
England (Oxford).3 His family spent summers in various German spas where 
Emperor Wilhelm I and Chancellor Otto Van Bismarck also vacationed. The 
emperor looked so favorably on the family, especially the fetching Mrs. 
Kessler, that he ennobled them. Familiarity with the emperor, Bismarck, and 
their entourages provided the young Kessler with a front-row seat to the world 
of great political power and, especially in the case of Bismarck, a model for a 
diplomatic career in the foreign service.4 Yet it was Kessler’s encounter with 
Nietzsche’s writings that had the more profound effect on him. In his 1935 
autobiography, Völker und Vaterländer, Kessler writes that it was Nietzsche 
rather than Bismarck who gave his intended career its mature “meaning and 
content.” An early reading of Beyond Good and Evil, with its praise of the 
“Good European,” led him to reject Bismarck’s realpolitik and nationalism.5

While Kessler’s admiration for Nietzsche’s work continued throughout 
his life, it was in the 1890s that we see it influencing his turn from politics 
towards art and culture, or rather his conflation of these domains. He noted 
in his memoir that for the youth of his generation, Nietzsche’s philosophy 
was taken as a moral imperative. What was needed was “to be something 
new, to mean something new, to represent new values.” While serving in the 
army, Kessler led Nietzschean reading groups for young officers.6

2  Laird M. Easton, “The Rise and Fall of the ‘Third Weimar’: Harry Graf Kessler and the Aesthetic 
State in Wilhelmian Germany, 1902–1906,” Central European History 29, no. 4 (2001): 499. In a 
comment on an earlier draft of our essay, Patrick Malcolmson reminds us that Förster-Nietzsche’s 
ambition departed dramatically from Nietzsche’s own thought, which was highly critical of German 
Kultur and hence of German nationalism.
3  With some exceptions indicated along the way, the information about Kessler provided here is 
drawn from New Weimar.
4  Theodore Fiedler, “Weimar contra Berlin: Harry Graf Kessler and the Politics of Modernism,” Stud-
ies in the History of Art 53 (1996): 107.
5  Ibid., 107–9.
6  Ibid., 109. 
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In 1893 Kessler worked as a law clerk in Berlin while preparing for his 
diplomatic exams. His mind seems to have been with the avant-garde literary 
and artistic circle that met in the cafe Zum Schwarzen Ferkel (“At the black 
piglet”), where, on any given night, one could find the playwright August 
Strindberg, the painter Edvard Munch, the novelist Stanisław Przybyszew- 
ski, the cultural historian Georg Brandes, and the art historian and critic 
Julius Meier-Graefe—all arguing over the meaning of Zarathustra and other 
Nietzschean writings.7

Kessler first met Förster-Nietzsche in 1895, in Naumburg, and for nearly 
two decades the two strong personalities collaborated (albeit not without 
considerable tension) in the shaping of Nietzsche’s legacy. Kessler visited the 
Nietzsche Archive for the first time in 1897, two years after its transfer to Wei-
mar. A few years later, with Kessler having taken up residence in Weimar, the 
project of creating what came to be known as the New Weimar got underway.

The New Weimar project was animated by the conviction of Kessler and 
his fellow collaborators that Nietzsche was the most important philosopher of 
the era. In his writings Nietzsche proclaims that God is dead and that science 
and Christian probity had killed him, in the process also destroying all the 
old values which had turned on His existence. Kessler et al. appear to have 
accepted this thesis.8 In their view, amply borne out by various Nietzschean 
texts, Nietzsche had diagnosed with unsurpassed clarity and depth the result-
ing onset of a morally and spiritually debilitating nihilism; and he had grasped 
the cultural desiderata of the times, such as the need for new heroes, myths, 
and values. They also read him as having divined that the philosopher of the 
future will be an artist and a legislator.9 Here too there was corroborating tex-
tual evidence from Nietzsche’s works. In the third of his Untimely Meditations, 
Nietzsche sought to “inspire the cultural creators and geniuses of the future.”10 
In Schopenhauer as Educator, Nietzsche argues that “the philosophers’ task is 
to be ‘lawgivers as to the measure, stamp and weight of things’…and to pro-
vide their contemporaries with a new ‘picture of life’…; and it is precisely by 
establishing these new values and by erecting this ‘new image of man’…that 

7  Ibid.
8  See Harry Graf Kessler, Journey to the Abyss: The Diaries of Harry Graf Kessler 1880–1918, ed. and 
trans. Laird M. Easton (New York: Vintage Books, 2013), 102, 112–13, 151, 188, 191, 209–10, 234, 247, 
249–50, 278–79, 290, 297–99, 303, 309.
9  See ibid., 102, 147, 185, 186, 188, 191, 234, 239, 290, 297–99, 304, 317–18, 327, 362, 379; and Easton, 
“Rise and Fall,” 500, 507, 508, 514.
10  Shilo Brooks, Nietzsche’s Culture War: The Unity of the “Untimely Meditations” (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), 19.
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a philosopher ‘educates’ others.”11 Nietzsche further signals therein the need 
to recast philosophy as a creative, poetic activity. Lastly, Kessler and company 
believed one could glean from Nietzsche’s philosophical writings, such as 
Zarathustra and Ecce Homo, the principles of an aesthetic for the future.12

The hope of Kessler et al. was that the center, with its location in Wei-
mar, would promote, in a sustained, organized fashion, the dissemination 
of Nietzsche’s philosophy and the growth of a modern, Nietzschean culture, 
making it a major source of inspiration and guidance for artists from all parts 
of Germany as well as other parts of Europe and the world.

To be sure, this was not the beginning of interest in Nietzsche’s philoso-
phy on the part of visual artists. That interest had already been picking up for 
at least a few years. Intellectuals such as Brandes, Strindberg, Przybyszewski, 
Rudolf Steiner, and others seem to have played an important role in popular-
izing Nietzsche’s ideas and disseminating them among artists. Nevertheless, 
what was originally an inchoate and diffuse interest in Nietzsche on the part 
of artists could begin to evolve into a bona fide Nietzschean movement only 
if it was provided with an institutional base linked to a set of clearly articu-
lated cultural objectives. One potential extension or appendage of such an 
institutional base was the cultural platform provided by the new journal Pan.

Pan was established in 1895 by the members of the Black Piglet circle, 
with Meier-Graefe as its first editor. The journal was devoted to contempo-
rary developments in literature and the visual arts. The ambitious intention 
of the editors, according to the catalog, was “to revolutionize modern life 
through a radical reform of literature, art and design” (84). With its title and 
with the artistic motif of the pagan satyr adorning its frontispiece, the jour-
nal “proposed the figure as the mythic forerunner of modern art.”13 Pan soon 
became,  in the words of  Kessler’s biographer, “the seminal journal of aes-
thetic modernism” in fin-de-siècle Berlin.14 Initially Kessler played a limited 
supporting role. But when the financial backers of the journal lost faith in 
Meier-Graefe as editor, they offered the role to Kessler. Although he declined 
that position, he took a place on the editorial board, and soon became the 
literary editor. 

11  Daniel Breazeale, editor’s introduction to Untimely Meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), xvii. Breazeale is quoting from Schopenhauer as Educator.
12  See, for instance, New Weimar, 13, 19–20, 21, 24–25, 29.
13  Patricia G. Berman, “The Invention of History: Julius Meier-Graefe, German Modernism, and the 
Genealogy of Genius,” Studies in the History of Art 53 (1996): 93.
14  Easton, Diaries of Kessler, 119. 
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Nietzsche was viewed by the editors as one of the journal’s two “founding 
fathers.” The painter Arnold Böcklin, one of the very few contemporary artists 
that the philosopher recognized as a kindred spirit, was the other. Nietzsche 
figured prominently in the journal’s pages from the start. Kessler’s early 
connection with Förster-Nietzsche led to an agreement to release several 
unpublished texts for the journal. Accompanying these texts was artwork 
by Max Klinger, Hans Thoma, Ernest Moritz Geyger, Carl Stoeving, and 
Hans Olde, depicting the philosopher or giving plastic expression to themes 
from his writings. One of the finest attributes of the New Weimar catalog is 
its inclusion of significant pages from the journal featuring those texts and 
works of art (84–87). Regrettably, Pan did not last beyond 1900, but Kessler’s 
collaboration with Nietzsche’s sister, which his involvement with the journal 
occasioned, played a crucial role in his coming to see Weimar as a potential 
center for cultural renewal.15

As becomes clear from the catalog, the New Weimar too was intended to 
meet the aforementioned institutional need. The city of Weimar, the Enlight-
enment capital of Germany, would be “renewed” for the twentieth century by 
providing a location for a Nietzsche-inspirited cultural center, replete with 
temple, stadium (capable of seating fifty thousand people!), a monumental 
Nietzsche memorial, Nietzsche iconographia transfiguring the “ailing phi-
losopher [into] the heroic prophet of modernity,” and so on.16 

As such it could, historian Steven Aschheim suggests, conceivably do 
for Nietzsche what Bayreuth was already doing for Wagner—give birth to a 
sustained, steadily burgeoning cult of Nietzsche.17 Wagner needed Bayreuth 
because he needed an institution in which skilled transmitters could be 
trained to continue his cultural task. So too in the case of Nietzsche. If done 
properly and on a sufficiently grand scale, the New Weimar could serve as a 
counterweight to Bayreuth, eventually even replacing Wagner with Nietzsche 
in the role of renovator of German culture. Concomitantly, Elizabeth Förster-
Nietzsche’s role in promoting this development could result in her own 

15  Fiedler, “Weimar contra Berlin,” 110–11.
16  See New Weimar, 11, 25–28, 35, and passim.
17  Steven E. Aschheim, The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany 1890–1990 (Los Angeles: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1992), 46. In this respect as well, the architects of the New Weimar would be following 
Nietzsche’s lead. As Brooks points out, in the philosopher’s untimely meditation Richard Wagner in 
Bayreuth, the city Bayreuth is cast as the home of a cultural institution led by a genius who through 
his art can reshape ancient myths and create new ones that can redeem the modern soul (Nietzsche’s 
Culture War, 229).
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renown eclipsing that of Cosima Wagner, who had been performing the same 
service for her beloved husband Richard.

It was the aristocratic connoisseur Harry Kessler, together with Henry 
Van de Velde and others, who strove to make such a vision of the New Wei-
mar a living, flourishing reality. They refurbished the Nietzsche Archive after 
its relocation from Naumburg to Weimar; they published and disseminated 
beautifully adorned luxury editions of some of Nietzsche’s works, such as 
Zarathustra and Ecce Homo; they drew up plans and designs for the temple, 
stadium, and Nietzsche memorial; they invited artists from all over to come 
to Weimar to share in the creation of a cult of Nietzsche, for instance, by 
making portraits and sculptures of the man and works of art with themes 
inspired by his writings. And the list goes on.

Along the way Kessler also launched a series of exhibitions of French, 
English, and German avant-garde artists. On the evidence of these 
exhibitions, Kessler clearly favored French artists of the Impressionist, Post-
Impressionist, and Nabi schools, including Manet, Monet, Renoir, Gauguin, 
Cézanne, Seurat, Bonnard, Vuillard, Rodin, and Maillol, among others—all 
arguably progenitors or exemplars of a kind of modernism in the visual arts 
which he may have deemed essentially conformable to a Nietzschean aes-
thetic for the future.18 In order to better promote German modernists such 
as Max Klinger, Kessler prudently also showed more conservative paint-
ers such as Hans Olde, Max Liebermann, Theodor Hagen, Wilhelm Trübner, 

18  “In the avant-garde painting of Nietzsche’s lifetime, the first forays were being made into the delib-
erate break with mimesis, the break with the faithful representation of observable reality, through 
the projects of the Impressionism of Claude Monet and the Post-Impressionism of Vincent van Gogh 
and Paul Gauguin. Such developments align with Nietzsche’s own rejection of material, enduring 
objects that appear to populate the world and seek a more mysterious, Dionysian realization” (F. 
Ulfers and M. D. Cohen, “Nietzsche and the Future of Art,” Hyperion 2, no. 4 [2007]: 6). In our view, 
Ulfers and Cohen’s formulation of the connection between Nietzsche’s thought and the artwork of 
these French artists merits serious consideration. That Kessler might have concurred with Ulfers and 
Cohen’s “alignment” point, at the very least, can be gleaned from his Diaries, 157–58, 160, 188, 239, 
266, 278, 285, 296, 297–99, 317–18, 327, 362, 376, 379; and from Easton, “Rise and Fall,” 496, 504–8, 
510, 512, 513–14, 515–16, and passim; as well as Laird M. Easton, The Red Count: The Life and Times 
of Harry Kessler (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002), the first four parts, especially 
43–44, 76, 83–86, 88–93, 101–15, 117–26, 126–28, 131, 133–39, 148–49, 155–56, 161, 164–65, 185–90. 
To explain briefly, what the aforementioned tendencies of visual art (and still others that Kessler also 
favored, such as the Nabis) had in common was their newness, their repudiation of academicism and 
an outdated mimetic, rationalistic naturalism—which repudiation Kessler seems to have considered 
necessary on essentially Nietzschean historical- or cultural-relativist grounds. For that reason they 
could all be seen—and we surmise that Kessler saw them—as exemplifying or prefiguring a Nietzs-
chean modernist aesthetic for the future, even if the artists involved did not always, or in some cases 
ever (e.g., Maurice Denis), see their own artwork that way. (For Denis’s disparaging view of Nietzsche, 
see Easton, Red Count, 164–65.)
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and Wilhelm Leibl.19 He furthermore exhibited artwork by Henry Van der 
Velde, who had been commissioned to renovate the Nietzsche Archive, and 
who became the director of the city’s design school; and by the Norwegian 
Edvard Munch, who painted and sketched Kessler as a sleek and slim flaneur 
in several works (including one shown in the catalog), and produced several 
portraits of Nietzsche, one of them iconic. As Sebastian Schütze, the catalog’s 
main author, points out, both artists were highly enamored of Nietzsche’s 
philosophy (19–20, 32–34).

Unfortunately, the New Weimar project failed.20 The reasons for this are 
instructive. In 1904 and then in 1906 Kessler organized two exhibitions of 
Rodin’s artwork at the arts and crafts museum in Weimar, of which he was 
the director. The 1904 exhibition, featuring “sixteen statues, thirty-three 
‘movement and silhouette studies,’ and fifty photographs of Rodin’s work,”21 
was a success. But the second exhibition, which displayed Rodin’s erotic 
drawings of female nudes, caused such a scandal that Kessler was forced to 
resign his position as the museum’s director. The (mostly French) modernist 
art and design that Kessler and Van der Velde had been curating had power-
ful opponents at the Weimar court and more broadly within the conservative 
German art establishment. The 1906 Rodin exhibition was exactly the kind 
of controversial show that enabled Kessler’s enemies to push for his resigna-
tion (17). Despite his continuing commitment to the broader project, Kessler’s 
loss of the directorship seriously weakened his leadership role. His fall from 
grace, in turn, greatly diminished the New Weimar’s prospects of success.

The most ambitious parts of the project, such as the temple and stadium, 
never got beyond the design stage. This was due in large part to the ideo-
logical incompatibility between Förster-Nietzsche, on one hand, and Kessler, 
Van de Velde, and their like-minded compatriots, on the other: Förster-
Nietzsche inclined towards a “simplistic, politicized, nationalistic reading” 
of her brother’s philosophy,22 whereas Kessler and company perceived in him 

19  Easton, Red Count, 103.
20  New Weimar, 25, 35. We say “unfortunately,” because, had it survived and flourished along the 
comparatively far nobler lines envisaged by Kessler and his like-minded compatriots, it might have 
continued to curb, if not completely quash, Förster-Nietzsche’s calamitous ambitions for Nietzsche’s 
legacy.
21  Easton, Red Count, 148.
22  Less charitable and (judging by what so many other Nietzsche commentators have said about her) 
closer to the mark is Safranski’s statement that Förster-Nietzsche “hoped to mold Nietzsche into a 
German chauvinist, racist, and militarist, and was successful in conveying this image to a substantial 
cross section of the public” (Rudolf Safranski, Nietzsche: A Philosophical Biography, trans. Shelley 
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the heroic prophet of a new, higher, more cosmopolitan humanity and herald 
of aesthetic modernism.

Ultimately, however, it was the onset of the Great War that brought the 
entire, already faltering project to a crashing halt.

The Catalog and the Nietzschean Influence  
on the Artists of the New Weimar

One of the chief virtues of the catalog is that, unlike many scholarly works, 
it attempts, with some success, to spell out in concrete detail the influence of 
certain Nietzschean ideas on various works of modern art. At the very least, 
the catalog gives us to understand that such works can be profitably viewed 
as interpretations of, even “commentaries” on, Nietzschean philosophical 
themes, in some cases on a par with those found in literary, musical, and 
scholarly works and as such often equally if not more illuminating.23 We limit 
ourselves here to what the catalog has to say about the Nietzschean aspects 
of works of art by Hofmann, Geyger, Klinger, Van de Velde, Bonnard, and 
Rodin, leaving Edvard Munch for the second part of this essay, since a more 
detailed and in-depth account of the last is deserving of a study on its own.

To assist understanding of discussions of various works of art offered 
throughout the present essay, we urge the reader to consult images of them 
readily available on the Internet, using the information we supply about their 
titles and artists’ names.

Ludwig Von Hofmann, a major Symbolist and Jugenstil painter and 
cofounder of Pan, served as professor of painting in the New Weimar and 
emerged as one of its central cultural figures. He and Kessler were fascinated 
with the incipient movement of avant-garde dance, as exemplified by the 
dance of Loie Fuller, self-declared Nietzschean Isadora Duncan, and Ruth St. 

Frisch [New York: Norton, 2002], 318). As Schütze puts it (35), the “simplistic, politicized, nationalistic 
reading” to which she had made her brother’s philosophy “accessible…would greatly influence [its] 
later reception and fatal corruption in fascist Italy as much as in Nazi Germany.” That point, too, is 
understated: it is common knowledge that Förster-Nietzsche herself played an active role in the Nazi 
and fascist “corruption” of Nietzsche’s legacy. 
23  The interpretive power of works of visual art on literary themes will be more adequately illustrated 
in Kowalsky’s detailed examination of certain works by Munch in the second part of the present essay. 
For an example from an earlier century, consider Rembrandt’s paintings on biblical stories, in par-
ticular how illuminating they are regarding the human meaning of the stories, and how poignantly 
expressive of the emotions evoked in those stories, such as care, compassion, love, and humanity. For 
an excellent discussion, see Howard B. White, Antiquity Forgot: Essays on Shakespeare, Bacon, and 
Rembrandt (Boston: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978).
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Denis. (Fuller, an American expatriate based in Paris in the 1890s, became a 
European sensation with her ecstatic dancing using exotic lighting and large 
swirling capes. One of her most famous works, Fire Dance, was inspired by 
“The Ride of Valkyries” from Wagner’s Die Walküre.) Kessler commissioned 
Hofmann to produce a series of lithographs entitled Tänze (Dances).  Hof-
mann’s painting Flammentanz (Flame Dance), shown in the catalog (53), 
depicts five bare-breasted female dancers outfitted with billowing dresses 
and capes specifically inspired by Fuller’s Fire Dance. Its “almost pointillist 
style” is designed to “emulate” the lightening effects of Fuller’s performances, 
while the “energetic yellow and orange lines…seem to emanate from the 
ecstatically moving dancers.” As the catalog suggests, the painting gives 
visual expression to the celebration of dance as an ecstatic, Dionysian art 
in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, which is later echoed in his Zarathustra (52).

In 1905 Max Klinger was invited by the editors of Pan to create a visual 
image corresponding to the text of Nietzsche’s as-yet-unpublished fable Der 
Riese (The Giant), for publication in the second issue of the magazine. When 
Klinger declined the invitation, the task fell to Ernst Moritz Geyger, an artist 
enamored of Nietzsche but chiefly known for his naturalistic bronze sculp-
tures of animals (13, 88).

The etching Geyger came up with actually incorporates the text of the 
fable. As the catalog points out (88), the substance of the text’s allegorical 
meaning is Nietzsche’s view of the basic tension between the very few great 
individuals and the vast majority of people, who are, figuratively speaking, 
small. The latter, represented in the fable as dwarves, feel threatened by and 
resentful of the mental and physical superiority of the former (symbolized by 
the giant against whom they are plotting). Completely blind to the utter futil-
ity of their efforts, they will do anything it takes to diminish or destroy those 
few great ones. The visual imagery surrounding the text vividly expresses 
its literal meaning (thereby reinforcing its allegorical meaning). The giant 
is visualized as an enormous, beautiful, classically shaped man with wings, 
striking a heroic pose in the nude, and holding a pen and a clump of sheets, 
“on the top of which he has designed the constellation of Saturn, the planet 
of melancholy genius.” The dwarves, whom the giant towers over and is most 
likely blissfully unaware of, are depicted as ugly puny animals (“dressed in 
black professorial robes”) scurrying around the plinth on which he is stand-
ing and plotting his takedown. The giant here turns out to be Nietzsche 
himself, with the dwarves signifying the academics in the universities at the 
time who sought to completely discredit his ideas and destroy his writings.
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Max Klinger is the most famous German artist in this group. As Schütze 
states (28), he was “one of the most acclaimed German artists of the time, 
and also highly esteemed at the Weimar court,” and the Austrian writer 
Hugo von Hofmannsthal “described him in 1895 as ‘the most original art-
ist that Germany is privileged to possess.’” Kessler and company were thus 
very fortunate to have him play a major part in the New Weimar project, 
although he never plumped for any of the appointments offered him in 
Weimar (31). He produced a number of Nietzschean works of art, one of 
which was commissioned by Kessler for the Nietzsche Archive (31). It was 
to be a herm of Nietzsche done in Parian marble (30). In addition to that 
one, Klinger ended up producing a bronze herm, now housed in the National 
Gallery in Ottawa (104). In Schütze’s view (104), the image of Nietzsche in the 
former tends more towards idealization in a classical vein, whereas the style 
of the bronze is a blend of naturalism and modern expressiveness though 
still with a strong admixture of idealism. More important is what they have 
in common. Both are monumental works, portraying Nietzsche in a grand, 
heroic mode, in stark contrast to the frail, sickly, and utterly helpless state of 
the man in the final years of his life. Taken together with the busts and the 
drawing based on G. A. Schultze’s famous 1882 photograph, which Klinger 
produced as part of the planning process for them, the two herms show the 
“progressive abstraction from physiognomic likeness toward heroic idealiza-
tion” that Nietzsche’s image underwent in Klinger’s hands (102; cf. 98, 100, 
104). And with them Klinger put an indelible stamp on the New Weimar’s 
iconography of Nietzsche as the suffering “promethean thinker” and “heroic 
prophet of modernity” (27, 25), which has decisively shaped artistic images of 
the philosopher-poet ever since (104).

According to New Weimar, it was largely owing to the widely acknowl-
edged greatness of Klinger’s Beethoven that Kessler awarded him a commission 
to create a “cult-image” of Nietzsche for the Nietzsche Archive (96). Completed 
in 1902, Beethoven is a massive monumental sculpture, made of marble, jasper, 
ivory, and bronze, that depicts the composer “seated on a bronze throne, his 
body bent forward in thought,” reminding us of Rodin’s Thinker (28). Cling-
ing to a rock at the larger-than-life composer’s feet is a formidable-looking 
eagle, its posture one of caring deference towards him. Although the eagle 
can be interpreted as an allusion to “Phidias’ statue of Zeus at Olympia,” says 
Schütze (29), “for many contemporaries he would naturally transform into the 
faithful attendant of Zarathustra’s solitude.”24 They see in KIinger’s Beethoven 

24  In the first and tenth sections of the Prologue to Zarathustra, Zarathustra gives the earliest indica-
tions of how close he is to his eagle and serpent, and what they mean to him as models of pride and 
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a Zarathustra-like figure, a genius of the highest order. To underscore the 
point, Schütze cites contemporary art historian Paul Kühn’s description of the 
statue as an “embodiment of the superhuman” and “the most glorious, joyful, 
artistic affirmation of Nietzsche’s Zarathustrian worship” (29).

In addition to his other functions at the New Weimar, Van de Velde was 
assigned the task of designing the ornamentation for expensive but beautiful 
“collector’s” editions of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, Ecco Homo, and Dionysian 
Dithyrambs put out by various boutique publishers (for instance, Insel Verlag) 
over the ensuing years (22–25). As Schütze sees it, Van de Velde succeeded 
in inventing an appropriate, Nietzschean style of ornamentation for each of 
these works. Thus, in the case of Zarathustra, Schütze says:

Van de Velde’s symmetrical abstract ornaments adorn the cover, 
double frontispiece and title page, as well as the opening parts of the 
four parts of the book. Particularly imposing is the vital energy of the 
double frontispiece, which creates, for the reader, a sort of festive, tri-
umphant entrance gate to Zarathustra’s formidable prophecies. The 
text was set in [Georges] Lemmen’s typeface and is adorned with small 
chapter dividers and interspersed spacers printed in gold which rhyth-
micize the densely printed text blocks and accentuate the aphoristic 
tone of Zarathustra’s speech. Nietzsche’s prophecies are presented in a 
decisively modern fashion. (70; cf. 23)

What Schütze seems to be remarking on here is the various ways in which 
the style of ornamentation Van de Velde chose for Zarathustra reflects the 
essential themes of the work—such as Nietzsche’s vitalistic doctrine of the 
will to power, and his joyful life- and earth-affirming prophecy of the advent 
of the Übermensch—as well as the philosopher’s grand, aphoristic, but also 
musical manner of expressing them. This, together with Schütze’s similarly 
thought-provoking remarks about the ornamental styles adopted for the 
other two writings, could form the basis of an exceptionally rich and insight-
ful treatment of the subject.

Reflecting his growing interest in various strands of Post-Impressionist 
art, Kessler purchased Mirror in the Green Room, by one of his favorite French 
painters, the Nabi master Pierre Bonnard. In this close-up of a bathroom 
interior, we are shown a standing female nude with her clothed maid as seen 
reflected in a mirror. The mirrored reflection becomes a picture within a pic-
ture that evokes the metaphor of a painting as a mirror to the outside world. 

wisdom, respectively. See Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in The Portable Nietzsche, ed. 
and trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Penguin Books, 1954), 121, 137.
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The stance of the nude is a classical echo of the Medici Venus. The combination 
reflects the artist’s “search for a new classicism” (54)—one which, precisely 
for that reason, Kessler might have regarded as exemplifying a Nietzschean 
modernist aesthetic, even if such was not the artist’s intention.25

Auguste Rodin rejected academic standards and drew inspirations from 
antique and Renaissance masters. In his first important work destined for the 
Paris Salon, he created a life-sized male nude statue that reflected his study 
of Michelangelo’s Dying Slave. When first exhibited in Belgium, under the 
title The Vanquished, or The Wounded Soldier, the work caused controversy 
because of its stubborn abandonment of academic conventions, excessive 
realism, and studied ambiguity—all qualities which were to become key 
ingredients of an authentic modernist work. When exhibited in Paris, Rodin 
changed the title to The Age of Bronze (1875–76) to emphasize the positive idea 
of man’s awakening to a new epoch. By the time Kessler exhibited it at the arts 
and crafts museum in Weimar in 1904, it was acclaimed as the sculptor’s mas-
terpiece, and multiple versions in plaster, marble, and bronze were produced 
and eagerly sought by museums throughout Europe. Thanks to the financial 
intervention of Grand Duchess Caroline, it was purchased for the museum. 
The work came to be seen as the announcement of “the advent of a new age 
and of a new type of man” (56). As such it was admirably suited to serving as a 
“symbol of the New Weimar,” with its Nietzschean modernist aesthetic vision 
and sense of cultural mission as Kessler understood these matters. 

Assessing New Weimar

There seem to be at least two different narratives or lines of argument run-
ning through the catalog.

First, as we have seen, New Weimar seeks to bring to light key factors 
in the transformation of Nietzsche into a cult figure among European art-
ists, such as the variety and vigor of his sister’s and Kessler’s efforts bent to 
that end; the publication of Pan; the luxury editions of several of Nietzsche’s 

25  Nietzsche, in his earlier as well as later writings, evinces a preference for the classical style in the 
visual arts. Note, for instance, the high praise he bestows on Raphael’s Transfiguration in The Birth of 
Tragedy, and then his still higher estimation of Michelangelo in a later work, as Paul Barolsky points 
out in Michelangelo’s Nose: A Myth and Its Maker (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1990), 152–53. On the other hand, that Bonnard himself would have resisted any sort of associa-
tion of his artwork with Nietzsche’s philosophy might plausibly be inferred from Meredith Hindley, 
“Nietzsche Is Dead,” Humanities 33, no. 4 (2012), https://www.neh.gov/humanities/2012/julyaugust/
feature/nietzsche-dead. Apparently Bonnard refused Kessler’s request for his support of the Nietzsche 
memorial project in Weimar, although, as he explained to Kessler, his refusal was based on his “[oppo-
sition] not to [Nietzsche’s] ideas, but to his person.”
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writings; the remodeling of the Nietzsche Archive; and the production of 
sculptures, prints, and paintings by artists associated with Kessler or the New 
Weimar, which heroize or monumentalize Nietzsche or give visual expres-
sion to his main philosophical ideas.

We also learn from the catalog how Kessler, with little if any support 
from Förster-Nietzsche, but aided by Van der Velde and the latter’s connec-
tions with French dealers and artists, was simultaneously waging a battle 
for aesthetic modernism through his exhibitions of the artwork of Manet, 
Monet, Renoir, Gauguin, Cézanne, Seurat, Bonnard, Vuillard, Rodin, Mail-
lol, and others. 

A problem arises here. The catalog does not make clear the relation 
between those two narratives. That relation could have been clarified by 
showing the influence of Nietzsche’s philosophy on the Bonnard painting 
and Rodin and Maillol sculptures included in the catalog, exactly as is done 
with the artwork of Munch and the German artists also featured therein. 
For then both narratives could have been made to fit comfortably in a larger 
argument supporting New Weimar’s bold, sweeping claim that Nietzsche was 
the philosopher of modernism. Yet the catalog makes no such attempt. Nor 
does it argue for any direct Nietzschean influence on the artwork of Monet or 
Bonnard or Rodin or even Maillol. We are left wondering about the presence 
of the second narrative and inclusion of some works by those French artists 
in the catalog. Why, indeed, should they be given any attention whatsoever, if 
the catalog’s avowed chief purpose is to shed light on the Nietzschean aspects 
of modernism, rather than on Kessler’s various contributions to the rise of 
aesthetic modernism, some of which are not obviously related to Nietzsche’s 
philosophy? At any rate, New Weimar does not seek explicitly and unequivo-
cally to establish those artists’ connections to a Nietzschean modernist 
aesthetic, even if only as viewed through a Kesslerian lens.26 We, naturally, 
have tried to fill this lacuna by suggesting some possible connections along 
the way, but these are tentative or hypothetical at best.

The foregoing lack of a clear focus and sense of direction is further evi-
dent in New Weimar’s inclusion of an essay by Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen 
about the influence of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s thought on Nietzsche’s phi-
losophy as well as the latter’s reception in America. Although intrinsically 

26  At best the catalog hints at some such possible connection: “In 1903 Kessler opened his series 
of exhibitions at the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe tactically with a monographic show on [Max 
Klinger], including the first bronze bust of Nietzsche—a strategic choice meant to prepare the grounds 
for the more controversial exhibitions, mostly dedicated to French art, to follow” (New Weimar, 31).
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interesting and worth reading, the essay bears no relation to the main subject 
of the catalog. The space occupied by it should instead have been devoted to 
an exploration of the New Weimar’s role in quickening and channeling the 
influence of key Nietzschean themes and ideas on modernist artistic trends in 
Europe, especially Germany—a topic barely touched on in the catalog (see 14). 
Here German Expressionism springs to mind, which the art of Edvard Munch 
(itself profoundly shaped by Nietzsche, as is argued at length in the second 
part of the present essay) is widely believed to have decisively influenced.27 At 
all events, such an exploration could have greatly strengthened the catalog’s 
case for the centrality of Nietzsche’s philosophy to modernist art.

Notwithstanding its limitations, the New Weimar catalog constitutes 
a signal accomplishment in the life of modern Western culture as a whole 
and the history of modern art in particular. It brings to our attention an 
important but hitherto largely neglected chapter in the unfolding, rich story 
of Nietzsche’s cultural influence, especially in the domain of the visual arts. 
It also provides valuable clues to a deeper, more concrete understanding of 
how that influence was transmitted to the visual arts in other parts of Ger-
many and Europe, and of the consolidation, for better or worse, of Nietzsche’s 
enduring cultural legacy.

Postscript

In the second part of the present essay, Kowalsky homes in on another, 
still graver weakness of the catalog only hinted at in the foregoing critical 
remarks: the weakness of its case for the centrality of Nietzsche’s philosophy 
to modernist art. Since this deficiency is one that the catalog shares with the 
scholarly writing on Nietzsche’s relation to modernist art produced to date, 
it is examined in conjunction with a brief examination of that larger scholar-
ship. Thought is also given to how that deficiency may be made good. The 
core of this latter discussion is an extended analysis of a number of Edvard 
Munch’s works of art, with a focus on their Nietzschean aspects.

27  See, for instance, Jill Lloyd and Reinhold Heller, eds., Munch and Expressionism (New York: Prestel, 
2016).
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This slim volume collects nine essays originally delivered in 2018 during a 
conference at Mercer University. The essays focus on the ratification debates 
in 1787–1788 and analyze constitutionalism and modern republicanism, 
the political thought of James Madison and Alexander Hamilton, and the 
influence and relevance of the Federalist-Antifederalist debates in Ameri-
can history, from Abraham Lincoln to the present. As editor Will R. Jordan 
explains in the introduction, the volume takes its name from Hamilton’s claim 
in Federalist, No. 1 that free governments can be instituted “from reflection 
and choice” and need not depend “on accident and force.” Bemoaning the 
low level of much modern political discourse, Jordan adds his own hope that 
the volume can contribute to reflective, dispassionate political deliberation in 
modern America and help “to maintain and improve [our] government” (5). 

Michael Zuckert opens the volume with an essay on James Madison’s 
republican constitutionalism, as explained in Federalist, Nos. 10 and 51. This 
is well-trod ground, but Zuckert clearly and thoroughly analyzes not only the 
negative, preventative role of the extended republic and separation of pow-
ers, but also the ways these constitutional features encourage prudent, decent 
behavior. As he shows, the extended sphere does not simply prevent a majority 
faction from forming, it also encourages the formation of respectable majori-
ties, made up of competing groups that moderate their own preferences in 
order to form a majority coalition. Similarly, the constitutional system relies 
on ambition to counter tyrannical ambition while also encouraging the sort 

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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of ambition that leads politicians to serve the community as statesmen, not 
self-interested representatives of factions. 

Several essays touch on the “Madison Problem”: To what extent did 
Madison alter his political views when he shifted from a Hamilton ally dur-
ing the convention and ratification debates and became a disciple of Jefferson 
in the 1790s? How should one explain this shift? Murray Dry argues that the 
Constitution created “a new federalism and a new republicanism” (45). But 
rather than settling all disputes about the nature of the regime, the Constitu-
tion actually invited further debate, as demonstrated by the disputes between 
Hamilton and Madison over the nature of republicanism and the extent of 
national power. According to Dry, Madison remained largely consistent in 
his understanding of federalism, but updated his understanding of the dan-
gers factions posed to republicanism. Although Federalist, No. 10 argued that 
minority factions were not particularly dangerous, Hamilton’s financial plans 
and the Neutrality Proclamation (1793) forced Madison to recognize that a 
small, elite faction of protomonarchists posed a real danger to the republic. 

Jeremy Bailey presents Madison’s repeated invocation of Federalist, No. 
39 to defend his own consistency over time. Madison had implied in Federal-
ist, No. 37 that no bright line could be drawn between national and state 
power, but in Federalist, No. 39 he argued that the federal courts should help 
settle federalism disputes. After all, without the courts determining the extent 
of national power, each state would be left to determine that issue for itself 
through nullification. The Constitution would then have a different meaning 
within each state; this would be intolerable for it would violate “the vital prin-
ciple of [state] equality,” leaving the states in possession of unequal degrees 
of residual sovereignty (77). Bailey finds that Madison’s argument “suggests 
a basic consistency” insofar as he viewed “the Union as a compact among 
states and as a union wherein controversies would have to be settled by a 
[federal] judiciary” (79, emphasis in original). Bailey’s point about Madison’s 
consistency with Madison is well taken, yet it raises questions about Madi-
son’s logic. Is it logically consistent to argue both that the states are sovereign 
and that a national tribunal may impose its judgments on those “sovereigns”? 
Hamilton’s logic was far clearer when he unambiguously denounced “the 
political monster of an imperium in imperio” in Federalist, No. 15. 

Lynn Uzzell addresses a more minor inconsistency in Madison’s thought. 
Federalist, No. 10 lists two major advantages of the extended republic: first, 
the multiplicity of factional interests, and second, larger election districts 
that will promote the election of wiser, more virtuous representatives. In the 
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Federalist, Madison claimed these two advantages were equally important, 
yet elsewhere, Uzzell points out, he emphasized the novel and radical argu-
ment about factions at the expense of the argument about virtuous rulers. 
To explain this inconsistency, Uzzell posits that Madison wrote Federalist, 
No. 10 strategically, since he recognized his first argument—which relied on 
structural features, rather than virtue—was less attractive to his audience 
than his more traditional second argument, which could appeal to Antifed-
eralists concerned with civic virtue. 

Shifting focus from Madison to Hamilton, Kimberly Hurd Hale writes 
that Hamilton’s understanding of politics as a science, economic plans, and 
support for a strong navy all “echo” Francis Bacon’s ideas and were “decidedly 
Baconian in scope, and in character” (83). Hale successfully shows parallels 
between Hamilton and Bacon. However, the reader may be left somewhat 
disappointed, since although she notes that Hamilton read Bacon, Hale 
generally goes no further than arguing that Bacon influenced other Enlight-
enment thinkers, who in turn influenced the Founders (97). We are therefore 
left wondering about Bacon’s own importance for Hamilton’s thought.

The final four essays emphasize the impact of the ratification debates 
on later American politics. Jon Schaff sees an example of the continuing 
relevance of Founding Era debates in Abraham Lincoln, who espoused a syn-
thesis of Federalist and Antifederalist ideas while improving on both. Where 
Federalists relied on institutional constraints and Antifederalists on virtue 
to maintain political limits, Lincoln acknowledged the importance of both 
while also showing the value of statesmanship in maintaining respect for 
law and promoting civic virtue. Schaff concludes by warning that Lincolnian 
statesmanship cannot develop in a political and educational environment 
that rewards demagoguery and offers “educational fast food” rather than 
serious study of the classics and pursuit of true wisdom (118).

Roger Barrus presents a fascinating argument which traces America’s 
factionalized and “hollow” national life back to a missed opportunity during 
the Ratification Debates (137). In what I consider the finest contribution to 
the volume, he shows how Antifederalists and Federalists looked to different 
parts of Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws—the Antifederalists to his praise 
of small democracies, the Federalists to his explanation of a larger, modern, 
liberal regime based on separation of powers. The Federalist showed the 
Constitution would both ensure national security and also protect against 
internal divisions through separation of powers and the multiplicity of fac-
tions. The Antifederalists critiqued these specific arguments, pointing out 
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that the Federalists were attempting to secure internal security by relying on 
vice: counteracting ambitions and mutually defeating factional desires. What 
the Antifederalists failed to do, Barrus explains, was make a comprehensive 
case for the need for republican virtue, the type of virtue that could come 
from maintaining democratic self-rule at the local level. Had the Antifeder-
alists made a better argument, Barrus believes we might now have a better 
understanding of the importance of federalism. We should preserve the prin-
ciple of federalism not only because it checks national power, but because it 
may perform a moral function by cultivating civic virtue. 

The Federalist is famous for its defense of separation of powers, but 
Elizabeth Kaufer Busch makes the ostensibly dry issue of institutional checks 
and balances relevant to modern problems by discussing Title IX. As she 
points out, the American conception of the rule of law mandates stable and 
legitimate procedures for implementing the law. The most obvious of these 
procedural safeguards is separation of powers, whereby different branches 
of government legislate, enforce, and judge. This basic safeguard is under-
mined when a single branch not only interprets, but reinterprets Title IX, 
judges infractions, and enforces the law based on its own reinterpretations. 
If the Framers were correct when they endorsed Montesquieu’s admonition 
that uniting the three powers of government would result in tyranny, then—
Busch clearly but cautiously hints—we must conclude that Title IX has been 
implemented tyrannically. In light of prevailing sentiment in the academy, 
writing this essay must have required moral courage, for which I salute its 
author. Tyranny is never easy to condemn (or even to unmask), even in an age 
that congratulates itself for its progressive and enlightened outlook. 

Finally, Karl Walling examines key Founding documents and debates 
to describe American grand strategy. The critical issue of the Founding, 
he contends, was to combine republican liberty with the safety that comes 
from a federation, balancing Antifederalist desires for small republics with 
Federalist plans for American strength. Walling walks the reader through 
the Declaration of Independence, Articles of Confederation, Constitution, 
Federalist Papers, Washington’s Farewell Address, and the Monroe Doctrine, 
clearly outlining the (often overlooked) foreign policy implications of the 
first four while synthesizing the last two. He concludes by offering a limited 
critique of both interventionism and isolationism. On one hand, Walling 
worries that the Monroe Doctrine’s preference for free regimes, alongside its 
promise of American protection against European intervention, may become 
a slippery slope: When does defense slip into preemption? When do repeated 
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interventions turn into a “democratic jihad” (179)? On the other hand, is not 
a certain sort of intervention, through the UN and NATO, simply an expan-
sion of a Hamiltonian drive to unite free regimes for collective security? If 
this is so, Walling concludes, then an “America First” policy may undermine 
the post–World War II “republican security system” (184).

Those who specialize in American political thought or the American 
Founding will likely find little that is new in this volume. As mentioned 
above, the essays were presented at a conference at Mercer University and are 
pitched at a level suitable for a student audience. But because the contributors 
present helpful analyses of important Founding Era debates in an acces-
sible format, and in a single volume, this book would be a solid addition to 
any course on the American Founding. In an undergraduate setting, it may 
achieve its goal of promoting thoughtful, rational debate about the Founding. 
At a time when many on the left disparage America, claiming it was indelibly 
marked by the year 1619, and some on the right insist that the United States 
is a failed liberal project, this volume provides a refreshing alternative. By 
working on the assumption that America’s Constitution is basically decent 
and worth maintaining, the contributors have set themselves to a worthwhile 
task. At the risk of sounding old-fashioned, one might even call it patriotic.
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This book adds to the voluminous literature on Thucydides’s view of the 
origins of the Peloponnesian War. Its primary claim to novelty or distinc-
tiveness is its “characterological” or “political-psychological” approach (45, 
119, 197). That is, the “necessities” that Thucydides sees as ultimately making 
the Peloponnesian War inevitable are not objective but subjective, rooted 
in the distinctive characters of the cities. Athens and Sparta have different 
views of what is compulsory. The circumstances at the outbreak of the war 
brought both sides simultaneously to see going to war as compulsory, driven 
however by different understandings of what is compulsory (201).

The book pursues the somewhat unusual strategy of drawing exclusively 
on book 1 of Thucydides’s History. This makes sense in that book 1 is obvi-
ously the book devoted to the coming and causes of the war, and Jaffe is 
almost fastidious in not referring to other parts of the History. Jaffe does 
make good use of book 1, discussing at length all its major parts and epi-
sodes, including the Archaeology and the Pentecontaetia, not necessarily in 
the order Thucydides presents them, but according to an internal logic of the 
unfolding argument of book 1 as Jaffe sees it. For it is part of his argument 
that Thucydides crafted book 1 as a more or less self-contained whole, leading 
the reader meticulously to certain conclusions about its major themes.

The book is therefore organized more thematically than textually. The 
first chapter is “The Manifest Quarrels”; the second “The Spartan Congress” 
immediately before the war; the third “The Athenian Logic of the Truest 
πρόφασις”; the fourth “Sparta’s Greatest πρόφασις for War.” The last two 
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give some indication of a key argument of the book. Their titles derive from 
Thucydides’s statement in 1.23 that implicitly separates a “truest reason” for 
the war, which was least spoken of, from the reasons most spoken of, which 
reasons ignored or concealed the truest reason.

This truest πρόφασις, in Thucydides’s telling, is that the growth of Athe-
nian power struck fear in the Spartans and compelled them to go to war. Jaffe 
argues, reasonably enough, that this is a reason of the type that Athens and 
not Sparta brings forth for the conflict. This might even be the crux of Jaffe’s 
argument: that the truest πρόφασις with all its logical underpinnings encap-
sulates the Athenian worldview and the Athenian way, whereas the “greatest 
πρόφασις,” the one heard most in speech, represents the Spartan way.

The truest πρόφασις revolves around necessity understood in terms of 
security and advantage: cities (and individuals) are compelled to act in what-
ever way is required for their survival or in whatever way “profits” them. The 
Spartan greatest πρόφασις, in contrast, revolves around justice and piety: 
these are compulsory in the Spartan view, and of course are rewarded by the 
gods (21, xx). Different understandings of the advantageous underpin these 
worldviews. As Jaffe puts it, “The Athenian conception of advantage orbits 
the twin stars of honor and profit, while the Spartan one orbits those of fear 
and profit” (73; cf. 94). This may be tying things up a bit too tidily, though, 
since, as Jaffe shows at length, neither Athens nor Sparta fits so neatly into 
those boxes. Better to say that “a city’s conception of its own advantage is 
defined by some relative prioritization of fear, honor, and profit” (94), with 
different cities striking the balance differently.

This perspective has important implications for interpreting Thucydides 
and the causes of the war. For example, the Athenians are correct to identify 
“fear, honor, and profit” as the three master compulsions of human nature. 
But they are incorrect to believe that their prioritizing of these three is the 
only or the “natural” one. The Spartan version rests on the same foundation 
and is equally viable. This in turn implies that both are in some sense conven-
tional rather than simply natural. Jaffe explicitly acknowledges this (73, 76, 
109), but it does muddy the waters considerably for interpreters. If both cities 
(and potentially other possible prioritizations of the three compulsions?) have 
equally “natural” sets of conventions, what do we say of human nature, or 
even the nature of the three compulsions in themselves? Are we forced to 
say that both the Athenian and Spartan accounts of the causes of the war are 
correct? Jaffe does draw the conclusion that both cities are equally compelled 
to war, but that their compulsions are fundamentally different. To say that a 
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city is “compelled” to do something means that, given its view of the world, 
the gods, and the human compulsions—its character—it cannot do other-
wise. Indeed, “war can become necessary precisely because all of the actors 
believe it to be so, without any of the necessities being genuine ones” (205). 
Expansion is a compulsion for the Athenians, and piety is a compulsion for 
the Spartans. Each city’s view of its advantage comes to sight as “a conception 
of the good in the quasi-Aristotelian sense, which, like the Aristotelian good, 
exerts a teleological compulsion or pull” (197; cf. 9). This does not mean that 
cities always act “in character,” but that it is their strongest tendency to do so.

One possible objection to the way this argument is developed is that it 
is forced to shoehorn all political configurations into the “fear-honor-profit” 
mold. It would seem more natural, and tidier, to reserve that for the Athe-
nian way, and add other impulses—piety perhaps, or justice—as independent 
compulsions that can drive human beings. Or to roam beyond book 1 of the 
History and draw on the “eros” and “hope” of Diodotus. Otherwise, we are 
forced to make piety simply a manifestation of fear, which Jaffe sometimes 
seems to do. Of course, some of the “human compulsions” might then not be 
universal to mankind, which would create problems of its own.

Jaffe sees in the Archaeology a Thucydidean prehistory of the two major 
civic character-types, through an interesting derivation. Noting that piracy 
was common in ancient times, and that Thucydides even maintains that 
piracy was not considered a dishonorable profession, Jaffe finds this an ur-
type for the bold and daring character that blossomed later in Athens. In his 
interpretation, the Archaeology discloses two types of human being: those 
who boldly risk their lives for profit—pirates—and those who cower or flee 
in their presence—the farmers and other populations of archaic Greece who 
are driven from place to place, never daring to accumulate a surplus or build 
anything permanent. Jaffe glosses these as “the strong” and “the weak” (144). 
The strong eventually subjugate the weak, or the weak submit to the strong 
to gain security and a share of the plunder. This then becomes an archetype 
for (a certain type of) political community. Jaffe then draws a line from the 
early pirates to Hellen the son of Deucalion to Minos and even Agamemnon 
as head of the Greeks that went to Troy (145, 146, 151), though he concedes 
that Thucydides never calls any of these “pirates” (145). Rather, “the highly 
compressed logic” of the early chapters of the Archaeology implicitly makes 
the connection. Jaffe’s argument here is indeed ingenious, though readers 
may find it a bit Procrustean.
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In this way, the Archaeology is seen to be a first exploration of what 
became the Athenian and Spartan psychologies. Both prize profit or advan-
tage, but it is characteristic of the psychology of the weak to prioritize security 
above additional profit, that of the strong to pursue profit even at a risk to 
security (151). This in turn leads to divergent worldviews, or even cosmolo-
gies. The strong have faith in their power, human power, to master fortune. 
This mastery for them becomes a compulsion. The weak feel hopelessly vul-
nerable to capricious fortune or stern gods (67), leading them to see justice 
and piety as compulsory. 

It is possible for cities to err or miscalculate as they act under their char-
acterological constraints. In a very subtle and nuanced reading of the first 
Spartan Conclave in book 1, Jaffe explores how Thucydides uses the claims 
and counterclaims of the parties to develop this and other themes. This is the 
conclave where the Athenians unveil their remarkable thesis on justice and 
compulsion (Thuc. 1.75–76). The Corinthians begin the conclave, however, by 
accusing the Spartans of creating the strategic bind that she and her allies are 
in, though of course Sparta was acting all along “in character.” The Corinthians 
explicitly cite the Spartan character as the source of their woes, going so far as 
to assert that not Athens but Sparta herself is guilty (Thuc. 1.69). Thucydides 
himself voices a similar viewpoint when assessing culpability for Athenian 
subjugation of her erstwhile allies (1.99; Jaffe, 129). If the Athenian allies and 
the Spartans are exemplars of the psychology of the weak, prioritizing security 
above all, they have miscalculated in that their meekness toward Athens has 
wound up jeopardizing their security. The strong may make parallel errors, by 
overestimating their power or overextending themselves, for example.

This raises the question whether one of these two views of necessity is 
more objectively correct than the other, or whether Thucydides favors one 
over the other on those grounds. Or, to use terms that Jaffe introduces, which 
quasi-Aristotelian view of the good is more correct or better. Wisely, perhaps, 
Jaffe declines to make a definitive statement on this issue, though there is a 
brief review of possible arguments at the end of the book (205ff.). In pursu-
ing this theme, we might consider Thucydides’s “Athenian” statement that 
Athens’s allies were themselves to blame for their subjection (1.99)—not the 
only case of Thucydides adopting the Athenian position in his book, as Jaffee 
points out (166). We might further consider that the Spartans themselves are 
forced to adopt this position, to suspend their “Spartanness” temporarily, 
violating their treaty oaths and launching the war in the name of security. We 
might also argue that the Melians blundered disastrously in not submitting 
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to clear necessity—not Spartan or Melian “necessity,” but necessity tout court. 
In the other balance, of course, we would need to put Thucydides’s clear con-
cern with the barbarization that threatens as the Athenian policy plays out.

Finally, we have the issue of nature vs. convention in the perspective of 
Jaffe’s Thucydides. This issue Jaffe does tackle head on, though it results in 
some subtle shades of gray. He asks whether his Thucydides is a “constructiv-
ist,” to which the answer is necessarily “yes and no.” What saves Thucydides’s 
perspective from being purely constructivist is that there is still a bedrock 
human nature that both the Spartan and Athenian cultural formations are 
rooted in (73, 76, 109, 198). This nature confines cultures within a range of pos-
sibilities. This view is completely defensible, though it does raise the question 
noted above, whether in Thucydides’s view one set of conventions is naturally 
better, more correspondent to reality or more appropriate to humanity.

Seth Jaffe’s book is full of insights, close interpretive readings, and inge-
nious connections. If some of the connections seem forced to this reviewer, 
they do not detract from the richness of the whole. It is a book that should 
draw the attention of the community of Thucydides scholars.
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Fifteen years after her death in 1964, a collection of Flannery O’Connor’s 
letters was published by her friend Sally Fitzgerald under the title The Habit 
of Being. Full of wit and wisdom, the letters reveal much of the material 
that O’Connor fashioned into the novels and short stories that continue to 
charm and haunt readers. Fans of O’Connor have long treasured these letters 
because of their humor, literary insights, and eclectic book suggestions; but 
by far the main attraction of the letters is the author herself. After reading 
more than six hundred pages of correspondence, often quite intimate, to 
several of her closest associates, one almost feels as though O’Connor were 
a personal friend. The loss is real when the ravages of lupus abruptly end her 
life, stories, and letters. 

The excitement over a newly edited volume of O’Connor correspondence 
is therefore hardly surprising, but readers should be aware that Benjamin 
Alexander’s Good Things Out of Nazareth offers a different experience than 
Fitzgerald’s The Habit of Being. The spotlight remains on O’Connor, but unlike 
Fitzgerald, Alexander leaves the stage lights partially lit so that readers might 
better see and learn about the historical context of her letters and the lives of 
her correspondents. The final word of the book’s subtitle makes this clear: The 
Uncollected Letters of Flannery O’Connor and Friends. Some of these friends 
are familiar to O’Connor readers, such as Betty Hester, or “A” as she was 
referred to in The Habit of Being (her identity was revealed in 2007). But the 
collection also contains letters to friends who received little if any attention in 
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The Habit of Being, folks such as Thomas Gossett who wrote a pioneering work 
on race in the United States, the scholarly and hardworking Fr. Scott Watson, 
SJ, and the Missourian writer Ward Allison Dorrance. Not only does Alexan-
der include samples of letters from these correspondents to O’Connor, but also 
some letters that they sent to one another, some of which are only tangentially 
about O’Connor. Good Things Out of Nazareth also differs from the earlier 
collection thanks to Alexander’s editorial comments that precede nearly every 
entry, giving the book a much different texture and effect than The Habit of 
Being, where Fitzgerald let O’Connor’s letters speak almost entirely for them-
selves. Taken together, these differences make for a reading experience quite 
different from what some scholars and fans might expect.

Alexander is not alone in making more O’Connor correspondence 
available to the public in recent years, but whereas others have focused on 
O’Connor and a particular correspondent, Alexander’s purpose is more gen-
eral and therefore will have wider appeal. By way of comparison, Christine 
Flanagan’s The Letters of Flannery O’Connor and Caroline Gordon (University 
of Georgia Press, 2018) and Patrick Samway’s Flannery O’Connor and Rob-
ert Giroux (Notred Dame University Press, 2018) are both very good books 
that help us understand two of O’Connor’s most important professional 
friendships. Gordon helped O’Connor become a better writer, and Giroux 
was the excellent editor who published most of her work. Readers will learn 
much about O’Connor’s development as a writer by diving into the details of 
these two books. Rather than a depiction of her professional development, 
Alexander gives us a taste of O’Connor’s character and personality. We see, 
for instance, the intensity of her adherence to the Catholic observation of 
abstaining from meat on Fridays in a note penned to Fr. James McCown in 
which she asks if she’s sinned by eating vegetables that were likely cooked in 
ham stock (153); but also a willingness to critique her fellow communicants 
for their intellectual shallowness, with such remarks as “until Catholics real-
ize that their linen is sometimes going to be hung on the public line, they 
will not get it in better condition” (189). These and other passages further 
illustrate O’Connor’s penchant for unorthodox defenses of Orthodoxy.  

Alexander includes in his volume some of the O’Connor-Gordon cor-
respondence, a healthy taste of the robust meal found in Flanagan’s book. 
Gordon not only provided a keen writer’s eye for drafts of O’Connor’s fiction, 
but also the title Alexander adopts both for the book and the first chapter. It 
comes in a letter to Walker Percy, the New Orleans physician-turned-writer 
who, like O’Connor, was seeking Gordon’s editorial eye for his first novel. That 
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she should serendipitously be sent the works of two new, Southern, Catho-
lic writers at about the same time was providential in her eyes. “Well this is 
the season when good things come out of Nazareth,” she wrote, recognizing 
that we can hardly predict from where those things of the highest value will 
emerge. Alexander’s title is apt: good things coming from seemingly insignifi-
cant places is the general theme that holds the sampling of correspondence in 
the volume together. Mostly this means O’Connor’s letters from Milledgeville, 
but also several of her correspondents, like Rosalyn Barnes, whose letters 
come from small places in South America where she served as a missionary. 
Barnes’s letters to Fr. James McCown shine with an honesty and charity that 
give evidence of her vocation’s authenticity. For instance:

One of the thinigs that has hurt, shocked, and scandalized me most is 
the distortion of love I have found in so many good Catholics. It makes 
one feel so very bad to be an object of charity, to be used as someody’s 
spiritual exercise or good-deed-for-the-day, etc. To be loved “for God’s 
sake” is so often not to be loved at all. I cannot bear this. For me it is a 
form of prostitution, and no less disgusting than the form the Church 
condemns. (337)

Tragically, Barnes disappeared as a missionary in Chile, no doubt a martyr 
for the faith. Learning more about this remarkable woman is one of the many 
treasures of Alexander’s book. In one of her letters to McCown, she laments 
not knowing O’Connor as well as she would have liked; we are left feeling the 
same way about Barnes. 

Another treasure is the exchange between O’Connor and Fr. Scott Wat-
son, SJ, who approached O’Connor’s fiction with a keen awareness of the 
history of philosophy. His letters to O’Connor are few in number, but highly 
substantive. His comparisons of O’Connor’s second novel, The Violent Bear 
It Away, with St. Augustine’s Confessions, Pascal’s Pensées, and Dostoevski’s 
The Brothers Karamazov gives some indication of the breadth of his knowl-
edge and his insight into O’Connor’s talents as a writer with a Christian 
vision. Reading these books, he explains, is like living through a storm or 
a bombing, and afterwards feeling oneself “to be at least a year older” (163). 
This is a helpful expression of the maturation that takes place through seri-
ous reading of good books. Fr. Watson’s inclusion of O’Connor on this short 
list of the great writers is likely to be cheered by many. And as with Barnes, 
readers close Good Things Out of Nazareth wishing to be better acquainted 
with Fr. Watson. 
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But, of course, the primary treasure of the book is the host of new mate-
rial from O’Connor.  Her turns of phrase are almost Chestertonian: “Your 
Catholicism affects your art, no doubt about it, but an intense application to 
the discipline of an art or even some craft should intensify your Catholicism” 
(54). Her humor often contains strong traces of wisdom: “[Billy Sessions] is 
supposed to be studying philosophy but that I can see he isn’t doing anything 
but travelling, from which I guess he will get more in the long run” (121). And 
her advice about writing is similarly wise, and just as humorous: “If you were 
stupider you would write better fiction because you wouldn’t conceptualize 
things so much” (187). Comments like these make it difficult to step away 
from the book, even for a short time. 

That O’Connor speaks so clearly for herself in her letters probably 
explains Fitzgerald’s decision to provide only minimal editorial commentar-
ies in Habit of Being, and thoughtful readers will have to confront the question 
whether Alexander might have done well to follow her example. Nearly every 
letter is preceded by a short introduction. At times these are quite helpful, 
but they can also be distracting and, what is worse, influence interpretations 
of the material. Comparisons of O’Connor to Dante and Thomas More and 
assertions that her historical vision was akin to those of William Faulkner, 
Shelby Foote, and Walker Percy, all of whom we are told wrote with a “coun-
ternarrative to the victory narrative of American exceptionalism rooted in 
colonial Puritan rhetoric of dissent,” all seem a little heavy-handed, even if 
true (100). One wonders why a comment about O’Connor’s vision of history 
is not followed with a recommendation of her short story “A Late Encoun-
ter with the Enemy,” which comes down fairly hard on the romanticizing of 
the South. That said, it is also true that the editorial insertions help readers 
recognize the significance of certain details in the letters that could easily go 
unnoticed, such as O’Connor’s recommendation of Orestes Brownson or her 
acquaintance with Russell Kirk. The commentaries, then, are something of a 
mixed blessing. 

But overall the book itself and Alexander’s pains in producing it are 
worthy of high praise. He has given us more of O’Connor, and she is worth 
knowing. He has also given us more from her correspondents, and hav-
ing primary sources from them is indeed a great gift. They too are worth 
knowing. I am, however, mindful at present of the dangers of becoming too 
intimate with our greatest authors. Their personal lives and opinions can, 
unfortunately, be a danger to the reputation of their art. We live in an age 
that likes to take aim at heroes and heroines, and O’Connor has not been 
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spared attack. If we knew nothing of her outside of her published work, we 
would know enough to admire her greatly. That much of her hidden life that 
has been revealed over the years has worked to the advantage of her reputa-
tion should not lead us to imagine that this will always be the case. People 
with nothing better to do than tear down the monuments of the past are 
hard at work to destroy all historical impurities, and I fear that biographical 
materials of artists always pose a threat to art. But fear should not have the 
last word. If it is read with proper caution, and with ample charity, then there 
is no reason to do anything but thank Alexander for this fine addition to the 
published correspondence of Flannery O’Connor.
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A century after the death of Maimonides, Joseph Ibn Kaspi (1280–1345) 
traveled to Egypt to visit the descendants of the author of the Guide of the 
Perplexed. Ibn Kaspi had hoped to make additional discoveries and gain 
additional insights into Maimonides’s thought and the secrets of the Guide. 
After five months in Cairo, Ibn Kaspi came away disappointed: “I crossed 
to Egypt where I visited the College of that renowned and perfect sage, the 
Guide [i.e., Maimonides]. I found there the fourth and fifth generations of 
his holy seed, all of them righteous, but none of them devoted to science. In 
all the Orient there were no scholars.” There was no progress in the thought 
of Maimonides’s descendants; instead, Ibn Kaspi was struck by “their lack of 
knowledge of philosophy and the sciences” (142).

Ibn Kaspi was among the most prolific followers of Moses Maimonides 
(1138–1204). He authored over twenty volumes, mostly commentaries on 
the Hebrew Bible, as well as philosophical treatises and a Hebrew grammar. 
Modern scholarship has reduced Ibn Kaspi to a popularizer of Maimonides 
and dismissed his work as unoriginal and less penetrating than that of his 
teacher. In Power and Progress, Alex Green sets out to challenge that view. 
Following a suggestion by Shlomo Pines, Green argues that Ibn Kaspi had 
worked out an original and subtle view of history.1 The thesis of his book 

1  See Shlomo Pines, “On the Probability of the Re-establishment of a Jewish State according to Ibn 
Kaspi and Spinoza” (1963). Green also cites Isadore Twersky’s “Joseph Ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Medi-
eval Jewish Intellectual” (1979). See Green, 6.
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is that Ibn Kaspi extended and enhanced Maimonides’s rather undeveloped 
philosophy of history to include the possibility of intellectual progress (11). 
Green’s careful scholarship and the care with which he treats Ibn Kaspi’s 
writings make his work interesting and valuable. He approaches each text as 
an occasion to learn from a master. This allows Ibn Kaspi to speak for himself 
and frees the reader to learn alongside of Prof. Green. Green, a professor of 
Jewish thought at SUNY Buffalo, is well suited to the task. His first book 
focused on another prominent fourteenth-century student of Maimonides, 
Ibn Kaspi’s compatriot in Provence, Gersonides. Like Ibn Kaspi, Gersonides 
explored and extended Maimonides’s philosophical thought and biblical 
analysis. Both men were particularly interested in Maimonides’s account of 
the relation between philosophy and revelation. 

Although the belief in progress is a fundamental tenet of the Enlighten-
ment, skepticism about the relation between intellectual and social progress 
soon emerged in the thought of Rousseau. Long before the Enlightenment, 
however, Maimonides had raised serious doubts about the possibility of moral 
and intellectual progress because cultivating reason and acquiring knowl-
edge is painstaking and slow (see Guide I 34; Green, 77). The preliminary 
studies alone are more than most students can master. As a result, humanity 
is always subject to constant backsliding into superstition and idolatry. Even 
if a few individuals can be guided out of the cave, the rest of humanity is 
unlikely to follow. Reason can do little to overcome the powerful passions 
that rule the lives of most people. Nor does divine revelation of a single God 
assure victory. To the contrary, the insecurity caused by the destruction of 
the Jewish commonwealth has further weakened the authority of reason. 
Rather than focus on progress, therefore, Maimonides urges us to return and 
to recover what has been lost. He wishes to teach us that the ultimate purpose 
of the Torah is to defeat idolatry and superstition. 

Nonetheless, Maimonides’s analysis does not foreclose the possibility of 
progress, particularly among the few. After all, if great sages such as Mai-
monides can still be reared and educated, then not all is lost. At the beginning 
of the Guide, Maimonides indicates that the truth remains available in the 
ancient books, but is hidden from view. The method for excavating this truth 
has gradually been lost or forgotten, a situation that he attempts to remedy. 
He writes that the ancient texts contain contradictions that are caused by 
carelessness, loose or imprecise speech, and so forth. However, some contra-
dictions are caused by a desire to teach the few without harming the many. 
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The Guide is devoted to reinvigorating this tradition by exposing certain 
secrets without disclosing their full meaning. 

The “paradox of secrecy,” in the words of Moshe Halbertal, is that it must 
reveal some secrets in order to hide others (58). If the goal of esotericism is 
only to conceal, it would remain silent. Green writes: “If a secret is too out in 
the open, it is no longer a secret since it is accessible to everyone; but if a secret 
is too hidden and restricted to only a few, it is also no longer a secret, since it 
no longer exists once they die.” Maimonides’s account of esotericism forces 
us to focus our attention on what is hidden from view, and why. Green’s book 
offers a fascinating answer to these questions by contrasting Maimonides’s 
teaching with Ibn Kaspi’s interpretation. Green presents a strong case on 
behalf of Ibn Kaspi but to his great credit as a teacher and scholar, he allows 
readers to draw their own conclusions by contrasting Maimonides’s reticence 
with Kaspi’s enthusiasm. The reader can decide whether Ibn Kaspi remains 
true to Maimonides’s teaching or whether his exposure of matters left hidden 
by Maimonides is an overreach, not to say a betrayal of his master.

Green guides us through several of the esoteric teachings of the Guide, 
including the account of the Chariot in the books of Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zecha-
riah (66–75). This story is particularly important for understanding the Guide 
because, according to Maimonides, the biblical account contains an account of 
philosophy and the metaphysics of Aristotle. One reason for obscuring the alle-
gorical meaning of scripture is that “if Moses and the revelation of the Torah on 
Mount Sinai is purely an allegory, then who laid down the laws and why should 
we obey them?” (65). Green shows that Ibn Kaspi understands Maimonides to 
have been reluctant to expose the philosophical meaning of scripture because 
doing so would corrode its status and authority as law (75–76). Nonetheless, 
he wishes to demonstrate that scripture plays a critical role in the intellectual 
progress of humanity. To this end, he exposes the meaning of Maimonides’s 
hints and the view that Ezekiel’s prophecy was defective and inferior to Isaiah’s 
and Zechariah’s prophecy. For Ibn Kaspi, such defects in prophecy demon-
strate intellectual progress even in scripture (90).

At the heart of the Guide is an even more complex riddle. Chapters II 
13–31 of the Guide deal with the thorny question whether the world is eternal 
or created in time. Maimonides describes three opinions on the matter: that 
of the Torah, that of Plato, and that of Aristotle. The next section of the Guide 
(II 32–48) tackles the question of prophecy and its relation to the intellect and 
imagination. Again, Maimonides outlines three positions: the pagans’, the 
philosophers’, and the Torah’s. He then directs the reader to compare these 
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two sections of the Guide and identify the corresponding opinions. Schol-
ars have disagreed ever since about Maimonides’s teaching. Remarkably, as 
Green shows, contemporary scholars simply reiterate the various positions 
taken by their medieval predecessors (91). Green also guides us through Ibn 
Kaspi’s exposition, which makes the case for the universe “as eternal and 
prophecy as a purely naturalistic phenomenon” (92). Again, Ibn Kaspi justi-
fies the exposure of the secrets of the Guide as part of the ongoing progress of 
humanity toward the recognition of universal truths.

The final part of Green’s analysis of Ibn Kaspi’s account of progress focuses 
on his account of hermeneutics as a method for transmitting knowledge. The 
Bible, Ibn Kaspi asserts, deploys a variety of hermeneutical methods, includ-
ing contradiction, dispersal, empty spaces, repetition, numerology, and 
suppression of selective details (see 107). Following Maimonides in the Guide, 
Ibn Kaspi argues that the purpose of such devices was to appeal to and edu-
cate simultaneously a variety of audiences, including pious contemporaries 
who held superstitious imaginings as well as subsequent generations. Conse-
quently, scripture was forced to make concessions to popular understanding. 
Maimonides tells us as much but avoids explaining “how to decipher such 
contradictions in the Bible, leaving this, instead, as a conundrum for later 
interpreters to unravel” (117). For example, in the introduction to the Guide, 
Maimonides raises the question whether the Bible contains contradictions in 
order to protect nonphilosophical readers. Rather than respond directly, he 
suggests that the issue “is a matter for speculative study and investigation.” 

Such reticence is prudent and even necessary if the philosophic teachings 
contained in scripture pose a threat to the nonphilosophic audience. But in 
Ibn Kaspi’s view, scripture creates the conditions for intellectual progress, 
including the philosophical education of humanity. This provides justifica-
tion for speaking more explicitly about Maimonides’s philosophical teachings 
even where they conflict with scripture. For example, Maimonides appears to 
endorse the popular view that God’s determinism is compatible with human 
freedom and with it the compatibility of a variety of Plato’s teachings with the 
Bible (Guide II 25; see Green, 124). Ibn Kaspi shows that this claim is under-
mined by Maimonides’s subtle equation of Aristotle’s teaching on human 
freedom with Plato’s account. The exoteric message is determinism; the eso-
teric message is freedom of the mind, and it suggests that the philosopher 
and the prophet have both achieved natural perfection through their own 
efforts (125). Even the view that God intervenes miraculously in the world is 
a concession to the popular imagination.
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Maimonides had also suggested that it is necessary to grasp the historical 
context of scripture in order to understand the meaning of its more obscure 
passages. In the Guide, Maimonides does allow that not everything in scrip-
ture can be explained as part of its eternal teaching. Here, knowledge of the 
historical context is useful. He suggests, for instance, that readers consult 
an ancient pagan writing called The Nabatean Agriculture if one wishes to 
understand fully how scripture responds to ancient idolatry. Not surpris-
ingly, Ibn Kaspi goes further, arguing that to understand scripture, one must 
study the historical and social context of the prophet. Several contemporary 
scholars have seen this as a forerunner to modern biblical criticism and 
historicism (141). If this is the case, then Ibn Kaspi blazed a trail that led 
to another student of Maimonides, Spinoza, who writes in his Theological 
Political Treatise that the Bible is “faulty, truncated, adulterated, [and] not 
consistent with itself” (chap. 12). From here, it is a small step to the denial of 
Ibn Kaspi’s thesis altogether. As Spinoza writes: “Scripture does not contain 
grand theories or philosophical matters, but only very simple matters, which 
can be perceived even by the slowest” (chap. 13). In short, the case for prog-
ress leads to the rejection of revelation as the surest sign of progress.

Green’s analysis leads us to reconsider whether Ibn Kaspi has misunder-
stood the meaning of Maimonides’s esotericism because of his commitment 
to a doctrine of intellectual progress. Ibn Kaspi believed that intellectual 
progress means advancing Maimonides’s teaching by exposing certain 
doctrines that Maimonides left hidden or ambiguous. But resolving the 
ambiguities in the Guide advances our understanding only if these truths can 
be fully absorbed by the wider community. If not, then some matters must 
remain ambiguous or unresolved because they represent limits on political 
life. Green’s engaging study leads us to ponder the question whether Mai-
monides’s esotericism is meant to resolve or overcome these limits, or simply 
to identify permanent difficulties or tensions. 
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Every pluralism tries to render social life through an idea of groups and the 
interactions of groups. To engage such abstractions may obfuscate and is 
sometimes indeed intended to obfuscate. The language of religious plural-
ism, for example, has long been part of a strategy to blunt certain hard edges 
of modern political life. The latest, apparently enduring, form of democratic 
pluralism advances under a new designation: multiculturalism. True, “cul-
tural pluralism” has been around since at least the beginning of the twentieth 
century. But multiculturalism is somehow, paradoxically, different from 
cultural pluralism and, moreover, cultural pluralism never had the kind of 
pervasive, inescapable appeal that multiculturalism has today. 

H. D. Forbes offers an account of multiculturalism as it appears in 
Canada, the first country to make this idea official policy (in 1971) and, even-
tually, central to its national identity. He rightly refuses to take for granted 
the surface connotations of the term. “First impressions can be misleading.…
Its broader meaning will be seen more clearly only after seeing through or 
around its simplest self-presentations” (2). Forbes offers to guide us beyond 
multiculturalism’s false front. The official framework of his approach is 
derived from a certain understanding of social science. While the book offers 
some policy history (chapters 2 and 3) and an appendix on the facts of the 
demographic diversity of Canada, its main focus is on the “values” by refer-
ence to which multiculturalism indicates its ends or aims (chapters 1, 4–8, 
11). “Values…govern the choices that individuals make, and thus they have 
explanatory import.” Forbes’s study of multiculturalism is “‘idealistic’ and 
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‘interpretive,’ aiming to clarify what multiculturalism is by scrutinizing its 
values” (3). His effort would seem to be helped by the fact that these “are the 
values that have received the most attention in the foundational academic 
literature on multiculturalism” (20). Wrestling with Canadian political theo-
rists (Brian Barry, Will Kymlicka, Charles Taylor) who have taken up the 
question of multiculturalism (some to embrace it, some to criticize it) will 
then help us along the way. 

But then do we really need another “academic” book on multiculturalism? 
Does not Forbes’s own survey of the academic theorists he treats demonstrate 
that this idea has been by now talked to death?

It turns out that Forbes’s engagement with multiculturalism is itself char-
acterized by a surface and a deeper intention. The book initially appears to 
offer an explanatory account of multiculturalism’s values that proceeds in 
two waves. First is a dismissal of four concepts—diversity, inclusion, sensi-
tivity, and tolerance—that to Forbes obscure multiculturalism’s more truly 
fundamental values. These are “like a thin varnish sprayed over its working 
parts” (21). He then turns in the central chapters of the book to five more 
important ideals that best capture or explain multiculturalism: equality, free-
dom, recognition, authenticity, and openness. 

But things take a different turn when we encounter two chapters (chaps. 9 
and 10) in which Forbes tries out a variety of thought experiments, employing 
an imaginative “technique” of “projection” into “some significant features of 
tomorrow’s Canada”—“future imaginaries,” “some realistic utopian dream-
ing” (200, 227, 235). Some of his futuristic musings—questioning national 
“sovereignty,” supplementing representative and participatory models of 
democracy with “social technologists,” representational schemes that favor 
minority groups—will seem to follow from obvious notions of multicultural-
ism and may already be familiar (as his footnotes attest) to anyone paying 
attention (see 202–10). 

But his reflections along these lines soon take a turn to the irreverent. To 
take just one example, Forbes calls for a scheme of lower and higher “grades 
or classes of citizenship,” distinguishing between those who are more and 
less “fully committed” to the “values” of multiculturalism (210–11). “Ideally 
there would be a simple test…([like] the GMAT, LSAT, MCAT, and GRE), 
that could be used to sharpen the distinction.…It would be a test of beliefs 
and values, not of aptitudes or knowledge” (214). “Those who ‘passed’ could 
be awarded a certificate of appropriate values and opinions (CAVO) and 
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could perhaps be given a small badge or pin that they could wear, to mark 
their status, or they could be allowed to add some initials (such as CO, for 
Canadian opinions, or FQC, for fully qualified citizen, or AO, for authenti-
cally open) after their names” (214). “Government employment, particularly 
for teachers, could be reserved for those who had shown by passing the test 
that they were worthy of being considered good multicultural role models. 
Admission to post-secondary education, or at least to elite institutions like 
McGill and Queen’s, could be reserved for such certified citizens.…Those 
without such certificates could be prevented from getting licenses for their 
firearms” (215). Forbes would not “banish” the “misfits” who “reject the creed 
or who are simply baffled by it”—lest they become “someone else’s refugee 
problem” (213–14). He goes on to contemplate extensive free-speech restric-
tions as well as “remedial values education in a local correctional facility of 
some sort”—“sensitivity training, clearer explanation of the law and human 
rights, equal-status contact with members of relevant minority communities, 
and so on”—to say almost nothing of “electrical, chemical, or surgical inter-
ventions” for “particularly obdurate cases” (232–34; 249n5; 239–41).

Confronting somewhat suddenly these and other Swiftian “modest pro-
posals” near the end of the book, we are compelled to reconsider our initial 
understanding of its outline and aim. Features of it that might have seemed 
at first merely mildly perplexing take on new importance. Above all we must 
take seriously Forbes’s promise to “clarify what multiculturalism is by scru-
tinizing its values” (3, emphasis added). We notice, for example, that the last 
two of the five core values explored by Forbes—authenticity and openness—
clearly do not, as he presents them, characterize multiculturalism itself as it is 
theorized by its academic advocates. Instead, reflection on those ideals seems 
intended above all to highlight some of its essential limitations or deficiencies. 
Openness, moreover, is presented as being a modern idea at war with itself 
and on a fundamental level, scientific openness (Karl Popper) challenged by 
“openness…as…an attitude of receptivity to the prompting of an intuitive 
or even mystical sense of universal connectedness and obligations” (Henri 
Bergson) (184; see 168–87). Presumably the form of openness Forbes himself 
seems to have in mind is one advanced by Allan Bloom (and quoted only in a 
footnote): “True openness is the accompaniment of the desire to know; hence 
the awareness of ignorance” (195n21).

The true or most important aim of the book thus appears to be to offer 
a series of dialectical engagements with multiculturalism in the context of 
broader reflections on the character of modern life, a liberatory rather than 
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a primarily explanatory aim (which is not to say that the two are mutually 
exclusive). What might look at first like a “scholarly monograph” surveying 
prominent academic treatments of multiculturalism is revealed as having a 
much more serious claim on our attention. 

The spirit of this engagement is clearest in Forbes’s discussion of Charles 
Taylor’s well-known 1992 essay on multiculturalism, “The Politics of Recog-
nition.” Forbes turns to Taylor dissatisfied with other theorists’ willingness 
to remain moored to the principles of the liberal tradition. Somehow we 
need to account for “the new situation Canadians face, the new demands and 
expectations associated with it, and the new policies being developed for its 
management” (128). This is indeed a very important question: What is it that 
explains the “new” situation not just of Canada but of all the modern democ-
racies that used to take their bearings from the liberal ideal on one hand and 
socialism on the other? Something, since around the time Canada embarked 
on its experiment with multiculturalism, has been unsettling the basic con-
tours of democratic life. Some might point to postmodernism (or relativism 
or other developments in our intellectual life). Others would look instead to 
something in our politics. Taylor takes what one might term a third path: “All 
this can be summed up as a demand for recognition” (130).

Now it is necessary to point out that this is a psychological stance, offering 
an explanation for or interpretation of the behavior of those engaged in the 
politics of multiculturalism. It is thus one step removed from what they them-
selves say they are doing. (They speak of respect, not recognition, of equality 
and thus of justice.) But Taylor’s focus on recognition has proved influential 
precisely because it offers to explain many related developments from a point 
of view that seems to transcend every narrow, particular political claim. This 
comes at a cost, in my opinion, but it does have one very important virtue: 
it permits an engagement with sometimes spirited (moral) claims in a way 
that may seem to remain agnostic on the question of their substance. Focus-
ing on recognition, it must be conceded, undoubtedly captures something 
important about multiculturalism, whatever else it may leave out. Forbes’s 
most penetrating critical reflections are here and this has something to do 
with the fact that he too is a kind of theorist of recognition politics (his 1997 
book Ethnic Conflict: Commerce, Culture, and the Contact Hypothesis criti-
cally engaged claims that “equal status situations” among groups, especially 
in the context of school desegregation debates, would or could contribute to 
intergroup relations). 
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Forbes’s critical engagement with Taylor is complex and I can only sum-
marize some of its high points. Central to it is an assessment of Taylor’s 
account of multiculturalism as a positive ideal of “equal mutual recognition.”  

According to Forbes, the first difficulty with any such ideal is that rec-
ognition as such depends on, is unintelligible without, some reference to 
“judgement” “and therefore the implication of superiority or inferiority” 
that accompanies recognition grounded on judgment. It would indeed be an 
amazing thing if recognition for people in all their diversity somehow ended 
up ranking them all equal. Not to put too fine a point on it, but equal recog-
nition is a contradiction in terms (133). At least as problematic, in practice, 
any politics of recognition will be “inherently and inescapably antagonistic.” 
“Social status is a ‘positional good,’ and status rivalry is a ‘zero sum game.’” 
Recognition is mainly a problem for politics and not one to be solved by 
“equal” recognition. “Status implies a pecking order, and it makes no sense 
to imagine a world in which all the chickens are on top, pecking away, with 
none below them being pecked” (133). Forbes holds that Taylor himself sees 
some of these difficulties (see 137, 151). But he shows that Taylor nevertheless 
“waffles” on the basic issue, unable fully either to embrace or to reject multi-
culturalism and the politics of equal recognition. This shows up in different 
ways. One problem is in his understanding of “recognition” itself. Taylor offers 
(from intellectual history) accounts of two related concepts: honor, rooted in 
clear notions of merit, “necessarily unequal and exclusive,” as Forbes puts 
it; and dignity, “which every human being can be said to have by virtue of 
a ‘universal human potential’” (137–38, quoting Taylor, original emphasis). 
These two ideals are simple and clear and usefully illuminate one another.  
By contrast, “recognition,” as Taylor employs it in the service of equal rec-
ognition, simply blurs the difference, the decisive importance of which his 
account of the relationship between honor and dignity has helped us to see. 
Taylor, like many people these days, is also revealed to be torn between the 
new demands of multiculturalism and those of the “old” liberal democratic 
tradition. On one hand, Taylor holds that the equality of cultures must not be 
denied. “The possibility that the Zulus…might…have come up with a culture 
that is less valuable than others is ruled out from the start. Even to entertain 
this possibility is to deny human equality” (Taylor, “The Politics of Recogni-
tion,” 42). On the other hand, from the point of view of freedom, Taylor holds 
that the equality of cultures ought not be insisted upon too unqualifiedly. 
“Taylor also says that it makes no sense to demand recognition…as a right, 
for recognition involves a ‘judgement of value’ that cannot be compelled” 
(138, quoting Taylor, original emphasis).  
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These reflections are extended further in a discussion (chapter 7) of the 
value of “authenticity” (an ideal Taylor has explored in other writings). If equal 
recognition is a contradictory ideal, will citizens called upon to live accord-
ing to it be able to embrace it with authenticity? Not according to Forbes: 
“Cultural pluralism of any kind…is inherently and necessarily committed to 
inauthenticity: it can allow all to be moderately authentic, in practice, only by 
insisting that all be moderately inauthentic, so as not to offend others” (161, 
original emphasis).

Other reflections in this vein, taking up other academic theorists as well 
as the history of Canadian multiculturalism, form the essential core of this 
study. Forbes concludes by observing that “Canadians do seem more pleased 
with themselves than they used to be” (260). All Canadians—and the rest of 
us—should read his book. 



4 3 1Book Review: Taking Comedy Seriously

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.

Jennalee Donian, Taking Comedy Seriously: Stand-Up’s Dissident Potential in 
Mass Culture. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2019, 162 pp., $90 (hardcover).

A a ron  Z u bi a

Furman University

aaron.zubia@furman.edu

Stand-up comedy possesses unique potential to inspire the political imagina-
tion by impressing upon (largely unsuspecting) audiences alternative ways 
of seeing the world. For this reason, Jennalee Donian suggests that stand-
up comedy, under the guise of evoking laughter, might effectively serve the 
ends of a radical, emancipatory politics. In Taking Comedy Seriously, Donian 
describes the comedian as an outsider who, with incisive observations, alerts 
his hearers to forms of thinking and being that break with the hegemonic 
order. Donian places stand-up comedy’s increasing popularity in the context 
of neoliberal global hegemony and uses poststructural and psychoanalytic 
lenses to elaborate a theory of political comedy. Her work will certainly be of 
interest to political theorists with an expertise in emancipatory politics, par-
ticularly of the realist variety inspired by thinkers such as Chantal Mouffe 
and Ernesto Laclau.

Donian sets up her argument, first, by attempting to establish what 
stand-up comedy is. She provides a functional definition that depends in 
large part on the roles played by two historical archetypes: the mythological 
trickster and the European court jester. The mythological trickster, according 
to Donian, is, like Hermes in Greek mythology or Loki in Norse mythology, 
a figure who reconfigures a person’s view of the social word by manipulat-
ing her perceptions. The European court jester, meanwhile, who is the more 
immediate forebear of today’s stand-up comic, is the wise fool, familiar to us 
from Shakespeare’s plays, who humorously conveys hard truths about reality. 
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More than any textual definition of stand-up comedy that Donian pro-
vides—and she provides several—these two figures most fully capture the 
role that Donian envisions the stand-up comedian playing in society. The 
jester, like the shaman and the trickster, Donian notes, is an outsider who is 
shunned by society, often because of a mental or physical abnormality. This 
“marginal position placed him outside of the social framework, which only 
sharpened his insight into human nature” (6). Thus, the stand-up comic is a 
“rhetorically marginalized individual,” who, through his performances, cuts 
through prevailing social orthodoxies, power hierarchies, and hegemonic 
ideologies, in order to provide insight into human nature (12–13).

Each of the contemporary comics whose work Donian analyzes in the 
final chapter—Ellen DeGeneres, Pieter-Dirk Uys, and Trevor Noah— are 
“hybrid” characters, operating in a liminal space, on the borderland of our 
conceptions of race and gender, by virtue of being gay, gender fluid, or bira-
cial, which both marks them as outsiders and allegedly grants them keener 
powers of observation into human nature and social conventions. As the book 
progresses it becomes obvious that Donian is interested much less in the way 
the comedian grasps essential, illuminating truths about human nature than 
in the way in which the comedian challenges dogma, which Donian cynically 
presents as “absolute belief or faith in a non-existent absolute truth” (xiii).

The beneficial function that the comic performs is, according to Donian, 
neither insight into permanent features of human nature nor the evocation 
of laughter, but simply the “destabilizing function” the comic can serve by 
questioning “existing power relations.” It is for this reason that Donian uses 
as her contemporary examples only those comedians who “expose the con-
structed nature of essentializing social categories such as race and gender” 
(xvii). Again, the purpose and value of the comedian, from this perspective, 
is to reveal alternate ways of being and thinking in the world, ways not deter-
mined by police powers, a Foucaultian idea repeated throughout the book. 
The greatest value of this book, in fact, lies in its application of the poststruc-
turalist political philosophy of Jacques Rancière and the radical democratic 
theory of Laclau to the contemporary comedic scene.

Taking Comedy Seriously is thus not primarily a study of political humor, 
or satire. Although Donian dedicates several pages to an examination of 
Freud’s relief theory of humor, other theories, including superiority theory, 
which is evident in the writings of Plato and Aristotle, and incongruity 
theory, which is evident in the writings of Kant and Schopenhauer, receive 
only brief mention. The author limits her treatment to the Freudian account 
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because, she claims, it is most appropriate for assessing “the sociopolitical 
efficacy” of stand-up comedy in a neoliberal context. 

Taking Comedy Seriously does present some worthwhile insights into the 
nature of stand-up comedy in the contemporary age and the degree to which 
it is capable of undercutting, rather than simply perpetuating, the prevail-
ing value system of late capitalism. In an era of globalization and neoliberal 
capitalism, Donian argues, there is extreme economic and psychological suf-
fering, perpetual debt, and frequent war on a global scale that demands an 
institutionalized antidote to anxiety. The social and economic conditions of 
capitalism produce obsessional neurosis, a kind of uncertainty, anxiety, and 
self-doubt to which comedy serves as a meliorating agent. 

The capitalist regime thrives on what Donian calls, alternately, “the cul-
ture of choice,” “the tyranny of choice,” and “the ideology of rational choice.” 
Drawing on work by the Slovene philosophers Renata Salecl and Slavoj Žižek, 
Donian contends that the freedom of the individual to choose a career, where 
to live, where to work, one’s religion, what to buy—the sheer variety of choices 
at one’s disposal—is anxiety inducing. And Donian makes the convincing 
point that the idea of the self-made person and the primacy of individual 
choice produce a form of anxiety from which capitalism—and stand-up com-
edy, specifically—profits. 

There is a sustained—and driving—tension throughout the book, which 
Donian acknowledges when she asks whether comedy can truly be subversive 
in a neoliberal regime. Comedy is commodified under capitalism. And it is 
in effect sanctioned by the very neoliberal order it endeavors to critique. In 
the medieval carnival tradition, misrule and disorder were sanctioned for a 
limited time by the governing regime as a legitimate outlet for pent-up social 
angst. According to Donian, comedy under neoliberal empire functions in 
a carnivalesque manner wherein mockery—i.e., stand-up comedy—is per-
mitted as a safe outlet for the very tensions produced by capitalism and the 
“tyranny of choice” it imposes. Nevertheless, Donian contends that postmod-
ernist art can be both conservative—i.e., complicitous in the continuation of 
the hegemonic regime—and critical in thrust, preparing audiences for the 
possibilities of utopian change. 

Whereas comedy that operates on carnivalesque logic perpetuates exist-
ing power structures established by the ascendant ideology, the kind of 
sociopolitically efficacious comedy in which Donian is interested paves ave-
nues for progressive agency and revolutionary political action by bringing to 
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the audience’s mind alternative “blueprint[s] for social ordering” (69). Politi-
cal theorists attuned to recent developments in contemporary realism will 
find many commonalities between Donian’s thesis and the radical realism 
proposed by Enzo Rossi, Mathias Thaler, and Paul Raekstad, who argue that 
realism, far from endorsing the status quo, possesses utopian potential, inso-
far as it can shape the political imagination by demonstrating unorthodox 
ways of being together, whether through fictional literary works or autono-
mous zones, like that which existed for a time in Seattle, Washington, in the 
summer of 2020.1

Donian, in line with the realist arguments of Chantal Mouffe and Ray-
mond Geuss, expresses dissatisfaction with a Habermasian conception of 
politics, according to which consensus is the aim of political negotiation, 
and argues that contestation and conflict are the essential—and inalterable—
features of politics. Whereas the policing of consensus tends to solidify the 
prevailing hegemonic ideology with its social hierarchies and class divisions, 
comedy, when it lives up to its disruptive potential, can create what Jacques 
Rancière called scenes of “dissensus,” which constitutes a break from current 
ways of living, being, and seeing and presents “a contrasting structuration of 
the common world” (76).

Donian’s analysis does have its limitations. For example, she provides 
plenty of examples of comedians jabbing at heteronormative social norms. 
But it is far from clear that such barbs qualify as alternative blueprints of 
social order. Nor does she show how such alternative blueprints, were they 
to exist, are supposed to be funny. Donian subordinates laughter to social 
activism. For this reason, the few jokes Donian actually does mention are at 
best only mildly amusing. Additionally, Donian does not explain what hap-
pens when an “emancipatory” ideology itself becomes hegemonic. Donian 
measures comedy by its sociopolitical efficacy, not its relation to truth. If 
a newly ascendant ideology were to interpret gender as a social construct, 
should comedy that essentializes gender then become the new gold standard? 
Donian, who values comedy only for its potential to undercut regnant ideolo-
gies, gives us no reason to think otherwise.

In the book’s final chapter, Donian utilizes her limited “theoretical 
arsenal”—mostly Rancièrian political philosophy—to analyze the careers 

1  Enzo Rossi, “Being Realistic and Demanding the Impossible,” Constellations 26, no. 4 (2019): 
638–52; Mathias Thaler, “Hope Abjuring Hope: On the Place of Utopia in Realist Political Theory,” 
Political Theory 46, no. 5 (2018): 671–97; Paul Raekstad and Sofa Saio Gradin, Prefigurative Politics: 
Building Tomorrow Today (Cambridge: Polity, 2020).
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and styles of comics who assume enough of a marginal identity to resist 
heteronormative consensus and create Rancièrian “dissensus” through 
their performances. Their comedic performances serve as a Trojan horse, a 
means by which problematic perspectives can meet minimal public opposi-
tion and achieve “safe passage past the censors at the gates of propriety” (98). 
But Donian does not adequately consider the possibility that this violation 
of taboos—this transgression of social norms—enacted out of a desire for 
authenticity and self-creation is itself an outflow of the neoliberal order she 
thinks it desirable to undermine. 

Donian clearly has difficulty claiming that figures such as DeGeneres and 
Uys are marginal figures, radical revolutionaries who face immense suffering 
on account of their emancipatory political visions. DeGeneres, for example, 
is a household name, a wildly popular writer, performer, and talk-show host, 
who earns millions of dollars per year and has more Twitter followers than 
there are people in the United Kingdom. DeGeneres is clearly speaking to—
and profiting from—a wide swath of the population, whose common view 
of the world already incorporated, or at the very least could make room for, 
DeGeneres’s allegedly transgressive persona. Although Donian notes how 
DeGeneres pokes fun at the limitless number of choices presented to indi-
viduals in a neoliberal society, DeGeneres herself is presenting her audiences 
with alternative lifestyle choices that are commodified, sold, and spread far 
and wide as alternative avenues for self-creation and self-expression. DeGe-
neres does not subvert, but nourishes, the neoliberal drive for originality, 
autonomy, and choice. 

Donian does admit that comedy, in spite of its dissident potential, might 
be destined to serve the dominant ideology. She nevertheless faithfully carries 
out her declared purpose of locating the emancipatory, dissident potential 
of stand-up comedy in the contemporary world. Readers may regret that 
Donian tends to overtheorize gender and undertheorize race. Readers may 
also regret that Donian treats humor—and laughter—as a side note through-
out her study. Indeed, by the end of the book, there seems to be one eternal, 
unshakeable truth that Donian uncovers, perhaps unintentionally, and that 
cannot be disputed, which is this: when we take comedy seriously, we make 
it far less funny.
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