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The Virtues and the Audience in Aristotle’s Rhetoric
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Dominican University
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Abstract: The virtues as described in Aristotle’s Rhetoric differ from their description in his 
Nicomachean Ethics. This is due neither to manipulation on Aristotle’s part nor to a rhetorical 
necessity. The virtues of the Rhetoric complement those of the Nicomachean Ethics, introduc-
ing the question of the benevolence of the virtues and showing an active concern for the 
varied audiences of the rhetor, not as a morally neutral presentation, but so that truth, justice, 
and community may play a part in the political life of the city.

Aristotle’s Rhetoric is considered to be the stepsister to his other political 
works, the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics. However, this stepsister con-
tributes telling arguments that her other sisters do not mention, and that 
expand our views about politics. For example, the virtues as they are dis-
cussed by Aristotle in the Rhetoric, in comparison with the discussion of the 
virtues in the Nicomachean Ethics,1 are quite different in many ways. We will 
examine these discussions of the virtues in order to see if we can discover the 
reasons for such divergent descriptions, and whether this divergence itself 
throws light on Aristotle’s intentions in the Rhetoric.2

1  Aristotle, The “Art” of Rhetoric, trans. J. H. Freese, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1925); Aristotle’s “Art of Rhetoric,” trans. Robert C. Bartlett (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2019). References to the Rhetoric will be preceded by Rh. Aristotle, Nicomachean 
Ethics, rev. ed., trans. H. Rackham, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1934); Aristotle’s “Nicomachean Ethics,” trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2011). References to the Nicomachean Ethics will be preceded by NE. On a 
few occasions, I have amended all of these translations with my own.
2  In this paper, I will confine the comparison of the Rhetoric to the Nicomachean Ethics. T. H. Irwin, 
“Ethics in the Rhetoric and in the Ethics,” in Essays on Aristotle’s “Rhetoric,” ed. Amélie Oksenberg 
Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), in his discussion of the Rhetoric subsumes all of 
Aristotle’s works on ethics under the title “Ethics.”
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The morality of Aristotle’s Rhetoric teaching is one example of what 
needs to be explored. It may seem that Aristotle intends to present a morally 
neutral rhetoric. There are reasons to make this inference, which must be 
taken into account: in the process of explaining what rhetoric is, and advis-
ing incipient rhetors, Aristotle gives advice which could be used equally by 
the decent and by the unscrupulous. Aristotle recognizes this by giving a 
defense of his advice: “If someone using such a capacity of argument should 
do great harm, this, at least, is common to all good things—except virtue” 
(Rh I.i.13 1355b3–5; however, virtue is “misused” in the Rhetoric, as we shall 
see). Further, he says rhetors “should be able to prove opposites, as in syl-
logisms”; but he follows this with another disclaimer: “not that we should do 
both (for one ought not to persuade people to do what is base), but so that the 
way things really are should not escape us, and that we ourselves be able to 
refute the one who makes unjust arguments” (Rh I.i.12 1355a28–30; see also 
I.vii.13 1364a17–23, and II.xxiii.14 1399a10–16). Thus, he understands that 
one might question the morality of such a teaching, in answer to which he 
needs to show that he has considered this ethical question. 

Nevertheless, the debate has raged for centuries—even into the twenty-
first century—about whether and why Aristotle has or has not given an 
amoral or nonvirtuous teaching on rhetoric.3 And there are other reasons for 
this than that given above. Another example is that he castigates the soph-
ists for playing on the emotions in their speaking, but then he gives many 
instances of how one might use the audience’s emotions to “prove” an argu-
ment (Rh I.i.5 1354a25; II.i.8-9 1378a 21–30). 

3  Cf. Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “Is There an Ethical Dimension to Aristotelian Rhetoric?,” in Rorty, 
Essays on Aristotle’s “Rhetoric,” 129: “The intrinsic moral neutrality of rhetoric”; Jamie Dow, Passions 
and Persuasion in Aristotle’s “Rhetoric” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 10: “Aristotle’s view 
of rhetoric is not value-neutral.…And yet, the normative element in his account of rhetoric is limited. 
Thus…we should not look to the Rhetoric—as some have—to provide an ‘ethics of rhetoric.’…Neverthe-
less, the Rhetoric does express Aristotle’s view of why rhetoric is an expertise valuable to the state and 
worth cultivating in individuals”; Daniel DiLeo, “Aristotle on Maxims, the Insufficiency of Rhetoric, 
and a Fundamental Problem of Politics” (paper presented at the Northeast Political Science Confer-
ence, 2017), 21: “We must ask why readers of the Rhetoric might want to find some ethical guidance 
for the art, whether it might be Aristotle’s intention to induce a desire in his initial audience for that 
ethical guidance”; Eugene Garver, Aristotle’s “Rhetoric”: An Art of Character (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), 11: “Rhetoric, [Aristotle] tells us, is a faculty that proves opposites, that allows 
us to argue both sides of a question.…Yet we all—ancients and moderns—act as though there must 
be more to rhetoric than that. The question is how much more”; Janet M. Atwill, Rhetoric Reclaimed: 
Aristotle and the Liberal Arts Tradition (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), 195: “Productive 
knowledge [technē], for Aristotle, is concerned with making, poiēsis, characterized by both epistemo-
logical and ethical indeterminacy.”
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Prior to the comparison between the virtues of the Nicomachean Ethics 
and of the Rhetoric, some background is necessary. Aristotle refers in the Rhet-
oric to two very different previous presenters or teachers of rhetoric: Socrates 
and the sophists in Athens. The sophists were much in demand by those who 
sought advancement in politics, and who saw the means for advancement in 
speaking effectively.4 In addition to the critique above, Aristotle censures the 
sophists, or “the compilers of the arts of speech,” for speaking “mostly outside 
the subject of the argument” (Rh I.i.3–5 1354a15–25). In a number of Platonic 
dialogues, we witness the arguments of the sophists—not to mention the dia-
logue devoted to the sophist (in part because in that dialogue the sophist is 
very difficult to catch). An example of a sophist familiar to many is that of 
Thrasymachus in the Republic: “I affirm that the just is nothing else than 
the advantage of the stronger” (338c).5 As if to comment on Thrasymachus’s 
assertion, Aristotle says the sophist is defined not by his ability to speak, but 
by his considered (moral) choices (proairesei) (Rh I.i.14 1355b18).6

Socrates anticipates Aristotle’s moral criticism of the sophist, for exam-
ple, in his criticism of sophists like Gorgias (Gorgias 448e–454e, 460e–461a). 
But while Aristotle appears as an ally of Socrates against the sophists, he 
is also competing against Socrates himself on the question of appropriate 
rhetoric. In the Phaedrus, Socrates says that the rhetor must have com-
plete knowledge of the soul, and proceed in a scientific manner (Phaedrus 
269d–270c). This has often been taken to mean that Socrates requires the 
true rhetor to be the philosopher.7

4  J. W. Roberts, City of Sokrates: An Introduction to Classical Athens (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1984), 222–23, says that it is difficult to overemphasize the effect of the immigration of the 
sophists into Athens. Bettany Hughes, The Hemlock Cup: Socrates, Athens and the Search for the Good 
Life (New York: Vintage Books, 2012), 171, writes: “the Athenians of this period seemed to delight in 
a show-stopping rhetorical tour de force.…Sophists traveled long miles to exploit Athens’ market.” 
Thus, a teaching like Aristotle’s Rhetoric was urgently needed.
5  Socrates’s refutation is effective, through his use of dialectic. Aristotle begins the Rhetoric by saying 
that rhetoric is the counterpart of dialectic (Rh I.i.1 1354a1), but Socrates’s dialectic is itself surely 
rhetorical.
6  See Engberg-Pedersen, “Ethical Dimensions,” 130, for his explanation of this use of proairesis in 
dialectic and in “sophistic.”
7  Among those who have inferred this are Stephen Halliwell, “The Challenge of Rhetoric to Political 
and Ethical Theory,” in Rorty, Essays on Aristotle’s “Rhetoric,” 186, 177; and Dow, Passions and Per-
suasion, 35. See Phaedrus for Socrates’s description of what the true rhetor must know (e.g., 273d–e, 
277b–c). It is important to recognize, though, that this philosophic rhetoric for Socrates must occur 
only in private speech, taking into account the differences in human souls. Mary Nichols, “Aristotle’s 
Defense of Rhetoric,” Journal of Politics 49, no. 3 (1987): 660.
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It will not be surprising that Aristotle presents a view of rhetoric that is 
a mean between the sophists or those who write “handbooks” on rhetoric, 
on the one hand, and Socrates, on the other. Aristotle rebukes the sophists 
for “performing their tricky business” [kakourgei] (Rh III.ii.7 1404b38). On 
the other hand, Aristotle implies that the rhetor does not have to be a phi-
losopher, does not have to know deeply. In fact, Aristotle’s Rhetoric seems to 
supply the philosophy needed to give his art of rhetoric a solid grounding.8

Thus Aristotle’s teaching can be seen as a mean between what Socrates 
says rhetors should do and what the sophists in fact do. Socrates says rhetors 
should speak to different souls differently, and he says that one can only do 
this in private (Phaedrus 275e). Aristotle, however, shows how one may speak 
to different souls in a public manner (Rh II.xii–xiii 1388b32–1390a28). The 
sophists play on the emotions “outside the subject.” Aristotle shows how 
evoking the emotions may appropriately be a part of rhetoric when properly 
used (Rh II.i.4 1377b30–1378a7). He also explains what is required for speak-
ing to the subject (Rh I.i.10–11 1354b27–1355a3, 19–21).

Though not the first mention of the virtues in the Rhetoric, the most fruit-
ful place to begin to examine them is the exposition of the virtues, and their 
definitions, in I.ix.5–13 (Rh 1366b2–22), the knowledge of which, Aristotle 
says, will allow rhetors to speak persuasively to others. This is especially true 
in epideictic rhetoric, which involves praise and blame, where arguments will 
be made on the basis of the virtues (Rh I.ix.1–2 1366a24–33).9 He begins by 
defining virtue: “Virtue is held to be the ability to provide and protect good 
things, an ability to do many and great benevolent deeds [euergetikē]—even 
of all things pertaining to everything” (Rh I.ix.4 1366a35, emphasis added).10 
Right away, we see an element of virtue not mentioned in the Nicomachean 
Ethics: its capacity for benevolence. Aristotle goes even further: “The greatest 
virtues necessarily are those which are most useful to others, if indeed virtue 

8  C. D. C. Reeve, “Philosophy, Politics, and Rhetoric in Aristotle,” in Rorty, Essays on Aristotle’s 
“Rhetoric,” 199: “the rhetorician knows something about persuasive arguments, but qua rhetorician 
he is not in the business of generating the premises of those arguments.…He needs to know which 
of them are true.…But he does not need to know, as the scientist does, why they are true” (italics in 
original). Regarding Aristotle supplying philosophy, see below.
9  The two other types of rhetoric are deliberative (speeches given in the assembly, to determine a 
course of action or to make a special decree) and judicial (in a court of law, to determine guilt or 
innocence).
10  The reader is invited to work out what Aristotle means by the phrase “even of all things pertaining 
to everything.”
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is the ability to do benevolent deeds” (Rh I.ix.6 1366b5, emphasis added).11 
There is even an implication of self-sacrifice in Aristotle’s description of the 
virtues: “All those virtuous actions someone carries out not for his own sake 
[are noble]. So too all those things that are good simply that someone does 
on behalf of the fatherland, while overlooking his own [good]” (Rh I.ix.17 
1366b36–1367a2).12 By contrast, the virtues in the Nicomachean Ethics, while 
they imply a social context, and include the virtuous actor in that society, 
are practiced for the sake of the noble, that is, one’s own nobility. Indeed, 
“justice alone of the virtues is ‘the good of others’” (NE V.i.16 1130a4, empha-
sis added).13 Perhaps the Rhetoric emphasizes benevolence to entice the 
goodwill of the audience, which would attract them to virtue (cf. Rh II.iv.1–2 
1380b35–1381a3).14

In listing and defining the virtues in Rhetoric I.ix (there are, in fact, three 
lists here), Aristotle does not at first point out the distinction between the 
moral and the intellectual virtues, as he does in the Nicomachean Ethics; his 
lists are incomplete regarding both kinds of virtue; and he does not follow the 
order of moral virtues that appears in the Nicomachean Ethics. 

11  Compare Aristotle’s definition of the prudent person in Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics: 
“It seems to belong to the prudent person to be able to deliberate nobly about things good and 
advantageous for himself…about the sorts of things conducive to living well in general” (NE VI.v.1 
1140a25–29, emphasis added).
12  Irwin, “Ethics in Rhetoric,” 169, suggests that “the audiences that an orator addresses,” will not be 
troubled by the conflicting claims of eudaemonism and self-sacrifice, since both are easy to accept on 
a “commonsense” basis.
13  Regarding justice as the sole virtue that is the good of others (NE V.i.16 1130a4), it is interesting to 
note that “justice” is the first virtue mentioned in each of the three lists (tables) of the virtues in Rh I.ix.
14  If benevolence could be considered to be advantageous to the audience, a case for its persuasiveness 
could be made. Halliwell, “Challenge,” 181: “[In the Rhetoric] advantage is…the supreme concern of 
deliberative oratory…it is a standard by which ‘all men are persuaded.’” (Cf. Thrasymachus’s remark, 
quoted above.) We must follow the different paths that benevolence takes in Aristotle’s further 
discussions.
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Tables of the Virtues15 

1. Rh I.ix.5 1366b2–4 2. Rh I.ix.6 1366b5–9

VIRTUE
Justice
Courage
Moderation (sōphrosunē)
Munificence (megalopropeia)
Magnanimity (megalopsuchia)
Liberality
Gentleness (praotēs)
Prudence
Wisdom

3. Rh I.ix.7–13 1366b9–22

VIRTUES AND OPPOSITES
Justice—in conformity with the law Injustice—in opposition to 

the law
Courage—in danger, as the law commands  
and in submission to it

Cowardice

Moderation—bodily pleasures, as the law  
commands

Licentiousness

Liberality—does good in matters of wealth Avarice (aneleutheria)
Magnanimity—produces great benevolence Smallness of soul
Munificence—produces greatness  
in expenditure

Smallness of soul
and
penny-pinching 
(mikroprepeia)

Prudence—an intellectual virtue, which  
enables one to deliberate well about good and 
bad (things) said to bear on happiness

—

15  The moral virtues in the Nicomachean Ethics in order are courage, moderation, liberality, munifi-
cence, magnanimity, ambition, gentleness, friendliness, truthfulness, wit, justice. The order of the 
intellectual virtues is scientific knowledge (epistēmē), art (technē—making), prudence, intellect (nous), 
wisdom.

VIRTUE AS BENEFACTION
The just Especially honored, 

useful

The courageous Especially honored, 
useful

Liberality The liberal give 
freely, and do not 
quarrel over money
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In the first list (Rh I.ix.5 1366b2), an enumeration only, justice is named 
first, followed by courage. Moderation follows courage, but, unlike in the 
Nicomachean Ethics, munificence and magnanimity precede liberality. The 
first list is completed by gentleness, prudence, and wisdom. Nine virtues 
(seven moral and two intellectual) are mentioned in this list, of which mag-
nanimity is the central virtue.16 In the short second list (Rh I.ix.6 1366b5–9), 
which one could call the “usefulness list” (“necessarily the greatest virtues”: 
Rh I.ix.6 1366b3–4), Aristotle explains that the just and the courageous “are 
especially honored, the latter being useful to others in war, the former in 
peace as well” (Rh I.ix.6 1366b7–9). Liberality is the only other virtue men-
tioned in these comments on the usefulness of the virtues, “for the liberal 
give freely and do not quarrel over money, which is the chief object of other 
men’s desire” (Rh I.ix.6 1366b10–12).17

Immediately following this emphasis on the usefulness of the virtues, 
in a third list (Rh I.ix.7–13 1366b9–22), Aristotle explains the operations of 
the virtues and names their opposites—although, unlike in the Nicomachean 
Ethics, only one opposite is named for each virtue. (We see an exception to 
this single naming below.) There are, however, only seven virtues in this list—
gentleness and wisdom have strayed from the rhetorical fold, although they 
do appear in the text at other times.18 The first three are justice, courage, 
and moderation. Aristotle says of each of these virtues that they are inex-
tricably tied to the law: justice, “according to the law”; courage, “as the law 
commands, and in submission to the law”; and moderation, “as the law com-
mands.” If justice here is described as the virtue through which each is given 

16  Larry Arnhart, Aristotle on Political Reasoning (De Kalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1981), 
207n9, discusses the section on the virtues (I.ix) in some detail. In the first list, the list which begins 
with justice, ends with wisdom, and has magnanimity in the center, he observes that this order 
“might be intended to suggest that the clash between justice and wisdom can be mediated through 
magnanimity.”
17  The mention of these “useful” virtues is repeated in Book II, where Aristotle says that we love such 
people for their readiness to be helpful (Rh II.iv.8 1381a21–24).
18  Arnhart, Political Reasoning, 107n8, explains the absence of gentleness (praotēs) by its later desig-
nation as a passion. Yet it is called a virtue, in a way, in the Nicomachean Ethics (IV.i.1–2 1125b26–30). 
Regarding the absence of wisdom in the third list, Arnhart says that since Aristotle is discussing 
epideictic rhetoric here, “the implication may be that it is easier for a rhetorician to praise a man for 
his prudence than for his wisdom.…[People] regard [wisdom] as useless since, in contrast to prudence 
it is not concerned with human goods but with things eternal” (Political Reasoning, 80). He also 
suggests that wisdom is not in the third list because the focus of Aristotle’s discussion of the virtues 
in the Rhetoric is their benefit to others, and the audience is less likely to be moved by a virtue that is 
beneficial to the holder of the virtue rather than to the audience. In any case, Aristotle makes frequent 
reference to both gentleness and wisdom later in the Rhetoric (e.g., a rather long section on gentleness 
at Rh II.iii.1–12 1380a5–1380b6). One might take the disappearance of sophia in the third list as an 
affirmation that philosophy does not have to be the provenance of the rhetor.
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his own according to the law, this is not, therefore, “the whole of justice,” the 
legislation founding a regime and setting out its laws, but the post-legislation 
lawful, as these two kinds of justice are distinguished in the Nicomachean 
Ethics (V.i.12–13 1129b11–19). The rhetor apparently does not advise the leg-
islator—yet another indication that Aristotle’s rhetor is not the philosopher. 
What Aristotle says about courage here is interesting, too, that it “submits” to 
the law: we are not accustomed to thinking of courage as submitting to any-
thing; submission to the law might put us in mind of citizen courage, the first 
of the types of “so-called” courage in the Nicomachean Ethics: “Citizens seem 
to endure dangers on account of the legal penalties and reproaches involved, 
as well as on account of the honors at stake” (NE III.viii.1–3 1116a17–30). As 
for moderation, it is difficult to think of anything less subject to the law than 
the senses of touch or taste—even though there are certainly sumptuary laws 
which vary greatly from society to society, as do laws concerning sexuality, 
laws which might well be a topic for rhetoric. Aristotle, however, does not 
mention the laws as a guide to moderation in the Nicomachean Ethics; rather, 
one is moderate “according to right reason” (NE III.xi.8 1119a20). Justice, 
courage and moderation in the Rhetoric seem to refer to the legal, rather than 
to the ethical, concern with virtue.19

Aristotle may attach these three virtues to the law for two reasons. The 
first is that rhetoric always occurs in the context of the law and of the politics 
of the community. Although it can be used in all subjects, it cannot be free 
of the law, whether in the assembly or the law court (Rh I.i.7–8 1354a35–
1354b18). Second, it must always be acutely aware of what the conventions 
or opinions are of the society in which it is practiced—which mostly stem 
from its laws, and which are held by most people. Rhetoric, not to say the 
rhetor himself, is shaped by its society (Rh I.viii.5–6 1366a7–14).20 But these 
attachments to the law do not appear in any of the explanations of the rest 
of the virtues named in this list: the law cannot dictate the requirements of 
the next virtue, liberality (otherwise we would call liberality “redistributive 
taxes”), any more than it can dictate those of the rest of the virtues on this 
explanatory list, no matter how much the rhetor is informed by the law, or the 
virtues are shaped by the law. Yet the rhetor must know these other virtues 
and whatever relation they may have to the law.

19  This would seem to put these three virtues in the service of forensic, rather than epideictic, rhetoric.
20  Although, as Nichols, “Defense,” 660–61, points out, “common opinion is not homogeneous.…[Its] 
elements…may be in contradiction with one another and…in varying degrees reflect some element of 
the truth.” The rhetor must recognize this, and educate the audience, in order to promote community 
and agreement.
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Liberality (eleutheriotēs) is the fourth (and central) virtue here. About it, 
Aristotle says no more than that it is “productive of good things [eu poiētikē] 
regarding money” (Rh I.ix.10 1366b16). This phrase does not emphasize giv-
ing, as does the discussion in the Nicomachean Ethics, which would have been 
more closely in accord with the notion of benevolence (NE IV.i.7 1120a10–15). 
But the omission of the notion of giving may be meant to indicate a problem 
with benevolence itself. For we see that liberality also seems to be used in 
its alternate sense as “free” (in a subsequent place in this same chapter—and 
there three times), where it might well contradict the notion of virtue as exist-
ing for others. This occurs in a long discussion of what things are noble (Rh 
I.ix.26–27 1367a28–32): “And possessions which are unprofitable [akarpa] 
[are noble]; for they are more liberal [eleutheriōtera, free].…In Sparta, long 
hair is noble: it is a sign of liberality [freedom]; for it is not easy to perform 
servile work with long hair. Nor should one work at a manual [banauson] art: 
the liberal [free] person does not live for others” (emphasis added). Although 
we readily understand the eleemosynary character of liberality, we cannot 
ignore the statement that the liberal person does not live for others. This con-
trast between liberality/freedom and benevolence might explain its central or 
more hidden position in this list. It may perhaps be a sign that benevolence is 
not the essence of the virtues.21 There may, however, be another explanation 
for the emphasis on benevolence: it may instead be related to the different 
audiences in the Rhetoric from those of the Nicomachean Ethics.22 

Magnanimity exchanges its Nicomachean place with munificence, fol-
lowing liberality. “Magnanimity is a virtue productive of great benevolent 
deeds” (Rh I.ix.11 1366b22), seeming to stand for all virtue as it was defined 
earlier (above; Rh I.ix.4 1366a35). This is not contrary to what Aristotle says 
in the Nicomachean Ethics: “Greatness in each virtue would be [intrinsic to] 
the magnanimous” (NE IV.iii.15–16 1123b30–1124a3, emphasis added), but 
there he does not speak of benevolence. Thinking of the possible deeds of the 
magnanimous, it is not easy to think of them as performed with a benevolent 
objective.23 Aristotle in the Rhetoric is giving a different  message to the stu-
dent rhetor and to careful readers about the character of the virtues. Not all 
of them fit easily into the benevolent category. But presenting the virtues as 
benevolent may be the best way to gain a wider audience.

21  We have seen that Aristotle has said, “The greatest virtues necessarily are those which are most use-
ful to others, if indeed virtue is the ability to do benevolent deeds” (Rh I.ix.6 1366b5, emphasis added). 
See note 14 with text, above.
22  This is discussed further below.
23  Liberality is welcomed everywhere; magnanimity, not always and everywhere. 
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Later in the Rhetoric, Aristotle shifts from the imposing description of 
magnanimity here to other generalizations about magnanimity that could 
not possibly fit the passages on this virtue that occur in the Nicomachean Eth-
ics. For example, in the Rhetoric, he connects magnanimity to the emotion of 
emulation (zēlousi). 

Emulation is pain at the evident presence of highly honored goods in 
those to whom one is similar in nature, which one is oneself capable 
of attaining—pain due to the fact that he does not possess them.…
Emulation is decent and characteristic of those who are decent…who, 
owing to emulation, fit themselves to obtain such goods.…Necessar-
ily, then, those are emulous who claim themselves worthy of good 
things that they do not possess; for no one claims himself worthy of 
what appears to be impossible. Thus, the young and the magnanimous 
are emulous. (II.xi.1–2 1388a27–b3, emphasis added)

There is little evidence in the Nicomachean Ethics that Aristotle thinks 
the magnanimous man looks to a role model or to a rival whom he emulates, 
still less a number of them (cf. NE IV.iii.16 1124a3–5; IV.iii.26 1124b23–24). 
And it is difficult to understand what “fitting oneself to obtain” magnanimity, 
or its honors, might mean—can a person fit oneself to magnanimity?—much 
less why an already magnanimous person would be emulous.24 This passage 
also seems to present the magnanimous as more desirous of honor than he is 
in the Nicomachean Ethics, where even honor bestowed by the serious gives 
him only a measured pleasure, ”for there could be no honor worthy of com-
plete virtue.…He will also despise dishonor, for no dishonor can justly attach 
to him” (NE IV.iii.17 1124a6–13).

It is also difficult to imagine the Nicomachean magnanimous in pain 
about anything connected to “highly honored goods.” Of course, he must 
wait for the occasion of rare and great dangers, but he cannot be in pain while 
waiting, because “great honors” have to be worthy of him, and even these 
honors are a small thing to him (NE IV.iii.18 1124a18).

Magnanimity is one of the two great virtues in the Nicomachean Ethics 
(munificence is the other), which by their name alone would preclude wide-
spread participation: not all those who wish to be virtuous can qualify for 
them. However, Aristotle in most of the Rhetoric seems to treat magnanimity 
as if it were a very ordinary thing. A bit later, he attributes magnanimity to 

24  Still less than emulating would the magnanimous be willing to praise another (NE IV.iii.31 
1125a5–8). Reeve, “Philosophy, Rhetoric,” 201, has difficulty imagining the magnanimous engaging in 
any epideictic rhetoric, calling such a thing “comic relief.” 
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“the young” in general—rather than separating youth and magnanimity as 
he seems to do in the emulation passage—and for surprising reasons. “The 
young,” he says, “are magnanimous, for they have not yet been humbled by 
life, and they have not experienced other [harsh] necessities. And there is 
magnanimity in deeming oneself worthy, which comes from great hope” (Rh 
II.xii.11 1389a32–33). Aristotle is speaking in this passage of characteristics 
of the young which the rhetor could use in persuading them. Thus he would 
again seem to be speaking of a large number of people. But it is difficult to 
conceive of someone magnanimous ever being daunted by being humbled—
he seems rather to embrace life in its opportunities for great deeds, and even 
in misfortune (Rh I.ix.31 1367b15–16; cf. NE IV.iii.18 1124a14–15.).25 Nor is 
it easy to see why the magnanimous would need hope: his whole being is 
certain that he is worthy of great things (NE IV.iii.9 1123b16–18). “Hope” does 
not exist in the repertoire of the Nicomachean magnanimous: confidence in 
his worth, and knowledge of the truth, do (NE IV.iii.23 1124b5). Hope does 
not even have a place in great misfortune for the magnanimous, for he will 
not “be deeply grieved by bad fortune” (NE IV.iii.18 1124a16).

To understand the difference between the discussions of magnanimity 
in the Nicomachean Ethics and the Rhetoric, we need to look at the rhetor’s 
audience. While it is certain in the Nicomachean Ethics that there are very, 
very few who are truly magnanimous, many in the rhetor’s audience would 
be pleased to be spoken to as if they were magnanimous, especially if they 
were “emulous” of highly honored goods.26 Aristotle refers in Book III of the 
Rhetoric to “the fallacy of consequence,” meaning if a person does or is some-
thing, one can reach the false conclusion that that person has a characteristic 
which he in fact does not possess. “For instance…[it is said that Paris] was 
magnanimous, because he despised the company of the many, and passed his 
time alone on [Mount] Ida. For because the magnanimous are such, this one 
could be held to be magnanimous” (Rh II.xxiv.7 1401b24–28). Suggesting that 
the magnanimous were hopeful would help the audience apply the fallacy of 
consequence to themselves. 

25  Aristotle says the same thing, and in almost the same words, at the beginning of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, but he “dilutes” magnanimity by adding “good birth” (gennadas) as an antidote to misfortune 
(NE I.x.12 1100b30–33). His discussion of evincing magnanimity in misfortune is one of the few 
points of agreement about magnanimity, apart from its “standing for all the virtues,” in the Nicoma-
chean Ethics and the Rhetoric.
26  The fact that Aristotle speaks of the young as “emulous” calls into doubt whether the emulous are 
always in fact capable of attaining highly honored goods.
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This supposition might be fortified by what Aristotle says about the next 
virtue on this list, munificence (megaloprepeia): “Munificence is a virtue 
which is productive of greatness in expenditure” (Rh I.ix.11 1366b17). Only 
in the discussion of this virtue does Aristotle give two opposites (and both on 
the same side of the mean). We are amazed to find that these opposites are not 
only paltriness (mikroprepeia) but also smallness of soul (mikropsuchia), the 
word that is usually associated with magnanimity or greatness of soul, and 
which has just been named in the same table as the opposite of magnanimity. 
This quality might be meant to be understood by those who are munificent, 
certainly a larger number than the magnanimous, as putting them in the 
ranks of the magnanimous. The reverse of this confusion of virtues arises 
when Aristotle later suggests that “for the purpose of praise or blame, [the 
rhetor] must take the things near to favorable qualities as if they were the 
same…the arrogant [authadē] as if they were munificent and dignified” (Rh 
I.ix.29 1367a38–b1, emphasis added).27 Although we might expect arrogance 
to be nearer the favorable qualities of magnanimity and dignity, the arrogant 
would nevertheless be gratified to be spoken of as if they were participants in 
any of the ranks of the greatly virtuous. 

Yet this passage has another peculiarity: it also shows a misuse of the 
virtues that Aristotle had earlier claimed not to be possible. This may be 
impossible in deed, but not in speech, for Aristotle here shows how for the 
purposes of praise and blame, “those in excess [may be favorably spoken of] 
as possessing the corresponding virtue, the reckless as courageous, the prof-
ligate as liberal” (Rh I.ix.29 1367b1–3), and, as we have seen, the arrogant as 
munificent. In altering the virtues to apply to their corresponding vices, the 
virtues themselves are distorted. Precisely in rhetoric itself, Aristotle shows us 
that the virtues may indeed be misused. But this may not be immoral if it acts 
as an inducement for “extreme” characters to turn toward the virtuous mean.

The final virtue in the explanatory list, prudence, is enlightening, not 
only about the Rhetoric, but about Aristotle himself.28 “Prudence is an 

27  Some have even emended the text of the Rhetoric to read “magnanimous” for “munificent”—a 
strong indication of the mixing of these great virtues in the text (e.g., Irwin, “Ethics in Rhetoric,” 
172n32, following E. M. Cope, An Introduction to Aristotle’s “Rhetoric” [London: Macmillan, 1867]). 
28  We notice that, although Aristotle gives the opposite for all the other virtues he explains here, 
he gives no opposite for prudence. Prudence is an intellectual virtue, and thus not spoken of as a 
mean between extremes, though in this list, he gives only one opposite of the other virtues (except 
for munificence, and the opposites of munificence are on “the same side” of the extreme), as if even 
these virtues were not the mean of two extremes. The opposite of prudence, imprudence (aphrosunē, 
aphrōn) is not mentioned anywhere in the Nicomachean Ethics. The only intellectual virtue that is 
given an opposite in Book VI is art (technē) (NE VI.iv.6 1140a21–23).
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intellectual [dianoias] virtue, according to which one is able to deliberate 
well about the good and bad things said to bear on happiness” (Rh I.ix.13 
1366b19–21).29 This definition does not seem necessarily to indicate benevo-
lence. Moreover, in the explicitly political sections of the Rhetoric, through 
which the rhetor understands most, if not everything, about the character of 
his audience as a whole, and where benevolence might be practiced (politi-
cal topics: Rh I.iv.1–13 1359a30–1360b2; topics about political regimes: Rh 
I.viii.1–7 1365b22–1366a23), prudence is not mentioned, though we would 
have expected it there, given the discussion of prudence in Book VI of the 
Nicomachean Ethics (cf. VI.viii.1–2 1141b24–28: “The political is the same 
characteristic as prudence, but their essence is not the same”). But in his 
discussion in the Rhetoric of pleasure and the pleasant, Aristotle brings pru-
dence in at a very high level: “And since ruling [archein] is very pleasant, it is 
pleasant also to be held to be wise, for being prudent is the mark of a ruler, and 
wisdom is knowledge of many wonderful things” (Rh I.xi.27 1371b27–28). Yet 
here he speaks of prudence in ruling as pleasant, rather than benevolent—or 
self-sacrificing.30 Once again, we wonder about how the virtues in the Rheto-
ric are grounded in benevolence. 

Reading the Rhetoric, we are struck by how often prudence seems to stand 
apart from the good. This is understandable in the sense that prudence shows 
the way, and as such is prior, to the good31—though Aristotle goes further in 
separating them:  

Matters pertaining to character [ēthei] follow on each sort of charac-
ter…speaking on the basis of the choice [one has made] [proaireseōs]: 
“But I wished it, for this is in fact what I chose. But if I did not benefit 
by it, it is [nonetheless] better.” For the former statement belongs to a 
prudent person, the latter to a good [person]. For the prudent is held to 
be in pursuit of the beneficial [ōphelimon]; the good in pursuit of the 
noble. (Rh III.xvi.8–9 1417a22–28) 

In his discussion of happiness in Book I (“a certain target for pretty 
much all people”: Rh I.v.1–2 1360b4–7), although he says it contains exter-
nal goods and goods of the soul, he says very little about the goods of the 
soul—which might well be less important than external goods for rhetorical 

29  Here is the only distinction made in I.ix between the moral and the intellectual virtues. This is also 
the only mention of happiness in this section
30  Cf. Bartlett, Rhetoric, 282 s.v. “prudence,” who seems to disconnect prudence in general from 
rhetoric.
31  And in Rh I.ix.13 1366b21–23, Aristotle, as we have seen, defines prudence as allowing people to 
deliberate well about the good. 
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arguments—and cites good reputation (eudoxia) as “being supposed by all 
to be serious or to have the sort of thing that all—or the many or the good 
or the prudent—aim at” (Rh I.v.8 1361a25–26, emphasis added). The prudent 
seems to be distinguished from the good, as if one could be good without 
being prudent, or vice versa. Later, when he discusses good reputation, along 
with honor, as pleasant, he says they are “among the most pleasant things,” 
because their attribution causes “each person…to imagine himself…serious,” 
especially when “asserted by those he supposes to be telling the truth, such 
as…the prudent rather than the foolish [aphronōn]” (Rh I.xi.16 1371a10-13). 
Here, although we might have expected it, the good are not mentioned at 
all. However, in the vexingly obscure chapter vii of Book I, the chapter of 
the greater and lesser (which discusses how to argue which good or advan-
tageous thing is greater), prudence is the touchstone of judging what the 
greater good is (Rh I.vii.3 1363b13–15; I.vii. 21 1364b12–19). If prudence is 
“in pursuit of the beneficial,” it might even be considered in the Rhetoric to 
be greater than the good.32

In Book II, prudence comes into its own. As the preface to his discussion 
of how to approach the emotions within the subject, and to praise character 
to his audience, Aristotle tells us that the speaker himself must appear to have 
good character. Apart from their demonstrations (apodeixeōn), the three 
qualities the speakers themselves must evince to be credible in what they say 
and the advice they give are “prudence and virtue and goodwill [eunoia]” 
(Rh II.i.5 1378a7), prudence being necessary to form correct opinions (Rh 
II.i.6 1378a12–14; virtue is necessary for them to state their opinions in their 
speeches; goodwill for them to advise well).33 Moreover, “the means whereby 
they may appear prudent and serious must be inferred from the classification 
[diē(i)rēmenōn] of the virtues; for in order for a given person to make himself 
appear such he would employ the same means as he would in making others 
appear so” (Rh II.i.7 1378a17–19). The virtues the speakers must praise in 
others are also the ones they themselves must appear to have in order to be 
persuasive.  

32  And perhaps also in the Nicomachean Ethics: “It is not possible to be good in the authoritative 
sense without prudence, nor is it possible to be prudent in the absence of moral virtue” (NE VI.xiii.6 
1144b31–32). But “virtue in the authoritative sense does not arise in the absence of prudence” (NE 
VI.xiii.2 1144b18). 
33  Halliwell, “Challenge,” 180, remarks on the “striking and seemingly sharp separation of phronēsis 
and aretē” when Aristotle discusses the three persuasive parts of the rhetor’s character (prudence, 
virtue, and goodwill), such a separation implying “that a speaker may possess the first without the 
second.”
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We have come full circle: the “classification of the virtues” is none other 
than our list and explanations of the virtues which led us to examine them 
(I.ix). Prudence and the moral virtues are important for persuasion or proof, 
but also for the apparent character of the speaker. In rhetoric, the intellectual 
virtue of prudence guides the moral virtues and those who would use them 
for themselves and others in their activity of persuasion. But which prudence, 
and which moral virtues? We have seen that there are many discussions of 
the virtues in the Rhetoric which disagree with those in the Nicomachean 
Ethics. A major answer to this disparity lies in the different audiences for the 
two books. Rhetoric is speech addressed to a wide audience, who Aristotle 
often says might not understand complex arguments, or follow long ones 
(e.g., Rh I.ii.12 1357a1–5).34 Moreover, he says in the Nicomachean Ethics that 
while speeches can make “a lover of the noble receptive to virtue, yet speeches 
are incapable of exhorting the many to nobility and goodness” (NE X.ix.3 
1179b5–11). The virtues as discussed in the Nicomachean Ethics would be 
seen by the many as stern and restrictive. The many in democracy prefer free-
dom (Rh I.viii.5 1366a6). To appeal to such an audience, the virtues must be 
shown in a different aspect than they are shown in an appeal to the decent.35

“A different aspect” of the virtues does not mean a false aspect. Cour-
age as serving the city and its laws, or the benevolence of magnanimity are 
indeed different aspects of these virtues—the military fights to preserve 
the city, and the law is necessary to bring the military into existence; the 
honors bestowed on the magnanimous express gratitude as well as admi-
ration—aspects that would be convincing to a wide audience (cf. Rh I.i.12 
1355a25–29).36 Commentators have remarked that Aristotle does not follow 
the requirement of Socrates that the rhetor must have philosophic knowledge 

34  Nichols, “Defense,” 668–69: “The premises that he uses—the views he expresses, for example, 
about virtue or justice—must be comprehensible to common opinion if his arguments are to be 
successful.” Maxine C. Hairston, “Aristotle’s Enthymeme in the Classroom,” in Rhetoric and Praxis, 
ed. Jean Dietz Moss (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1986), 62–63, argues 
that the enthymeme (the rhetorical—and shortened—form of syllogism) has a rhetorical form and 
purpose. “Aristotle says that [in enthymemes], the links in the chain must be few, for the listener will 
supply the missing premises that are common knowledge.…Basing an argument on an enthymeme 
necessarily involves drawing the audience’s attitudes, beliefs, and experience into the structure of 
the argument.…The very fact that the rhetor does not need to articulate them establishes a bond of 
intimacy and trust between speaker and listener. That bond enhances the speaker’s ethical appeal and 
predisposes the listener to yield to persuasion.” 
35  Irwin, “Ethics in Rhetoric,” 168, has a slightly different explanation: “[The reason that the virtues 
differ] in the Rhetoric and the Ethics is Aristotle’s desire to prevent the Rhetoric from raising puzzles 
about common beliefs, which require moral philosophy to solve them.…Otherwise we are confused 
and therefore at the mercy of the sophists.”
36  The many may also see a different aspect of the truth. Cf. note 21 above.
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to be a credible rhetor (Phaedrus 277b–c).37 But as we have suggested pre-
viously, Aristotle himself supplies philosophy as an underpinning to his 
teaching of the nonphilosophic but surely political rhetor. Aristotle’s philo-
sophic understanding includes the widening of moral virtue from the way it 
is presented in the Nicomachean Ethics to include its aspects that point more 
clearly to the benevolent ways in which virtue may be presented to a wider 
audience not eligible for virtue,38 and by which the rhetor may ease the ten-
sion between the virtuous and the many, and may lead the many to a greater 
appreciation of the virtuous, if not to a greater receptivity to virtue itself (Rh 
I.iv.5 1381a12–14).39

As if following his own advice in the Rhetoric, Aristotle presents the vir-
tues in a way that makes him appear to have virtue, specifically the virtue 
of prudence. Moreover, his prudence shows his own benevolence. First, as 
was said, he is benevolent to the many by giving them a more favorable (and 
interested) view of the virtues. They may thus be more open to accepting a 
statesman who is just and who aims for the good of the community.40 Sec-
ond, he is benevolent by showing his own prudence to the serious citizen, 
who will be less suspicious of the merits and morality of those rhetors who 
are civic minded. They may learn to judge and thus to benefit from these 
rhetors. Third, the incipient philosophers receive his benevolence by seeing 
the importance of prudence to philosophizing about the political things, of 
which rhetoric is surely a part. Aristotle indicates to them how to understand 
the manner of philosophic writing, and a way of speaking publicly to dif-
ferent souls or audiences. Finally, the student rhetors learn that they can be 

37  Engberg-Pedersen, “Ethical Dimension,” 129, asserts that the rhetor needs philosophic, or at 
least political philosophic, knowledge; but see 138, and Reeve, “Philosophy, Rhetoric,” 199. DiLeo, 
“Maxims Insufficiency,” 6, says that “we can also guess that [Aristotle’s] intended audience included 
potential philosophers,” but he also says that the Rhetoric was “within the philosopher’s project of 
providing an education suitable for free citizens…an education that reinforced the conventional 
decency of ‘the noble and good’ and equipped them for statesmanship.” See note 8 with text, above.
38  Arnhart, Political Reasoning, 80: In the Rhetoric, “although [Aristotle] does not have to directly 
contradict the doctrines of the Ethics, he does have to stress those elements of virtue that are in accord 
with and in service to the community, rather than those elements that are more private and more 
independent of the community.”
39  DiLeo, “Manipulative Maxims,” 11, finds in the maxims of rhetoric (Book III) manipulations of 
the audience, rather than different aspects of the virtues. He asserts, however, that “Aristotle does not 
surrender to the amorality of sophistic rhetoric.” His view of Aristotle’s end is “in the short term, a 
broader perspective as provided by the politikē on the part of wise and effective speakers, in the longer 
term, an education that can instill a broader perspective on the part of the citizens as well…[although] 
this two-part solution is not without problems of its own.”
40  Nichols, “Defense,” 676: “In writing a Rhetoric about speech that aims at the advantageous and the 
just, Aristotle is therefore trying to strengthen political community.”
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proponents of truth and justice, and still become successful rhetors. Aristotle 
is sensitive to the audience of the rhetor; and his own audience includes the 
whole of the human souls.

The Rhetoric and the Nicomachean Ethics combine the different aspects 
of virtue in such a way that one cannot ignore either work if one is to seek 
the truth.

For it belongs to the same capacity [dunameōs] to see both what 
is true and what resembles the truth; at the same time, human 
beings have sufficient natural capacity when it comes to what is 
true and for the most part they do chance upon the truth. Hence, 
being able to aim at the generally accepted opinions belongs to 
one who is similarly skilled also as regards the truth. (Rh I.i.11 
1355a14–18, emphasis added)41

But the ambiguity of this quotation implies that it does not belong to 
Aristotle’s student rhetors to seek the truth further than to guard the truth, 
and the justice that stems from it, as they are led to this task by Aristotle. 
Aristotle believes that rhetors who are dedicated to the truth and to justice 
can be strengthened by a correct teaching of rhetoric. They need Aristotle, 
and therefore are not the philosophers that Socrates demands. Rather, they 
are the decent citizens, who some suggest may even become statesmen.42 
Their heightened rhetorical powers added to their intimation of the truth 
would give them confidence to enter into the political activities of delibera-
tion, judging or praising the good things that political figures should do, or 
have accomplished. These advocates might increase in numbers through the 
encouragement and the teaching of the Rhetoric.

We return to the question whether Aristotle’s teaching on rhetoric is 
moral or immoral. Does Aristotle also advise those who would misuse his 
teaching? He does not say what those who need no persuasion to do what is 
bad might do with his teaching.43 If they can misuse it, why does Aristotle 

41  Engberg-Pedersen, “Ethical Dimension,” 131: Aristotle does “not wish to say that all the endoxa [of 
the rhetor] is true. Still, when generalized the point does help Aristotle meet the Platonic challenge, 
since its general validity corresponds with the idea that rhetoric is as such part of a general process 
that both aims to discover the truth and is generally successful in doing this.” I believe that the stu-
dent rhetor is moved by this thought, without understanding it in its fullness. 
42  Nichols, “Defense,” 657: “[Aristotle] saw rhetoric as a means for statesmanship rather than a tool 
of despotism.…The statesman uses rhetoric in order to convey the ambiguous truths of political life.” 
Cf. Bartlett, Rhetoric, 223, “For the more knowledgeable a rhetorician becomes about the specifics of 
politics, the more he becomes, not a rhetorician at all, but a statesman.” See also 223n6.
43  Bartlett, Rhetoric, 274, agrees that there will be those more concerned “by the technical refinement 
than the moral exhortation.…But there will be rhetoric with or without Aristotle’s intervention…and 
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write his teaching openly? In understanding Aristotle’s prudence, we per-
ceive that his teaching is moral. The reason has to do with Aristotle’s main 
goal in life: the truth. He believes that the truth will triumph over those who 
would “persuade others of base things” (Rh I.i.12 1355a32).44

Rhetoric is useful because what is true and what is just are by 
nature superior [kreittō] to their opposites, such that, if the judg-
ments [rendered in a given instance] do not accord with what is 
proper, it is necessarily the case that they are defeated on account 
of [the advocates] themselves. And this is deserving of censure. 
(Rh I.i.12 1355a21–24)45

Rhetoric, the advocate and guardian of the truth as Aristotle presents it 
and teaches it, might be an urgent study, not only for his time, but for ours, 
as well.46

Aristotle does what he can…to yoke [rhetoric] to decent ends.”
44  Cope, Introduction, 403–4: “In rhetoric we may be able to state what is to be said on both sides of 
the question, and show how an argument may be turned against an opponent; not to misuse our skill 
and knowledge, to throw dust in the eyes of a jury, to promote injustice or screen the wrong doer, but 
to use it in the interest of justice and truth, for the benefit of society and for a moral end” (emphasis in 
original).
45  This last clause supplies the reason for Aristotle’s Rhetoric. However, the clause is in dispute: 
Bartlett, Rhetoric, 9n22, following a commentator, translates “that they are defeated on account of 
their opposites [i.e., by falsehood and injustice],” but notes “that they are defeated on account of 
[the advocates] themselves” is used by other translators and commentators. His translation raises a 
problem: If “what is true and what is just are by nature superior to their opposites,” why would they be 
defeated except because of the weakness of their advocates? The Greek is anagkē di’ autōn hēttasthai, 
“they are defeated on account of them” (or “they are inferior to them”—a translation which could 
generate a much longer speculation!).
46  DiLeo, “Maxims Insufficiency,” 23: “The need today is particularly acute for the education of lead-
ers with a firm grasp of politikē combined with the art that enables them to win the support of the 
citizenry.”
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Abstract: In her novel Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen examines our hopes for happiness 
within the realms of friendship and marriage. Her characters embody an inquiry into the 
dilemma of self-deception, which is caused by the unexamined opinions that form the basis 
of our judgments about ourselves and others. Through the struggle of her main characters, 
Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy, to overcome the obscuring effects of such deception 
and achieve knowledge of themselves and of each other, Austen portrays for readers the task of 
self-examination as essential to living a virtuous life and as the means to establish reasonable 
foundations for happiness in marriage. Because the action of the novel is a study of human 
nature and education in self-reflection,  Pride and Prejudice  dramatizes crucial aspects of 
the philosophic activity, from the longing for justice as a prompt to examine oneself and the 
role of anger and love in cultivating virtue, to the prospects for attaining self-knowledge and 
happiness through the mutual pursuit of companions equal in superiority. 

In her novel Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen examines the dynamics of the 
human soul, undertaking an inquiry into our hopes for happiness within 
the realms of friendship and marriage. Intrigued by the dilemma of seeing 
ourselves and others with clarity, her examination presents characters strug-
gling with and emerging from the obscuring effects of self-deception, that 
willful misunderstanding we have of ourselves based on the entrenched or 
unexamined opinions which we take for granted and which in turn become 
the root cause of our misperceptions of others. We form judgments of oth-
ers in order to discern their character and know their worth, as friends and 
potential spouses. But to do so rightly, the action of the novel argues, we 
must first examine ourselves; that is, we must be sufficiently attentive to our 
own character—our virtues and our flaws, our pride and our prejudice. We 
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must confront our own self-deception to know ourselves and cultivate a 
proper understanding of others. Self-examination must precede judgment; 
our longing for justice as well as for happiness cannot be fulfilled without 
self-knowledge. Through the efforts of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy 
to overcome self-deception, Austen portrays for her readers the task of 
self-reflection as essential to living a virtuous life, as well as the means to 
discover a worthy friend and establish reasonable foundations for happiness 
in marriage.

The Problem of Self-Deception

To grasp the argument of the novel’s action, Austen’s readers must pay 
attention to the impressions that characters form of one another. “First 
Impressions” of course is the original title of the novel,1 and it points to the 
centrality of discrimination and judgment in its action. Characters often 
rush to judgment on the basis of first encounters, in speech or in deed, often 
without adequate reflection. They form judgments without scrutinizing their 
initial impressions or examining their opinions, and so deceive themselves 
about who and what others are, or are not. The imperative facing these 
characters is to discern and then liberate themselves from the shackles of 
unexamined opinions. This task is always a challenge; few in the novel seek 
or acquire self-knowledge. Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy stand apart 
on account of their desire to know themselves and each other better. By 
embracing the idea that the unexamined life is not worth living and striving 
through self-reflection to overcome their own self-deception, Elizabeth and 
Darcy embody a kind of philosophic turn.2 The action of the novel, when 
viewed through the transformation of its main characters, becomes a study 
of human nature and an education in self-examination. Pride and Prejudice 
thus dramatizes for readers crucial aspects of the philosophic activity itself.3 

1  Austen initially conceived and drafted “First Impressions” in 1796–1797, though it was not accepted 
for publication; she revised the manuscript in 1811–1812, and it was published as Pride and Prejudice 
in 1813. 
2  On self-examination and philosophy, see Plato, Apology of Socrates 28e, 29d, 38a. The Socratic 
image in speech of the Cave represents both the dilemma of self-deception and the role of self-exam-
ination as the essential education that turns the soul toward justice and the good: see Plato, Republic 
514a–519b.
3  In the vast secondary literature on this novel, a handful of commentators have taken the 
philosophic themes in Austen as seriously as she deserves. See, e.g., Leo Strauss, What Is Political 
Philosophy? and Other Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959), 104; Eva Brann, “The 
Perfections of Jane Austen,” The College 27, no. 1 (1975): 1–14; George Anastaplo, The Artist as Thinker: 
From Shakespeare to Joyce (Athens, OH: Swallow Press, 1983), 86–99; Allan Bloom, Love and Friend-
ship (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), 191–208; Anne Ruderman, The Pleasures of Virtue: Political 
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The seriousness of the novel as a work of political philosophy, I argue here, 
derives not from any explicit consideration of contemporary political events 
(for example, the aftermath of the French Revolution or the Napoleonic 
Wars) or of abstract political theories, but rather from its examination of the 
question of how we ought to live, the philosophical awakening to justice as a 
prompt to self-examination, the role of anger (thumos) and love (erōs) in the 
cultivation of virtue or excellence (aretē), and the prospects for happiness 
(eudaimonia) in marriage through the pursuit of self-knowledge.

Austen alludes to the philosophical task of self-examination and the sig-
nificance of good judgment throughout the action of the novel. On several 
occasions, the dilemma of self-deception surfaces in the narrative explicitly. 
One illustrative example is a brief exchange between Elizabeth and her sis-
ter Jane, whose judgments are suspect because her amiable character often 
blinds her to the flaws of others and her own self-reflection is restricted to 
considerations of modesty. Having been unable to persuade Jane through 
subtle and playful remarks to acknowledge more than she is willing about 
herself, Elizabeth remarks: “We all love to instruct, though we can teach only 
what is not worth knowing” (LIV.230).4 This statement is paradoxical on its 
surface. What can Elizabeth mean? Nothing worth knowing can be taught, 
she seems to be saying, which, if true, would call into question her own effort 
in the preceding exchange to teach her sister, and the prospect of any educa-
tion in virtue itself.5 Why does Austen point here to a distinction between 
instruction, on one hand, and learning what is worth knowing, or genuine 
education, on the other? 

Thought in the Novels of Jane Austen (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1995); Eva Brann, “Aris-
totle from a Woman’s Perspective,” Review of Politics 58, no. 4 (1996): 817–19; and Sarah Emsley, Jane 
Austen’s Philosophy of the Virtues (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). Contemporary philosophical 
influences have been noted in Austen’s novels, even in her own era, suggesting an acquaintance with 
works by (among others) Locke, Shaftesbury, Hume, and Wollstonecraft, whose writings appear in an 
1818 catalogue of the library at Godmersham Park, where Austen visited frequently from 1796 until 
1813. See Peter Knox-Shaw, Jane Austen and the Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004); “Philosophy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Pride and Prejudice, ed. Janet Todd 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 27–41. Ruderman and Emsley argue that Austen in 
her novels approaches the philosophic question of how one should live life from the perspective of the 
classical tradition of virtues found in Plato and especially Aristotle.
4  All quotations are from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (New York: Dover, 1995). Citations are to 
chapter and page in this edition.
5  The novel examines the question raised by Socrates at the start of Plato’s Meno: “Can virtue be 
taught?” See Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 86. A crucial theme of Plato’s Republic, whether justice 
contributes to human happiness, is also examined through the narrative.
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Spoken in the wake of the departure of Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy from 
their second visit at Longbourn, Elizabeth’s remark reflects on Jane’s char-
acter. It is the conclusion of her own failed efforts to teach her sister that 
she must acknowledge the depths of her affection for Bingley and be more 
forthcoming with encouragement. Jane, for her part, demurs and insists that 
she will continue to maintain her usual composure. To those who do not 
know her as intimately as Elizabeth does, however, she runs the risk of seem-
ing disinterested. In rereading the preceding chapter (LIII.222–26), we see 
how Jane’s feelings easily could be misconstrued. She had insisted to Eliza-
beth that she did not imagine Bingley to still have feelings for her and so had 
restrained herself during the gentlemen’s visit. She did not wish to inflame 
her vanity and deceive herself about his intentions and thus exhibited even 
more reserve and spoke even less than usual. 

Jane wants to convince herself that Bingley is not rekindling his former 
love of her, so as not to be hurt again by her own hopes for his love and for 
marriage. She even goes so far as to say to Elizabeth that “he never had any 
design of engaging” her affection in the past (LIV.230). Her natural complai-
sance and amiable personality, in themselves virtuous attributes, threaten 
to veil Jane’s actual feelings for her suitor, and her determination to make 
herself appear “indifferent” toward Bingley makes it even harder for him—
and for Darcy—to read her, which is precisely why they have come. Jane’s 
characteristic virtues prevent her from seeing herself or Bingley clearly and 
thus conceal her from being seen. She is of course deceiving herself about her 
love for Bingley, and Elizabeth knows it, as do we. Even the ridiculous Mrs. 
Bennet, who insists on being deceived by her own assumptions whenever 
it appears to serve her family’s interest to do so, can see that Bingley truly 
does love Jane and will soon propose. Jane alone refuses to believe it, and, 
try as she might, Elizabeth cannot persuade her otherwise. What she is eager 
to teach Jane about herself cannot be learned by instruction, it is true; Jane 
must examine herself. For what is really worth knowing comes only with 
self-reflection and education, not instruction. 

Fortunately, Jane does not suffer as a result of her insufficient self-reflec-
tion or Elizabeth’s failure to instruct. The previous misperceptions of her 
character, which had led Darcy to encourage Bingley to break off with Jane 
(for Bingley’s own good, as Darcy earnestly believed based on what he had 
seen of Jane’s affection), are not here repeated. Darcy sees past her modest 
demeanor and understands Jane for who she really is, advising Bingley to 
take courage in his suit. Unlike the first impressions that he had formed of 
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Jane and the quality of her affection for Bingley, this time he is inclined to 
examine more closely, and he judges rightly. But why? He now views Jane in 
the light of what he has learned from Elizabeth about her character. 

Ironically, it is Elizabeth who does not grasp the wisdom of her own 
remark about teaching what is worth learning with respect to herself. During 
their visits, Darcy and Bingley are studying Jane for signs of her affection, 
but Elizabeth herself fails to see that this is their purpose because she was too 
“astonished and vexed” by the presence of Darcy. Not only does she pretend 
to take no special notice of him, despite her undeniable feelings for him; she 
is “disappointed” by the fact that she believes that Darcy is behaving indiffer-
ently toward her—and yet “angry with herself for being so” (LIII.225). Even 
as she seeks to instruct Jane on how to learn to know herself better, so as 
not to misjudge others or be misjudged, Elizabeth cannot see that her own 
impression of Darcy is mistaken and thus deceives herself about both him 
and his intentions.

Elizabeth’s remark is indeed profound: there is more to learning than 
merely receiving the instruction from others. What is ultimately worth 
knowing one must learn for oneself. Those who teach can only assist in self-
examination, for learning depends upon a person’s pursuit of self-knowledge. 
This insight of Elizabeth reveals the wisdom of Austen’s art of writing.6 Austen 
does not use her novel to instruct. What Austen has to teach us depends upon 
our own willingness to learn as we read, to re-examine our own entrenched 
opinions and prejudices, which are obstacles to learning and the pursuit of 
self-knowledge. Even the wisest teacher (or author) can accomplish nothing 
substantial if a student (or reader) is not already inclined to learn, that is, 
to seek knowledge through self-examination. We look to the struggle of her 
two main characters to learn what must be done to discern and overcome 

6  A survey of Austen’s references to instruction and teaching in the novel confirm this distinction 
between didactic lessons and true education. The first six references to instruction (XIV.47, XXIX.109, 
XXIX.111, XXIX.113, XXIX.114, XXXI.120) establish the pattern: this kind of teaching is merely 
training in manners, and Austen associates it with the insufferable pedantry of Collins and haughty 
arrogance of Lady Catherine. The seventh mention occurs in the passage here (LIV.230); and the 
eighth and last use is in the final chapter (LXI.261). There, Elizabeth (now Mrs. Darcy) instructs 
Georgiana about the nature of marriage, and Austen for the first time suggests that such lessons are 
propaedeutic (“she began to comprehend”). By contrast, the first six references to teaching in the novel 
(XXXI.119, XLI.156 twice, XLII.162, L.209, LII.218) involve admirable characters, and each conveys a 
sense of education that goes beyond rules of conduct and aims at the formation of virtuous character; 
the seventh and last use occurs in the passage here (LIV.230). Teaching, in other words, more so than 
instruction, aims at self-knowledge. See Proverbs 9:9; Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 27. 
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unexamined judgments. We turn first to Elizabeth, and the two most influ-
ential people in her own life and education, her father and Darcy.

The Education of Elizabeth Bennet

Austen suggests that her heroine has had a sort of philosophic education. 
Her education, such as it was, is briefly but openly the topic of a spirited 
exchange between Elizabeth and Lady Catherine de Bourgh (XXIX). Under 
interrogation, Elizabeth admits being educated neither by her mother nor 
by a governess or teachers from town. She asserts nevertheless that she has 
indeed been well taught (XXIX.112–13): “Compared with some families, I 
believe we were [neglected]; but such of us as wished to learn, never wanted 
the means. We were always encouraged to read, and had all the masters that 
were necessary.” We are thus made to understand that Mr. Bennet’s library, 
while rather small by comparison with those of such gentlemen as Darcy or 
Bingley, was yet sufficient to provide a young woman eager to learn ample 
opportunity for education. 

By showing us the striking difference in character between Elizabeth and 
Mary, who also has spent much time in her father’s library, Austen makes 
clear that a ready access to “great books” on its own does not suffice to educate 
one to virtue. Mary’s erudition gives her “a pedantic air and conceited man-
ner,” not unlike the socially unbearable Mr. Collins, both of whom are unable 
to see how silly they appear to others—much to Elizabeth’s embarrassment 
(II.4, IV.16, XVIII.69–70). Elizabeth’s preference for reading over other forms 
of entertainment during her stay at Netherfield is teased by Miss Bingley, but 
not by Darcy, who quietly expresses his admiration. Amending her account 
of what he comprehends in his “idea of an accomplished woman,” Darcy says 
“to all this she must yet add something more substantial…the improvement 
of her mind by extensive reading” (VIII.26). The spirited Elizabeth, con-
vinced that Darcy is mocking her, refuses to accept or even acknowledge the 
good-natured compliment in this implicit defense of her reading, for he, too, 
takes reading seriously. Because of her prejudice against him, she misjudges 
his intention and character.

Elizabeth’s education in the library, we imagine, must have been encour-
aged by her father. Austen tells us that Mr. Bennet took great pleasure in 
reading. His study for more than one reason has been a refuge to him. Having 
discovered that the woman he married on account of her youth and beauty in 
fact had a “weak understanding” and “illiberal mind,” Mr. Bennet soon lost 
all respect or “real affection for her” and retreated to his study. Apart from 
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his children, he made books his principal enjoyment in life, while occasion-
ally taking amusement in noting his wife’s “ignorance and folly” (XLII.159): 
“But this is not the sort of happiness a man would in general wish to owe 
to his wife; but where other powers of entertainment are wanting, the true 
philosopher will derive benefit from such as are given.” This judgment in the 
narrative suggests that philosophy renders pleasant benefits to its adherents 
and is conducive to happiness even (or especially) in hard circumstances. 
Austen’s choice of words here implies something even more significant: that 
Mr. Bennet found happiness within the limitations of his misfortune as “the 
true philosopher” should. This seems to be rare praise, indeed. No other 
character in all of Jane Austen’s novels is described as a philosopher, and the 
word “philosophy” itself is very infrequently used.7 But in what sense might 
we think of Mr. Bennet as being philosophic?

There are traces of a philosophic disposition in the way the narrative por-
trays Mr. Bennet. He derives benefit and even pleasure, rather than resentment 
or anger, from his circumstances and position in life, even when his chances 
for conjugal happiness are disappointed by his wife’s lack of education and 
his domestic tranquility is sometimes interrupted by her preoccupation with 
idle gossip and trivial matters, such as formal introductions and balls. His 
unconcealed indifference to honor, worldly affairs, and the vicissitudes of 
fortune makes him seem stoic, while his quick wit and penchant for laughing 
at others (see LVII.245), especially when reflecting on human pettiness and 
foibles, smacks of epicureanism. He prides himself on being unconcerned 
with the mundane, or at least appearing so. Austen sketches Mr. Bennet only 
in outline but with passing resemblance to a philosopher—perhaps most of 
all when he speaks dismissively of marriage, the education of children, and 
death.8 But this portrait of him is also a kind of caricature, and Austen’s attri-
bution to him of the epithet “philosopher” seems to be ironic.

7  To my knowledge, no other attribution like this occurs in Austen’s novels. The word “philosophy” 
occurs five times in Pride and Prejudice (see note 9), but only once in Sense and Sensibility and 
Northanger Abbey. The word “philosophic” is used twice in Emma, and once in Pride and Prejudice, 
Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park, and Northanger Abbey. A list of “philosophers” is mentioned in 
Mansfield Park. The ironic portrait of Socrates as a gentleman in Xenophon’s writings may suggest by 
analogy what Austen means in referring to Mr. Bennet as a “true philosopher.” See Bloom, Love and 
Friendship, 205; Adam Schulman, “Self-Knowledge and Moral Seriousness in Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice,” in Apples of Gold in Pictures of Silver: Honoring the Work of Leon Kass, ed. Yuval Levin, 
Thomas Merrill, and Adam Schulman (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010), 153–74, 167.
8  Mr. Bennet jokes about his own death, his wife’s premature death, and Jane’s possible death from 
illness. Socrates paid scant attention to familial obligations and both at his trial and on the morning 
of his execution spoke dismissively of death: see Plato, Apology and Phaedo; Xenophon, Apology of 
Socrates to the Jury. On the philosophic view of death and Mr. Bennet, see Schulman, “Self-Knowledge 
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Beyond her reading of books then, Elizabeth also seems to take her 
father’s way of life as a model for education. She shares with Mr. Bennet an 
appreciation for the library, an ability to bear good and bad fortune with 
equanimity, a cavalier disregard for fastidious social norms and decorum, 
and a willingness to laugh at her own flaws and those of others. Both are 
good-natured and thoughtful, although she is especially lively. She has an 
inquisitive mind and keen wit, and she has learned to reflect on the human 
condition with amusement. Insofar as they engage in similar pursuits, Eliza-
beth and her father seem to share in a philosophic disposition: both pride 
themselves on their judgment and find pleasure in laughing at the foolish-
ness of others, especially men like Collins or women like Mrs. Bennet. Both 
also seem content to enjoy a contemplative or intellectual life, rather than 
an active life in society or politics. Not without good reason then is she her 
father’s favorite. 

However, in other crucial respects, Elizabeth does not resemble her father 
at all. It is clear that she feels with acute displeasure the slights of conde-
scension and cannot bear the arrogance of aristocratic contempt. Her moral 
indignation and anger are aroused by perceived attacks on her family’s honor, 
and she feels shame and humiliation when her sisters behave badly in public. 
While he tends to scoff, she judges. When her father returns from his trip to 
London to handle (or so she believes) the scandal of Lydia’s affair, Mr. Bennet 
“had all the appearance of his usual philosophic composure. He said as little 
as he had ever been in the habit of saying; made no mention of the business 
that had taken him away” (XLVIII.200). Because she assumes Mr. Bennet is 
as distraught as she herself is, Elizabeth “ventured to introduce the subject…
expressing her sorrow for what he must have endured.” To this solace, he 
replies with an air of disinterest: “Say nothing of that. Who should suffer but 
myself?” With a twinge of regret for her earlier censure, she encourages him 
not to be “too severe” upon himself. His response, with its hint of Solomonic 
wisdom, further distances them from each another: “You may well warn me 
against such an evil. Human nature is so prone to fall into it! No . . . let me 
once in my life feel how much I have been to blame. I am not afraid of being 
overpowered by the impression. It will pass away soon enough” (XLVIII.200). 
Regardless of her father’s riposte, the humiliation Elizabeth feels at the dis-
honor that Lydia has wrought upon their reputation, especially when she 
learns that Darcy is involved, surely will not fade.

and Moral Seriousness,” 166–70.
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Mr. Bennet’s “philosophic” jest in response to her sincere consolation 
over the unresolved tragedy of Lydia’s shameless behavior turns their ordeal 
into the stuff of comedy. While he briefly may be overtaken by anger at Lydia’s 
recklessness, which compels him to abandon his quiet study, his lighthearted-
ness soon returns. For he wanted “as little trouble in the business as possible,” 
and when the dire situation was settled “with so little inconvenience to him-
self,” he “naturally returned to all his former indolence” (L.206–7). Elizabeth, 
on the other hand, continues to be distressed by the whole ignoble affair. 
When her younger sister enters the room during his talk with Elizabeth, Mr. 
Bennet again makes light of the situation: “This is a parade…it gives such an 
elegance to misfortune!” He even teasingly predicts that Kitty will be next to 
run away from home, and when she “fretfully” denies it, forbids any soldier to 
visit their house again, declaring her “absolutely prohibited” from attending 
balls and confined to home, until she proves she is rational. Taking his threats 
seriously, she begins to cry, and Mr. Bennet assuages her grief by promising, 
if she is good, to “review” her case after a decade (XLVIII.200–201). Eliza-
beth, we suspect, who knows Kitty is likely to follow Lydia’s example and is 
witness to this travesty of parental justice, is not amused.

Elizabeth, then, in this decisive respect, departs from the so-called philo-
sophic disposition of her father. Her judgment, the narrator tells us at one 
point, even surpasses that of Mr. Bennet, in particular his failure to grasp—or 
his unwillingness to take seriously—the damage that an unrestrained Lydia 
(or Kitty) can do to the family’s reputation and thus to his other daughters’ 
future prospects for marriage. Her father merely dismisses their descent into 
disrepute as trivial. Elizabeth, however, is neither as detached nor as san-
guine. Although she is often inclined to smile at his witticisms (see XX.77), 
we are discreetly told by the narrator that Elizabeth “had never been blind 
to the impropriety of her father’s behaviour.” She had always “endeavored 
to forget what she could not overlook, and to banish from her thoughts [his] 
continual breach of conjugal obligation and decorum” (XLII.160). But on this 
occasion, she can no longer do so. As we know from her reading of Darcy’s 
letter, to which we now must turn, Elizabeth bears the burden of her fam-
ily’s “unhappy defects” with heavy chagrin and regret, and, notwithstanding 
her bitter resentment of Darcy for citing their “total want of propriety” and 
frequent indiscretions, the manifest truth that her father was “contented with 
laughing at them” always embarrassed her (XXXV.134–35, XXXVII.144). In 
this respect, she would not completely learn her father’s philosophy.9

9  The first and last mentions of “philosophy” in the narrative, which attribute its practice to the most 
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The Desire for Justice as a Prompt to Self-Examination

Elizabeth’s quiet indictment of her father’s negligence, in refusing to exert 
himself to restrain the “folly and indecorum” of their family, speaks to her 
demand for justice. For as we know, she takes offense and holds grudges. At 
the start of the novel, during the Meryton ball, her vanity is wounded by 
an overheard remark about her beauty made by Darcy. Her opinion of him 
thereafter is moved by prejudice, and her pride makes her “determined to 
hate” him (III.7, XVIII.62, XXXVIII.147; cf. XXXVI.141).10 Elizabeth, unlike 
her father, cares deeply about justice. She is thus susceptible to a righteous 
anger when vexed. The crux of the novel is whether her judgments, which 
she makes rather swiftly, are right. From the beginning Austen alludes to this 
question and points us to a study of her heroine’s character. The dramatic 
action of the novel and our understanding of its argument depend upon our 
examination of Elizabeth—and her own examination of herself.

A philosophic disposition might seek alternative explanations to “reason 
away” a perceived slight, or dismiss an affair of honor, to preserve the soul 
as free as possible from tumultuous passions and perturbations. Mr. Bennet 
shows irritation on occasion but his detachment makes him more disinter-
ested than spirited—a fact that also accounts for his indifference to affairs 
of honor as well as to justice.11 Elizabeth, by contrast, despite her effort to 

unlikely of candidates (“the neighbourhood” and Wickham), are obviously intended by Austen to be 
taken as parodic (L.207, LXI.260). The other three uses are by Elizabeth and Darcy (LVIII.248) and 
spoken during a private, playful, and warm exchange in which the two lovers openly confess their 
affection for each other. In doing so, they are compelled to explain themselves to one another—each 
confessing responsibility for their errors in judgment, and each solicitously encouraging the other 
not to recall having expressed themselves in such harsh but not unjust terms. Here the irony in 
Elizabeth’s proposal that they should forget what is unpleasant is revealing: she encourages Darcy to 
“learn some of my philosophy” and to “think only of the past as its remembrance gives you pleasure.” 
But he refuses to repel this painful recollection, because her harsh words taught him a lesson that he 
will never forget. See note 6. On Elizabeth’s “philosophy of recollection” here, see Schulman, “Self-
Knowledge and Moral Seriousness,” 162–63; Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 103–4; and Brann, 
“Perfections of Jane Austen,” who says Austen preferred writing of happiness, rather than unhappi-
ness, reminding us of her association with a classical author whose manner of writing was especially 
reserved (see Xenophon, Anabasis of Cyrus V.viii.25–26).
10  With scholarly precision, Miss Mary Bennet defines these terms—though it is not clear that Austen 
agrees (V.12–13): “By all that I have read, I am convinced that [pride] is very common indeed, that 
human nature is particularly prone to it, and that there are few of us who do not cherish a feeling of 
self-complacency on the score of some quality or other, real or imaginary. Vanity and pride are dif-
ferent things, though the words are often used synonymously. A person may be proud without being 
vain. Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, vanity to what we would have others think of us.” 
11  The nervous Mrs. Bennet worries herself that, because of Lydia, poor Mr. Bennet will fight 
Wickham in a duel and be killed, but of course Elizabeth knows better (XLVII.192, XLVIII.196; cf. 
XLVII.189).
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remain unmoved by the opinions of others, is upset by perceived offenses or 
injustices to herself, her family, or her friends, and therefore subject to resent-
ment or anger.12 She thinks the worst of Darcy almost from the start, after 
he unknowingly piques her vanity and because she believes he has treated 
Wickham unjustly, though she has no more reason to doubt his character 
than those who prejudicially censure his aloof demeanor and austere man-
ners as signs of a detestable pride. In the grip of her passion and prejudice, 
Elizabeth is inclined to perceive injustices where they are not and refuses to 
recognize just claims of virtue where she ought.13 But her moral indignation 
and demands for justice to be rightful must be reasonable.

Elizabeth, moreover, cannot help but make judgments and stick to them 
(as Charlotte and Jane attest), even though she chastises Darcy for not for-
getting offenses or “the vices and folly of others,” and having a “resentful” 
temper (XI.39). While wanting to appear above the judgment of others, Eliza-
beth rankles at criticism from any person who (she thinks) believes that he 
or she is her superior in social rank. Her desire to rise above and remain 
untouched by what others who are less serious deem important, in other 
words, her desire for self-sufficiency, has not cured her of being sensitive to 
slights. Austen’s heroine also takes pride in her free speech and candor, in 
her quick wit and sharp tongue. So when Lady Catherine comes to her house 
to impose her opinion on Elizabeth, she stands her ground with audacity, 
asserting her freedom to think and to act as she deems fit: “Lady Catherine, I 
have nothing further to say.…I am resolved to act in that manner, which will, 
in my own opinion, constitute my happiness, without reference to you, or any 
person so wholly unconnected with me” (LVI.241). But her actions, Elizabeth 
declares, are in accord with considerations of duty, honor, and gratitude, and 
her resolutions once made cannot be shaken, even by “the indignation of the 
world” itself.

Elizabeth, in other words, resists the conventionally bound world of the 
novel itself. She has a free mind and a strikingly independent will, buttressed 
by an unwillingness to be swayed by considerations of social rank, customs, 
or conventions. She radiates an unpretentious superiority of character, 

12  Elizabeth, ironically, is more manly than her father. Bloom, Love and Friendship, 199: “Elizabeth 
responds with the angry defense of her own relations in a way characteristic of proud persons. Aris-
totle says that a gentleman is ironic to inferiors and insolent to superiors. In this respect, Elizabeth is 
very much a gentleman.” 
13  At times, Elizabeth can be an unreliable narrator, even or especially when she is only speaking to 
herself. Her judgment is most suspect when objecting to Darcy’s pride on account of her own preju-
dice. Ruderman, Pleasures of Virtue, 100–101.
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representing a natural aristocracy of genuine virtue as opposed to the false 
aristocracy of inherited or acquired wealth. Independence of thought is thus 
her excellence. But strength of mind is also her weakness. Self-assurance at 
times blinds her to her own unexamined opinions and mistaken impressions. 
Superior character must be grounded on reasonable judgments, in order to be 
right; otherwise, she will be plagued by the prejudice she despises in others. 
For her to be worthy of admiration, she must know herself. It is in this respect 
that Elizabeth finds herself unexpectedly prompted to reflection by the letter 
that she receives from Darcy.

Darcy’s letter, written in the wake of his disastrous marriage proposal, 
compels Elizabeth to re-examine her view of him—and of herself. In doing 
so, she uncovers and uproots her prejudice, thus establishing a firm footing 
for her own pursuit of self-knowledge. He writes to her, as he says openly, 
expecting that she will attend to his words (XXXV.133): “You must…pardon 
the freedom with which I demand your attention; your feelings, I know, will 
bestow it unwillingly, but I demand it of your justice.” Elizabeth’s insistence 
on justice can be seen in what she says and does, and Darcy’s observation of 
her adherence to this principle warrants both his writing of the letter and his 
expectation that it will be read. Elizabeth and Darcy both seek to conduct 
themselves justly, which is to say, they seek to rule others and be ruled them-
selves in accordance with what is just.14 

Moved at first by a strong desire to affirm her own sense of justice, 
Elizabeth learns in her rereading of the letter that her judgments have not 
been entirely just. She confronts Darcy’s letter with a spirit of defiance which 
soon yields to second thoughts. His letter, like a good book, is the mirror 
within which she finally begins to see herself. What she thought she knew 
to be true proves false, and only she herself is to blame: “I have [hitherto] 
courted prepossession and ignorance, and driven reason away. . . . Till this 
moment, I never knew myself” (XXXVI.141). Her education, in the pivotal 
chapters at the heart of the action, advances her well beyond anything she 
learned from her father. Elizabeth is self-taught in the decisive sense; her 
self-knowledge arises from her own self-reflection. But it cannot be forgotten 
that she requires Darcy’s letter to prompt her to re-examine what she thinks 
she knows is true. Her propensity for swift thought, which had led her to 

14  In this way Austen argues that justice is a virtue pursued and made manifest in both household 
and polis. She thus reveals her affinity for marriage as a kind of republican regime in which lovers are 
spouses who possess a mutual superiority in cultivating the virtues and are committed to orienting 
and arranging their common life around the pursuit of justice. See Ruderman, Pleasures of Virtue, 
50–51; Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 83–106. 
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prejudiced conclusions, now carries her reflections back and forth over his 
words, more and more deliberately each time. With each rereading, her reflec-
tions discover new depths of understanding. The victory Elizabeth achieves is 
not the one that she expected—over Darcy; she overcomes herself.15 Caught 
by her own desire for justice, she compels herself to listen to Darcy’s defense, 
which reveals flaws in her former impressions—of Wickham, of Darcy, and 
of herself.

Elizabeth gradually turns toward the fullness of judgment grounded in 
careful examinations of her own pride and prejudice. Darcy, it is true, is not 
free of flaws—but neither is she. She now sees her own self-deceptions for 
what they are. The letter does not absolve him of his errors, but it does serve 
to call her attention to hers. In examining the causes within herself of these 
errors in judgment, she comes to be in proper possession of her thoughts 
as studied reflections informed by her inquiry into her own flawed nature 
and thereby into human nature itself. Elizabeth is the author of her own 
thoughts and virtue, but Darcy set the mirror before her eyes as the occasion 
for self-reflection. For all her independence of mind, she is not self-sufficient. 
Elizabeth’s reading and rereading of Darcy’s letter is the climactic turn in 
the novel, from which point the action leads finally (though not inevitably) 
to their union. Austen here signals to readers that she holds the concern for 
justice and self-reflection to be essential to the reasonable foundations for 
happiness in marriage.

As remarkable as is Elizabeth’s success in attaining self-knowledge on 
her own in reading and rereading Darcy’s letter, questions still remain: Will 
she be able to see and judge on her own that her education in self-knowledge 
continues to be (may always be) incomplete? And if not, will she be willing to 
submit herself, her thoughts and actions, to the judgment of someone else—if 
indeed she can find one she deems a worthy judge of her character and con-
duct? Does she recognize the significance occasioned by the subtle solicitude 
of a deserved reproach in prompting her to the kind of self-examination that 
self-knowledge requires? Will her own philosophic disposition thrive only in 
the presence of a companion who is equal or superior to her in virtue? What 
are we to think of Darcy, and his capacity for reflection and change? 

For his part, Darcy confesses to Elizabeth in the denouement of the 
novel’s action that her “accusations were ill-founded” because “formed upon 

15  See Ruderman, Pleasures of Virtue, 106–7; Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 99–102; see also Susan 
Morgan, “Perception and Pride and Prejudice,” in Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen, ed. Donald 
Gray, Norton Critical Editions (New York: Norton, 2001), 346.
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mistaken premises,” but his own behavior then had nonetheless “merited the 
severest reproof.” He ought to have behaved, he admits, “in a more gentle-
man-like manner” when speaking of her family (LVIII.247; see XXXIV.191). 
The justice of Elizabeth’s words in condemnation of his conduct—in which 
he takes proper pride—hits the mark, wounding him intensely. Her angry 
words of censure “tortured” him at the time; only upon further reflection 
did he become “reasonable enough to allow their justice.” Not until he has 
come to see himself, and his conduct, through Elizabeth’s “fine eyes” (VI.17) 
does he fully know himself. Her just reproach compelled him, out of self-
respect and respect for her impressive mind (LX.256), to explain himself. But 
before he could do so, Darcy had to “explain himself to himself,” which is 
the occasion for his education and self-knowledge.16 He proves “reasonable 
enough” to accept the justice of her words because he learns to see himself 
better. The same is true of Elizabeth and her response to his letter. When they 
see each other again at Pemberley, a radical change has occurred: Darcy’s 
manner appears noticeably different in Elizabeth’s eyes, and in ours; what 
has changed about Elizabeth, being less a matter of manner than opinion, 
we know because of Austen’s narrative but Darcy himself cannot easily see.

Austen conceals from her readers, as well as from Elizabeth, the thoughts 
and reflections by which Darcy persuaded himself to accept her rebuke and 
bring his demeanor and conduct into line with his principled view of what 
is right and just. His education in self-knowledge is not known to us from 
the time of Elizabeth’s harsh refusal of his proposal, until their unexpected 
yet fortuitous meeting at his estate; nor are we as readers, or Elizabeth, wit-
ness to what he is thinking and doing behind the scenes, from the time of 
their abrupt parting at Pemberley, until his late reappearance at Longbourn. 
His self-examination remains hidden, but the fruits of his labors guide the 
action of the novel’s second half. The actual circumstances that account for 
his remarkable transformation remain obscured, though the arc of his self-
examination and pursuit of self-knowledge is evident. So too, Elizabeth’s path 
to self-knowledge is basically unknown to Darcy, if not also to the reader; we 
witness her exceptional deliberations over the letter and the effects of her 
self-examination on her judgment. Darcy however proceeds in his actions 
without the benefit of knowing that Elizabeth has drastically altered her 
judgment of him. The action of the novel will reveal them more fully to each 
other. What we have seen thus far is that the mutual desire of Elizabeth and 
Darcy for justice, and their shared inclination to examine themselves, have 

16  Bloom, Love and Friendship, 201.
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established a basis not only for friendship in virtue but also for a common 
life in marriage that will aim at living well and take delight in the respective 
contributions of each to that end.17

The Pursuit of Self-Knowledge

The philosophic education or self-examination of Elizabeth and Darcy, 
which for each had begun under the tutelage of a beneficent father with a 
substantial library, must be attributed to themselves, but also to each other. 
Darcy will confess that Elizabeth’s anger prompted him to see how his own 
education by his parents had been flawed (see LVIII.248–49). Elizabeth, once 
liberated from her prejudice by Darcy’s letter, comes to the same understand-
ing on her own. Her disappointment in her father distances her from the 
one person whom she had trusted to advise her, one whose judgment she 
had respected and whose approbation she had desired. But after watching 
her father’s response to the affair of Lydia, she sees more clearly. For his 
part, Mr. Bennet concedes that he should have followed her advice, which 
showed “some greatness of mind” (XLVIII.200). With this confession, he 
acknowledges her superiority. It is hard to see how she can trust his judg-
ment hereafter. When, for example, he speaks mockingly of Darcy’s affection 
for her (reported in a letter from Mr. Collins), she forces herself to dissemble 
and entertain his laughter with a “most reluctant smile,” but she silently 
regrets his utter inability to see either her or Darcy properly: “Elizabeth had 
never been more at a loss to make her feelings appear what they were not. It 
was necessary to laugh, when she would rather have cried. Her father had 
most cruelly mortified her, by what he said of Mr. Darcy’s indifference, and 
she could do nothing but wonder at such a want of penetration, or fear that 
perhaps, instead of his seeing too little, she might have fancied too much” 
(LVII.244–45). Given his dismissal of such matters of the heart as ephem-
eral, and his assumption that his daughter shared his view, Mr. Bennet could 
not see how his jesting touched a tender spot in her affections. He could not 
imagine she cared about such matters; which is to say, he does not know her 

17  Elizabeth will remain curious about this transformation and discover what she wants through 
conversation with Darcy during the subsequent “years of happiness” in their marriage (LIII.226). 
Unlike her mother who over twenty-three years never understood her father, Elizabeth possesses a 
mind that is capable of knowing the true character of her husband, and she looks forward to learning 
more. The lovers as spouses will have much to discuss that brings pleasure (see note 9) because in their 
remembrance of things past they will recall and deepen their understanding of how they came to love 
one another and to be together—and thereby also be reminded of who they truly are. See Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics 1162a17–29.
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as well as he thought.18 For her part, Elizabeth laments her father’s callous 
disregard for such matters, but she remains suspicious that her own fancy 
for Darcy might still deceive her. She has learned to be on guard against vain 
predilections.

Elizabeth’s impression of Darcy’s character and worth experiences a pro-
found revolution. How could it not? His reformed conduct at Pemberley is 
a revelation. Darcy’s civil and generous treatment of the Gardiners and his 
solicitous conduct toward her make him worthy of her respect and esteem. 
She regrets with a sense of humiliation that she had once thought so poorly 
of him. Yet, even with new-found respect for his virtue and gratitude for his 
attention, Elizabeth still fails to understand him sufficiently. Austen makes it 
perfectly clear, in the second half of the novel, that Elizabeth continues to err 
in her judgments. She misconstrues what Darcy thinks, especially about her 
and her family. She does so not because she is blinded by wounded vanity or 
passionate love, but because she underestimates the strength and goodness of 
Darcy’s character and the steadfast quality of his love for her. She still cannot 
see herself, and so does not fully see Darcy for who he is and has become.

When reflecting on Darcy’s reaction to the appalling news of Lydia’s dis-
appearance with Wickham, for example, Elizabeth completely misinterprets 
his silence as implicit contemplation of the event as further proof of her fam-
ily’s disgraceful weaknesses (XLVI.185). Much later, as news has spread of 
Lydia’s marriage to the very man Darcy justly scorned, Elizabeth insists that 
his learning about this shameful familial connection could only widen the 
“impassable gulf” she imagined separated the two of them. Above all, she 
thought he must take pleasure not only in her family’s shame, but also in the 
thought of her own humiliation and regret in having rejected his proposal of 
marriage: “What a triumph for him, as she often thought, could he know that 
the proposals which she had proudly spurned…would now have been most 
gladly and gratefully received” (L.208). Her uncharitable view of Darcy here 
is still tinged with prejudice.

Elizabeth’s opinion in this respect could not be farther from the truth; 
she misses the mark entirely. In her view of human nature, she believes 

18  When she finally does reveal her true feelings for Darcy to her father, after he and she have had 
occasion to inform her father of their intention to marry and ask his blessing, Elizabeth regrets that 
her former opinions of Darcy had not been more reasonable and her expressions of dislike for him 
more moderate, so as to have spared her father the painful misperception of the truth that she knew he 
must now have. Still, even after he learns the truth, Mr. Bennet continues to laugh at her affection—if 
not her good fortune (LIX.253–54). He will miss her “exceedingly” once she is married and living at 
Pemberley (LXI.259).
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self-love cannot be overcome. No man would be able to resist feeling some 
vindication at knowing that the woman who had spurned his proposal now 
desperately regrets doing so. But she is wrong. Elizabeth has overcome both 
her vanity and pride, and her prejudice no longer blinds her to Darcy’s mani-
fest virtues. She admires his character and sees him now as a man worth 
marrying (L.209):

She began now to comprehend that he was exactly the man who, in 
disposition and talents, would most suit her. His understanding and 
temper, though unlike her own, would have answered all her wishes. 
It was an union that must have been to the advantage of both; by her 
ease and liveliness, his mind might have been softened, his manners 
improved; and from his judgement, information, and knowledge of 
the world, she must have received benefit of greater importance. But 
no such happy marriage could now teach the admiring multitude 
what connubial felicity really was.

Elizabeth’s judgment of Darcy’s character has indeed changed radically, and 
long before she learns from Lydia and Mrs. Gardiner about the astonishing 
role he had played in mitigating her family’s shame. And yet, she still thinks 
less of him (and of herself) than he (and she) deserves. 

Mrs. Gardiner in her letter confesses that she always thought Mr. Darcy 
to be a good and honorable man, and hints that Elizabeth is wrong not to 
acknowledge the attention he paid her at Pemberley (LII.218): “Will you be 
very angry with me, my dear Lizzy, if I take this opportunity of saying…how 
much I like him. His behaviour to us has, in every respect, been as pleasing as 
when we were in Derbyshire. His understanding and opinions all please me; 
he wants nothing but a little more liveliness, and that, if he marry prudently, 
his wife may teach him.” Even the prudent counsel of Mrs. Gardiner, which 
resembles her own earlier advice to Jane, cannot bring Elizabeth to see the 
truth. Only the shock of Darcy’s covert exertions to repair her familial honor 
in the Lydia and Wickham scandal, revealed to her in this letter, prompts her 
to reflect upon his worth in new terms. Pride and prejudice blinded her to his 
admirable qualities before, but now she discovers to her surprise that Darcy 
for her sake is able to set aside his utter aversion to be tainted by association 
with such misconduct in order to negotiate with the corrupt Wickham and, 
to the degree possible, redeem the reckless Lydia. Why? Elizabeth cannot 
bring herself to see, even if she may hope, that it is because he (still) loves her.

Austen shows us that Elizabeth’s change of heart about Darcy’s character 
has aroused in her a longing or hope for happiness that she herself doubts as 
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unreasonable under the circumstances, and that she is at pains to convince 
herself not to be deceived otherwise. No rational expectation can lead her to 
believe that Darcy, or for that matter any man of truly noble character, could 
overcome his justified dissatisfaction at forming a connection with a family 
as disgraceful as hers has proved to be (and now includes Wickham)—and 
she cannot fault him for it. Having corrected her own errors of judgment, 
which had been distorted by unexamined vanity, pride, and prejudices, Eliza-
beth still struggles to understand what she can reasonably expect from Darcy 
now. Extremely aware of the causes of her previous misjudgments, Elizabeth 
wants to avoid deceiving herself again; and yet, she does. A final reckoning 
with her own self-deception is yet to come.

In thinking of what is possible Elizabeth goes to great lengths to avoid 
the opposite extreme of believing the improbable to be possible. Her judg-
ment, she thinks, is grounded in a proper estimate of human nature and what 
one can reasonably expect of others. Now, instead of deceiving herself about 
why Darcy should be disliked and hated, she is wary not to allow her swelling 
affection for him to sway her judgment regarding what might be hoped for in 
the future. Surely, she keeps telling herself, he will continue to be ruled in his 
own actions by the high moral standard that he has always held for himself 
and others, a standard that she herself now recognizes in him, and has come 
to respect and admire. She is proud of Darcy for being able to take (what she 
thinks he must rightly feel is) partial responsibility for the Lydia affair, and to 
set aside her offense against him in order to do what is right. But she harbors 
no illusions—or so she tells herself—that he will let his pride condescend to 
revive his affection for and pursuit of her.

Near the end of the novel, the reversal of fortune that Jane enjoys (and 
Elizabeth expects), when Bingley returns and proposes, Elizabeth does not 
reasonably hope for herself.19 She is torn between her unreasonable hope 
for harmonious union with the one man she deems worthy of her, and her 
reasonable expectation that the prospect of such a union with him is now 
more than ever hopeless. Her very spirited encounter with Lady Catherine at 
Longbourn only reinforces her doubts about Darcy. She imagines Her Lady-
ship will address Darcy on his “weakest side,” enumerating the misery of 
her low and mean state, the scandalous and infelicitous circumstances of her 

19  Jane imagines her happiness to be a matter of good fortune, rather than a consequence of the 
virtue of her sister and Darcy, and wishes the same good luck for Elizabeth: “‘I am certainly the most 
fortunate creature that ever existed!’ cried Jane. ‘Oh! Lizzy, why am I thus singled from my family, and 
blessed above them all! If I could but see you as happy! If there were but such another man for you!’” 
(LV.235).
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family, and her own flaws, and that he, in turn, with “his notions of dignity,” 
will see “much good sense and solid reasoning” in her objections (LVII.242). 
In her brutally honest assessment of the strikes against herself as a potential 
spouse, Elizabeth never wonders, despite all her family has done or how ada-
mantly his imposing aunt might protest, if Darcy persists in loving her. She 
cannot fathom the possibility that his love of her exceeds his love of family, 
which it rightly had been his duty thus far to be ashamed to dishonor. Her 
self-examination and assessment of her own situation are harsh, yet candid; 
she has improved her conduct in light of what she has learned about herself. 
But she still does not yet grasp his character sufficiently; she does not imagine 
that, far from viewing marriage with her as dishonorable, Darcy sees himself 
as having to redeem his honor in her eyes in order to be worthy of her love. 
Her understanding of his love is in need of improvement. To know fully her 
worth and his, Elizabeth will learn from his example, as he himself has, the 
ennobling power of shame in the eyes of a beloved as an inspiration to virtue.

Thumos and Erōs in the Education to Virtue

Before turning to the extraordinary marriage of Elizabeth and Darcy that 
ends the novel and is the basis for a critique of the other marriages discussed 
in the final chapter (LXI), we must remind ourselves of a few complexities 
regarding their paths to this end. Elizabeth initially makes no effort what-
soever to appear desirable in the eyes of a man like Darcy in whom she has 
no special interest and of whom she has declared her displeasure. Darcy, on 
the other hand, while initially neglecting her charm, is soon smitten with 
Elizabeth, despite himself. Almost from the moment he begins to notice her 
(see VII.22), he conceals his affection beneath a veneer of proper conduct 
and austerity, struggling desperately to resist a natural inclination to love 
her. When he finally confesses his love, against all convention in his mar-
riage proposal, he reveals his feelings so suddenly, and with such precision 
regarding his inner struggle, that Elizabeth, in the heat of the moment, is too 
blinded by indignation and anger to see him, and his offer, with clarity. She 
rejects him absolutely and in the harshest terms. Why? What is it about her 
natural disposition, or about human nature in general, that has incited her to 
anger? How do her anger and his love improve their conduct? 

Anger, understood in the classical sense of thumos, when aroused in the 
form of righteous or proud indignation, may be said to be the palpable mani-
festation of insulted self-love. Properly understood, thumos serves justice. 
Righteous anger is fitting when good judgment rightly discerns violations of 
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principle; such offenses, when deliberate or inadvertent, must be called out 
as wrong, with civility and firmness, precisely in order to set things right—
that is, to insist on an effort to establish justice. But the provocation of anger 
aroused by a sense of having suffered injustice is also a threat to justice, for 
thumos tends to obviate an openness to deliberation and calm inquiry, condi-
tions necessary for right judgment. Anger can obstruct learning or education 
because it tends to preclude listening. We often cannot hear reasons or the 
account given by others of themselves, when we are angry; it especially stops 
our ears to hearing the truth insofar as what is true conflicts with our con-
ception of ourselves and our worth. Thumotic anger can oppose reason and 
diminish our capacity for judgment by impeding or preventing entirely a 
reasonable examination both of the world and ourselves.

Although felt and expressed in different ways, Elizabeth and Darcy both 
know anger. For Elizabeth, because she is as lively as she is swift in judgment, 
even slight provocations can arouse spirited resistance, obscuring details 
from her perception that ought to be noticed, if her thumotic response is also 
to be just. Her happiness, then, depends on her capacity for self-reflection, 
which moderates her inclination to judge too soon or too harshly. (In the 
case of Lady Catherine and her father Elizabeth’s anger is warranted, but not 
entirely so with Darcy.) Darcy, on the other hand, is slower to judgment, less 
prone to take offense, but definitive in his judgments once made; he has less 
occasion to feel slighted, given his elevated rank, but he also works at being 
noble and good, restraining his temper and leaning toward moderation. (In 
the case of Wickham’s misconduct his anger is warranted, perhaps also with 
respect to Elizabeth’s unjust accusations when they quarrel, as she herself 
intimates, but even then only slightly so; he quickly controls it.) Because he 
lacks the liveliness to be bold and playful, however, his greater flaw is in run-
ning the risk of being too constrained by conventional decorum and unable 
to embrace his prospects for happiness. Both need to be sure that their thu-
mos, when piqued, is just—that it is aroused and expressed at the right time, 
for the right reasons, towards the right persons, and for the sake of the right 
ends.20

In the action of the novel’s second half, Darcy, after due self-examination, 
devotes himself to correcting his flaws and, with much exertion and at great 
expense, pursuing Elizabeth’s good. We are not witness to his reflections, 
only his conclusions, but it is clear from his actions and later his words that 

20  On the relation of anger to judgment and justice, see Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1125b27–
1126b10; Rhetoric 1377b30–1378a6, 1378a31–1380a4. See also Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 88–98.
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he has undergone a profound change. And he does this without making that 
change explicitly known to Elizabeth; he goes to great lengths to ensure that 
his intervention and actions will be concealed from her. He acts out of genu-
ine affection and a concern for her good, without expecting to be loved in 
return. Love, in the classical sense of erōs, inspires Darcy to improve his own 
conduct in order to be worthy of his beloved. Elizabeth, for her part, comes 
to love Darcy, learning how much good (at first unbeknownst to her) he has 
accomplished for her and her family. She also knows that he cannot expect 
any good at all, at least in a conventional sense, to accrue to him from loving 
and marrying her. On the contrary, for such an honorable man, a connection 
with her family could only be a cause of perpetual shame and discomfort, 
from which (once married) she will endeavor to “shield him” as much as pos-
sible (LX.259).21 Inspired by his devotion to her good, Elizabeth sees Darcy in 
a new light and endeavors to be worthy of his virtue.

Elizabeth and Darcy eventually reveal their profound affection for one 
another and their desire to marry, but only after they have traveled on sepa-
rate paths of self-examination. He cannot help falling in love and overcomes 
at several points his own better judgment in order to devote himself to her 
good as his beloved; she, on the other hand, arrives at love, not by falling 
into it, but only after gradual and deliberate reflection. That Elizabeth can 
acknowledge her “uncivil manners” and articulate upon reflection what is 
“noble and just” with respect to Darcy is a mark of her excellence; and that 
he dismisses her self-deprecating reference to “impertinence,” declaring that 
he admires her for “the liveliness of [her] mind,” is a sign of his (LX.256).22 
What is striking is that Darcy falls in love with Elizabeth against his will 
and on account of her virtue, and then works to improve his manner in light 
of her just judgment of him, thereby showing how capable he is—prompted 
by her reproach—of engaging in the kind of self-reflection that reasonably 
moderates his love. Elizabeth, however, never falls in love with Darcy but 

21  Plato has Phaedrus make the case for the power of shame before the eyes of a beloved to inspire 
the lover to virtue in his Symposium (178a–180b). In the same dialogue, Socrates, or rather Diotima, 
argues that erōs for the beautiful inspires in the lover a longing for virtue, for what is “noble and 
good” (kalon kai agathon), and ultimately for philosophy itself—all ends shared with the beloved 
(201d–212b). See Bloom, Love and Friendship, 203–8; Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 22–23, 96–97, 
102–3. On erōs and the philosophic turn, see also Mark Lutz, Socrates’ Education to Virtue (New York: 
State University of New York Press, 1998), 6–9, 83–109.
22  See note 17, and Elizabeth’s insight at LX.256: “In spite of the pains you took to disguise yourself, 
your feelings were always noble and just; and in your heart, you thoroughly despised the persons who 
so assiduously courted you. There—I have saved you the trouble of accounting for it; and really, all 
things considered, I begin to think it perfectly reasonable. To be sure, you knew no actual good of 
me—but nobody thinks of that when they fall in love.”
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chooses to love him, once she recognizes her own self-deception and learns to 
see, respect, and admire his character, thereby laying reasonable foundations 
for her love and their happiness in marriage. By the end of the novel, through 
continual self-examination and the pursuit of self-knowledge, if along sepa-
rate paths, Elizabeth and Darcy construct the noble architecture of a good 
friendship and marriage.23 

In representing this model of marriage as she does, Austen encourages 
our reasonable hopes for wedding passion and reason, binding erotic love 
with dutiful affection, and achieving happiness in marriage through a lasting 
and harmonious union of equals who admire each other.24 But given how 
extraordinary Elizabeth and Darcy are, their excellence seems to put their 
marriage, uniting affection with true companionship, beyond the reach of 
most other ordinary human beings. For we cannot all be like Elizabeth and 
Darcy. Some of us, by natural temperament or disposition, are Janes and 
Bingleys, Lydias and Wickhams, or Charlottes and Collinses. While the novel 
takes care to show other marriages for our consideration, marriage at its best 
is exemplified by Elizabeth and Darcy; it is the high standard by which to 
judge the institution of marriage itself. For theirs is a union of equals founded 
on the ability of partners superior in virtue to engage in self-examination 
and conversation, with gratitude and compassion, as well as a sense of justice 
in pursuit of self-knowledge, the indispensable condition in friendship and 
marriage for establishing the reasonable foundations for happiness.

23  Austen uses the language of founding throughout Pride and Prejudice, showing that flawed founda-
tions cannot sustain a work of human construction, especially those subject to the stress and sway 
of the passions. A firm groundwork must be laid down, particularly in matters of love and marriage: 
“gratitude and esteem are good foundations of affection,” whereas first impressions (the original title 
for the novel), which perhaps give rise accidentally to just opinions, must nonetheless be subjected to 
scrutiny—a “less interesting mode of attachment” that is nonetheless more secure (XLVI.186). By the 
end of the novel, the various marriages can be assessed in terms of the strengths or weaknesses of the 
foundations upon which the union of spouses is established. On the architectural metaphor here, and 
the importance of uncovering and clearing away unseen obstacles beneath the surface before laying 
foundations, the process of self-examination in pursuit of self-knowledge, see Marcia Folsom, “Know-
ing and Feeling in Pride and Prejudice,” in Approaches to Teaching Austen’s “Pride and Prejudice,” ed. 
Marcia McClintock Folsom (New York: Modern Language Association, 1993), 100–114.
24  On this model of marriage, see Ruderman, Pleasures of Virtue, 121: “The happiness of Austen’s 
couples comes from their being able to find true companionship with each other, friendship that 
includes both good talk and the doing of favors for each other.” See also Bloom, Love and Friendship, 
200: “Elizabeth would never marry a man whom she considered her inferior, while she hates a man 
who considers himself her superior. Equality of partners would seem to be the answer, and it is. But 
the establishment of equality between two strong-willed individuals is not such an easy thing and 
probably requires each to think the other is superior.”
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Equality in Superiority: Reasonable  
Foundations for Happiness

As Mr. Bennet astutely points out, when yielding to their request for his 
blessing of their marriage, Elizabeth could not be happy with a husband who 
is her inferior, or even her equal: “I know your disposition…you could be nei-
ther happy nor respectable, unless you truly esteemed your husband; unless 
you looked up to him as a superior. Your lively talents would place you in the 
greatest danger in an unequal marriage. You could scarcely escape discredit 
and misery. My child, let me not have the grief of seeing you unable to respect 
your partner in life” (LIX.254). Elizabeth, earnest and solemn in her reply, 
repeats her assurance that Darcy really is the husband of her choice, explain-
ing that her estimation of him has greatly changed, and that in her judgment 
he is indeed worthy of her. But we also know that Elizabeth chafes under 
the auspices of a superior. How then to reconcile these apparently opposing 
views, namely, that Elizabeth must have an equal in marriage if she is to be 
happy instead of miserable, and that the only husband who is worthy of her 
esteem would have to be superior in some crucial respect?

Superiority itself is a natural basis for ruling over others, but it is not an 
entitlement to do so without their consent. Elizabeth and Darcy both rightly 
take pride in their own surpassing virtues and understanding. We have seen 
that their excellence rests on an examination of their passions and the opin-
ions and attachments formed on the basis of those passions; their capacity to 
reflect upon the world around them and themselves; and the reasonableness 
of their judgments in light of and apart from their passions. In this regard, 
they achieve a kind of virtue that is a peak or pinnacle rather than a mean 
between extremes. So, although not identical in every respect, they are equals 
in a respective superiority. As long as each sees the other as superior, their 
marriage will be buoyed by a willingness to learn from the other as well as 
to be chastened at times, as when the two warmly exchange their observa-
tions and reproaches, being both playful and serious at once. And yielding 
to the superiority of the other in their case would be viewed by each not as 
a dreary necessity or mere conjugal duty, but as a delightful opportunity to 
further their own virtue in conversation. There is an equality between Eliza-
beth and Darcy, then, with respect to virtue, which they recognize in each 
other, and in so doing what they perceive as virtuous in one another may be 
understood by each, in a crucial sense, as the superiority of the other. This 
recognition preserves in each of them the salutary esteem that derives from 
each seeing the other as equal and truly worthy and as someone from whom, 
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as a superior, the other can learn. Thus, because each embraces by recipro-
cal consent the recognition of equal superiority, such a marriage would be 
constituted by a mutual share in the activity of ruling, helping to guide one 
another toward a deepening of virtue and contributing to the happiness of 
their common way of life. 

To judge from the characters of Elizabeth and Darcy in Pride and Prej-
udice, our prospects for happiness are to be found within the bounds of a 
friendship and marriage between equals of superior worth, sharing a com-
mon way of life lived in accordance with virtue and refined by the desire for 
justice and self-reflection. It is true that our highest hope for being happy 
ultimately may depend upon the blessings of divine providence, chance, or 
the beneficence of nature with respect to those external goods or necessities 
that lie beyond what virtue can achieve.25 But with regard to that part of hap-
piness that can be attained through deliberation and choice, the action of the 
novel argues that the turn away from self-deception toward self-knowledge 
through self-examination is an essential condition for pursuing virtue. This 
turn, moreover, demands reflection upon our own pride and prejudice as 
obstacles to our awareness of errors in judgment, and such reflection may rely 
upon and be improved by the presence of others who help us to see ourselves. 
The philosophy of marriage intimated by the action of the novel thus may be 
described as Aristotelian in nature, insofar as it is based upon the equality as 
well as superiority in character of spouses, whose actions accord with virtue 
and pursue justice, and who affectionately share both in educating and in 
leading one another, ruling and being ruled in turn—a model of excellence 
that establishes reasonable foundations for happiness in marriage, as well as 
in other forms of human association.26 

Jane Austen thus depicts for us, through the action of this resplendent 
novel,27 a reasonable portrait of an unreasonable hope fortuitously fulfilled: 

25  On the role of providence or chance in human happiness, see Robert Bartlett, “Aristotle’s Intro-
duction to the Problem of Happiness: Book I of Nicomachean Ethics,” American Journal of Political 
Science 52, no. 3 (2008): 686.
26  I do not here intend to imply that Austen would agree with Aristotle’s treatment of marriage, but 
that her presentation of a model of marriage in the union of Elizabeth and Darcy resembles Aristotle’s 
accounts of the focus upon virtue in the best regime and the centrality of justice to the pursuit of 
happiness in common. See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1131a10–b24, 1132b33–34, 1160b32–35, 
1161a22–25, 1162a22–24; Politics 1259a38–1259b6, 1261a29–b3, 1279a8–10, 1280a9–24, 1280b29–
1281a10, 1282b14–1283a23, 1284a1–15, 1287a17–19, 1323b40–1324a2, 1332a28–38, 1332b11–26.
27  The novel has an enchanting quality, especially its concluding in the marriage of Elizabeth and 
Darcy—an ending that may be likened here to the magical powers of Shakespeare’s Prospero: see Col-
leen Sheehan, “To Govern the Winds,” Persuasions On-Line 25, no. 1 (2004), conclusion.
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the unreasonable hope is the expectation that mutual love, between equally 
worthy lovers, forms the foundations of a marriage upon which those lov-
ers build a common life in virtue as perpetual beloveds in genuine affection; 
their love, refined through mutual self-reflection, would be unfiltered by illu-
sions or self-deceptions, and as much as possible uncorrupted by falsehoods 
or misleading impressions because open to merited reproaches inspired not 
only by a desire for justice but also the good of the other. Such a marriage, 
between such beloveds, would issue naturally in the coincidence of mutual 
arousal and good sense, the assent of their minds as well as passions, and 
the harmonious union of erotic desire with love of virtue. Admiration for 
each other’s virtuous qualities would make each lover as lover a worthy 
judge and witness, and each lover as beloved truly admirable. In each other, 
Elizabeth and Darcy come to see and admire those virtues and that self-
knowledge which together warrant their esteem for one another as friends, 
and as the only worthy judges of one another. Near the end of the novel, 
Elizabeth confesses (in a letter to the most suitable of her companions other 
than her husband) that she attained such a blessed happiness, which others 
must either celebrate or envy, if not emulate:28 “I am the happiest creature 
in the world. Perhaps other people have said so before, but no one with such 
justice” (LX.258). Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice examines and articulates 
the reasonable foundations for happiness for a marriage of equals in superi-
ority—that is, a marriage of true minds, founded upon mutual respect and 
admiration, cultivating genuine virtue through philosophic self-reflection, 
united by cherished bonds elegantly forged from the noblest sentiments of 
the heart, and graced with love.29

28  And so, “perfect happiness [is] the just reward of their virtues.” See Austen, “Evelyn,” Third Vol-
ume, from her Minor Works, cited at Emsley, Philosophy of the Virtues, 82.
29  An expression of my gratitude is due to friends and colleagues who have read and commented on 
this article: Phil Chandler, Scott Crider, B. J. Dobski, Ted Estess, Lawrence Greene, Terry Hallmark, 
and David Mikics. My deepest appreciation belongs to Maren Vandercook, whose conversation and 
companionship has brought the argument here to life for me and whose insights, as well as merited 
reproaches, have helped me better understand Austen’s novel.
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Abstract: Shakespeare’s Richard III is famously villainous, and because Richard associates 
himself with Machiavelli, many scholars read Richard III as a comment on the perils of 
Machiavellianism. By tracing the development of Richard’s character through the first tetral-
ogy, we see that Richard is not properly understood as a Machiavellian. On the contrary, he 
is a confused moralist whose disappointment in his brother prompts him to unleash his own 
ambitions before he unravels in despair. Shakespeare’s depiction of Richard’s rise in Richard 
III emphasizes the role that the prevalence of Christian morality plays in allowing him to 
seize power. Ousting Richard requires a departure from that morality, although Richmond 
and his allies cast that departure as necessary to defend both God and country. Richmond 
achieves a lasting peace by maintaining England’s Christianity while bringing it under secu-
lar control. 

If there is one thing that Shakespeare scholars agree on, it is that Richard III 
is a diabolical villain. In the character of Richard of Gloucester, Shakespeare 
shows us “the tyrannic soul,” guilty of “limitless self-love,” writes Morton 
Frisch. Richard has “no potential goodness in him.” Grant Mindle writes 
that Richard is “perfectly, splendidly, and delightfully wicked”; he has “no 
regard for natural right.” Mary Ann McGrail calls Richard “utterly indiffer-
ent to guilt”; Harry Jaffa says that he “has no conscience”; John Alvis, that he 
“lives for nothing but egocentric assertiveness.” “From beginning to end, an 
alien force, a monster,” asserts Robert Pierce.1 Certainly, Richard’s crimes 

1  Morton J. Frisch, “Shakespeare’s Richard III and the Soul of the Tyrant,” Interpretation 20 (1993): 
275, 279–80; Grant B. Mindle, “Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” Interpretation 20 (1993): 259, 260; 
Mary Ann McGrail, “Richard III: That Excellent Grand Tyrant of the Earth” in Tyranny in Shake-
speare (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2001), 55; Harry V. Jaffa, “The Unity of Tragedy, Comedy, and 
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are plentiful. After opening Richard III by announcing his determination 
to scheme his way to the crown, Richard proceeds to manipulate, deceive, 
and murder, pausing to offer conspiratorial asides to the audience about each 
new dastardly deed. By the time he meets his demise, he has disposed of his 
brother Clarence; his wife; the queen’s brother and son; Lord Hastings, who 
opposed his bid for power; the Duke of Buckingham, his erstwhile ally; and, 
mostly infamously, his two young nephews, rival claimants to the throne.

In 3 Henry VI, Richard boasts of his ability to “set the murd’rous Machia-
vel to school” (3.2.195). Many scholars agree with Richard’s self-assessment.2 
Those who argue that we are meant to delight in Richard’s villainy see the 
play as a confirmation of Machiavelli’s wisdom;3 those who see it as a critique 
of Richard read the play as a critique of Machiavelli’s teachings as well.4 

Richard is misunderstood, and so, as a consequence, is the relationship of 
Richard III to Machiavelli. To understand Richard, we have to do something 
that most scholars do not: examine his character as it develops throughout 
the first tetralogy.5 Richard first appears in 2 Henry VI and figures heavily in 

History: An Interpretation of the Shakespearean Universe,” in Shakespeare as Political Thinker, ed. 
John E. Alvis and Thomas G. West (Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2000), 39; John E. Alvis, “Spectacle 
Supplanting Ceremony: Shakespeare’s Henry Monmouth” in Alvis and West, Shakespeare as Political 
Thinker, 122; Robert B. Pierce, Shakespeare’s History Plays: The Family and the State (Columbus: Ohio 
State University Press, 1971), 101.
2  L. Joseph. Hebert, “The Reward of a King: Machiavelli, Aquinas, and Shakespeare’s Richard III,” 
Perspectives on Political Science 44 (2015): 249; Jan Kott, Shakespeare, Our Contemporary, trans. Bole-
slaw Taborski (New York: Norton, 1974), 22; A. P. Rossiter, Angel with Horns and Other Shakespeare 
Lectures, ed. Graham Storey (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1961), 17; Larry S. Champion, Perspec-
tive in Shakespeare’s English Histories (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980), 54; Chris Barker, 
“Freedom in Shakespeare’s English History Plays,” Interpretation 40 (2013): 221–51; Jaffa, “Unity of 
Tragedy,” 40; Mindle, “Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” 266; McGrail, “Richard III,” 49.
3  Mindle, “Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” 266; Jaffa, “Unity of Tragedy,” 40; Rossiter, Angel with 
Horns, 17; Champion, Perspective in Shakespeare’s English Histories, 54, 67; Tracy B. Strong, “Shake-
speare: Elizabethan Statecraft and Machiavellianism,” in The Artist and Political Vision, ed. Benjamin 
R. Barber and Michael J. Gargas McGrath (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1983), 213–14. 
4  Hebert, “The Reward of a King”; McGrail, “Richard III”; Kott, Shakespeare, Our Contemporary, 22; 
Barker, “Freedom in Shakespeare,” 234, 242.
5  One notable exception to the general neglect is Kristian Smidt, Unconformities in Shakespeare’s 
History Plays (London: Macmillan, 1982), 70. Others who consider Richard’s character in the early 
plays tend to dismiss its relevance to Richard III in one way or another. Pierce suggests that, prior to 
his announcement that he will seek the Crown, Richard is “merely a type, an expression of the family 
loyalty of the Yorks, whereas later he becomes an independent character” (Shakespeare’s History Plays, 
82). Pearlman suggests that Shakespeare was initially experimenting with the character of Richard, 
unsure of what to do with him, and it was only when Shakespeare arrived at the middle of 3 Henry VI 
that he made up his mind (E. Pearlman, “The Invention of Richard of Gloucester,” Shakespeare Quar-
terly 43 [1992]: 411). Hebert insists that Richard is “single-minded in his villainy all along” (“Reward 
of a King,” 239). 
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3 Henry VI. When we look at the arc of his character in these plays, we find 
that Richard is not the ruthless Machiavellian that he aims to be in Richard 
III. To be sure, he does horrible things. But he does not always do them out 
of cool-headed calculation. Machiavelli argues that princes must be open to 
immoral means of maintaining their power. Princes must learn “to be able 
not to be good, and to use this and not use it according to necessity.”6 Rich-
ard’s cruelty, by contrast, stems from indignation and contempt, passions 
that are bound up with his sense that he has been wronged by those around 
him. He is ruthless, sometimes, not in spite of his morality, but because of it. 
Moreover, it is not the case that “there is simply no sufficient explanation for 
the villainy of Richard.”7 On the contrary, 2 and 3 Henry VI show us exactly 
how and why Richard becomes an unrestrained seeker of power.8 He begins 
and ends a moralist—a tormented moralist who feels cheated out of his due 
by an unfair world. 

Fundamentally, Richard is not a Machiavellian, but rather, someone who 
wishes he were. This distinction has crucial implications for the lessons to 
be drawn from his rise and fall. As central as Richard is to the plot of the 
play, his actions are only one part of the story. Equally important are the 
reactions, and nonactions, of everyone around him—those who witness 
his rise to power, but fail to stop him.9 The point of the play is neither to 
criticize nor to affirm Machiavelli’s teachings, although it does some of both 
along the way, and rather more of the latter than the former. Rather, the play 
explores the moral and political environment that allows Richard to seize 
power. The moral environment in which Richard’s reckless ambition prevails 

6  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998), XV.
7  Frisch, “Shakespeare’s Richard III,” 281.
8  As modern readers, we may be skeptical that Shakespeare would have written Richard III in such 
a way as to make our understanding of the character of Richard dependent on familiarity with the 
Henry VI plays. Thomas Cartelli explains a misconception that may lie behind this skepticism. “Since 
its emergence in the 1590s as one of Shakespeare’s most popular plays, Richard III has most often been 
performed independently of the other three plays of the tetralogy, and it is as an independent produc-
tion that most modern readers and audiences continue to experience it” (Richard III: Authoritative 
Text, Contexts, Criticism, ed. Thomas Cartelli [New York: Norton, 2009], x). But it was not written 
as a free-standing story. Richard III “initially served as the final and last installment of a four-play 
sequence that tells the long, complicated story of the so-called Wars of the Roses” (ibid., ix). See also 
E. M. W. Tillyard, Shakespeare’s History Plays (New York: Collier Books, 1962), 230. And while the 
dating of many of Shakespeare’s plays presents difficulties, the dating of this tetralogy to the early to 
mid-1590s is well established. Shakespeare wrote these plays in close proximity to one another, and 
quite probably in order (Pearlman, “Invention of Richard of Gloucester,” 410). 
9  Cf. McGrail, “Richard III,” 47; Tim Spiekerman, Shakespeare’s Political Realism: The English History 
Plays (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001), 151.
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is emphatically and unmistakably Christian. Richard pursues the crown with 
an extraordinary energy and ferocity. But the Christian attitudes of many 
of the characters around him clear his path. Richmond and his supporters 
defeat Richard by departing from the dominant Christian morality and 
resurrecting the values of courage, strength, and patriotism. Through the 
efforts of Richmond and his supporters, England secures a lasting peace that 
is Christian in name but secular in its foundations.

The Brave Bear: Richard in 2 and 3 Henry VI

Why does Richard of Gloucester seek the crown? The explanation he offers 
in the play’s opening scene is famous; Richard’s determination to seize the 
crown stems from “his inadequacy as a lover.”10 The end of the conflict 
between Lancaster and York has given way to peace, and a new focus on 
the pleasures of peace: love and romance. Richard is excluded from such 
pleasures by his ugliness and deformity, “cheated of feature by dissembling 
nature” (1.1.19).11 So he turns to villainy. 

And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover 
To entertain these fair well-spoken days 
I am determined to prove a villain  
And hate the idle pleasures of these days. (1.1.28–31)

Bitter and spiteful, Richard becomes determined to find a path to power, 
no matter how much deception or cruelty it requires. Even here, we can see 
some indication that, as McGrail writes, he is “driven by an unacknowledged 
sense of injustice.”12 Richard is angry with nature for depriving him—cheat-
ing him—of a chance to enjoy the pleasures those around him enjoy. One of 
the shrewder observers in the play seems to agree: Queen Elizabeth remarks 
in act 4 that her young sons would be alive if “grace had blessed [Richard] 
with a fairer life” (4.4.231).

But Richard describes himself as “determined to prove a villain.” One 
might wonder: Would a conscienceless, unscrupulous villain have to try to 
be one? Why does Richard want to be villain? To see the answer to this, we 
must look further back. The man we meet in Richard III is already well into 
his treachery—“plots have I laid, inductions dangerous,” he explains in the 

10  Mindle, “Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” 260.
11  Unless otherwise noted, all references are to William Shakespeare, Richard III, ed. Barbara A. 
Mowat and Paul Werstine (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2014).
12  McGrail, “Richard III,” 69.
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opening soliloquy (1.1.32). He first announces his ambition in the middle 
of 3 Henry VI. In fact, his speech declaring his ambitions bisects that play. 
Once he gives that speech, he becomes the Richard we recognize from Richard 
III, single-minded in his pursuit of the crown by any means necessary. But 
Richard enters the story much earlier, near the end of 2 Henry VI, when he 
is a young man and the Wars of the Roses are just getting started. His father, 
Richard of York, is beginning to stake a claim on the throne against the weak 
and ineffective Henry VI of Lancaster. We see Richard develop over the course 
of 2 Henry VI and 3 Henry VI. What kind of man is Richard in those plays?

Richard comes on the scene in 2 Henry VI as a loyal defender of his father, 
ready to fight, and full of indignation on his behalf (2HVI, 5.1.50–52, 143).13 
York calls his sons his “two brave bears” (2HVI, 5.1.147). Once the battles 
begin, Richard distinguishes himself by protecting his father’s elderly ally, 
Salisbury, who obstinately charges into battle repeatedly and needs saving 
(2HVI, 5.3.8–12, 17–23). Richard fells his father’s enemy, Lord Somerset. As 
he does so, he remarks:

Sword, hold thy temper! Heart, be wrathful still!  
Priests pray for their enemies, but princes kill. (2HVI, 5.2.71–72)

Richard speaks as though he was tempted to pity, possibly even to pray, for 
Somerset. He is angry, but he has to urge himself to maintain his anger, to 
sustain it, just as he later becomes “determined” to prove a villain. 

In 3 Henry VI, when the York and Lancaster factions meet to negotiate, 
Richard is impatient with words and diplomacy, and eager to press his father’s 
cause by force (3HVI, 1.1.118).14 But underlying his impatience is certainty of 
the rightness of his father’s claim. As a result of the negotiations, York strikes 
a deal with Henry that Henry can live out his reign unchallenged in return 
for designating York as his successor. But Richard convinces his father to 
reopen hostilities. Even as he argues that his father should break his promise 
to Henry, he grounds his argument in justice. Promises made to Henry need 
not be respected, he claims, because Henry is a usurper (3HVI, 1.2.22–28). 
“Your right,” he tells his father, “depends not on his life or death” (3HVI, 
1.2.11).

13  William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part 2, ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2013), hereafter 2HVI. Cf. Pearlman’s reading of him in 2 Henry VI as “deformed, 
audacious, and bloodthirsty” (“Invention of Richard of Gloucester,” 412).
14  William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part 3, ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2009), hereafter 3HVI. On Richard’s general contempt for words, see also 3HVI, 
5.5.44.
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Richard’s certainty that his father is the rightful king is rooted in his 
belief in the claims of courage.15 Recounting how his father’s enemies fled 
from him in fear, Richard remarks, “Methinks ’tis prize enough to be his 
son” (3HVI, 2.1.20). When his father dies, Richard wants to hear every detail 
of the manner of his death. The story brings his indignation to its highest 
pitch. First, Clifford killed Richard’s youngest brother, Rutland, as he begged 
for his life. Clifford then killed Richard’s father, but not before he and Mar-
garet taunted him about the death of his youngest son and threw at him a 
rag soaked with Rutland’s blood. After they killed him, the Lancaster faction 
took his head and posted it on the gates of York. Richard is devastated, but he 
restrains himself from expressing his grief, saying: 

I cannot weep, for all my body’s moisture 
Scarce serves to quench my furnace-burning heart.  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

To weep is to make less the depth of grief;  
Tears, then, for babes; blows and revenge for me. (3HVI, 2.1.79–80, 86–87) 

It is not the case, then, that Richard feels no impulse to weep. Rather, he 
restrains himself from weeping so as to sustain his anger. He immediately 
urges his brother Edward to claim his father’s right. When they hear of their 
defeat at St. Albans, Richard spurs the beleaguered Yorkist faction on to 
fight, saying:

In this troublous time, what’s to be done? Shall we go throw away 
our coats of steel and wrap our bodies in black mourning gowns, 
numb’ring our Ave Marys with our beads? Our shall we on the hel-
mets of our foes, tell our devotion with revengeful arms? If for the last, 
say “Ay,” and to it, lords! (3HVI, 2.1.161–67) 

For a time, Richard’s desire for vengeance overwhelms even his concern 
with victory. When the two sides meet in the field, Richard confronts Clif-
ford, and he can hardly be restrained from attacking him. He begs Warwick 
to break off parley, saying “scarce I can refrain the execution of my big-
swollen heart upon that Clifford, that cruel child-killer” (3HVI, 2.2.112–14). 
When Warwick is wounded and it looks like defeat is at hand for the side 
of York, Richard embraces Edward and Warwick and, finally, weeps (3HVI, 
2.4.44–47). 16 But Richard soon gets his vengeance on the “wolf” Clifford, and 
it is harsh indeed (3HVI, 2.4.13). He and his brothers find Clifford mortally 

15  On his admiration for his father, see Pierce, Shakespeare’s History Plays, 82–83.
16  This outpouring of sadness belies Pearlman’s claim that Richard is “incapable” of expressing his 
emotion (“Invention of Richard of Gloucester,” 422).
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wounded, and Richard argues that they should afford Clifford no mercy 
despite the fact that the battle has ended. They taunt him and lament that 
he dies too quickly, such that they do not have time to torment him further. 
Richard and his allies treat Clifford with great cruelty because they regard 
that cruelty as the wholly deserved punishment of a coward who killed a man 
far superior to him (their father) and a weak and innocent youth (Rutland).

The Bear, Baited: Richard’s Decision to Seek the Crown

Throughout 2 Henry VI and the first half of 3 Henry VI, Richard shows him-
self to be a loyal son and friend, open in his love and hate, and lacking the 
guile of his later self. He weeps rather than laughs, he needs to steel himself to 
maintain his anger, and he is driven by a sense of right rather than a desire for 
power.17 Richard looks for courage in others and frames his praise of others, 
such as Warwick, in terms of it (2HVI, 5.1.155–60; 3HVI, 2.1.159–60, 188–90). 
And he frames the enmity of others, such as Clifford, in terms of cowardice.18 
Kristian Smidt calls him “mainly a brave soldier and a man of honor.”19 How, 
then, does Richard become the unscrupulous schemer of Richard III?

As soon as the battle is over, Warwick announces that he will go to France 
to broker a marriage between Edward and a relation of the king of France to 
secure Edward’s power and protect him against further attempts on his power 
(3HVI, 2.6.90–94). In Warwick’s absence, Edward takes an interest in a beau-
tiful widow and, to woo her, he decides to marry her. As Shakespeare writes 
it, it is a spur-of-the-moment, ill-considered decision of the heart rather than 
the head. Women are Edward’s weakness (3HVI, 2.1.41–42). It is immedi-
ately after this scene that Richard reveals his intention to seek the crown. The 
speech starts with a sarcastic reaction to Edward’s telling the lords who are 
accompanying Lady Grey to “use her honorably.” Richard responds,

Ay, Edward will use women honorably! 
Would he were wasted—marrow, bones, and all 
That from his loins no hopeful branch may spring 
To cross me from the golden time I look for. (3HVI, 3.2.126–29) 

He reflects on how much he longs to have the crown, and how many obstacles 
lie in the way. After some consideration, he declares himself ready to lie, 

17  Far from the “uncomplicated ferocity” Pearlman sees in him (“Invention of Richard of Gloucester,” 
417).
18  “Clifford’s manhood lies upon his tongue,” Richard asserts (3HVI, 2.2.128).
19  Smidt, Unconformities, 33.
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deceive, and even kill to obtain the crown. In making this shift, Richard 
likens himself to an “unlicked bear-whelp,” someone whose lack of a lov-
ing rearing by a mother prevented him from taking proper shape.20 This is 
not the self-understanding of a cool-headed Machiavellian. There is an edge 
of resentment at having been shortchanged by both nature and nurture, 
deformed from the start, and born to a loveless mother. 

Smidt notes, “a change of personality seems to occur after the arrival of 
Lady Grey and the beginning of Edward’s impolitic infatuation.”21 Edward’s 
proposal to Lady Grey is often read as an appealing romantic interlude, a 
respite from the blood and bloodlust of the rest of the play. But the proposal 
has far-reaching consequences. First, it insults Warwick, who has negotiated 
a marriage in France on Edward’s behalf. When Warwick learns of Edward’s 
marriage, he is so offended that he breaks with York and defects to Lancaster, 
breathing new life into the Lancaster cause. Richard reveres Warwick for his 
courage and military prowess, so the slight to Warwick hits him hard. The 
proposal also offends the king of France. This is no small thing. The question 
of who has the right to rule England is bound up with France. Henry V’s 
conquest of France was the primary basis of his family’s claim to the throne. 
Henry VI discredited himself and opened himself up to rival claims to the 
throne through an act remarkably similar to Edward’s in this scene. Henry VI 
married Margaret, a princess of Naples rather than of France—and gave away 
a good part of England’s lands in France to do it. Earlier in the play, Edward 
himself threw these same facts back at Margaret as evidence of her role in 
ruining Henry. By marrying Margaret, Edward says, Henry VI “washed his 
father’s fortunes forth of France, and heaped sedition on his crown at home” 
(3HVI, 2.2.161–62; see also 3HVI, 1.1.110–12). Now Edward does something 
similar just as his claim to the throne is beginning to look secure. 

Richard and Clarence initially watch the flirtation between their brother 
and Lady Grey with the casual amusement of those who know their brother’s 
faults. But when Edward proposes to Lady Grey, they are shocked. Warwick 
and Clarence eventually express their anger and disappointment by defect-
ing to Lancaster. But this does not happen immediately; Warwick is still in 
France, and Clarence does not defect until it becomes clear that Edward is 
giving preferential treatment to the queen’s relatives. Richard, by contrast, 
reacts right away. This is not because he is irrational or evil. On the contrary, 

20  It was thought that bears were born as shapeless masses and their mothers gave them shape by lick-
ing them (editors’ note, 2HVI, 262).
21  Smidt, Unconformities, 34.
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he reacts quickly because he sees more quickly than Clarence the long-term 
ramifications of Edward’s act. He reacts differently, deciding to pursue the 
crown himself rather than defecting to Lancaster, in part because he is ambi-
tious, but also because, in his view, Henry does not deserve to be king any 
more than Edward does.22 To Richard, the best man—the ablest, most coura-
geous, most deserving man—ought to rule. Richard’s ambition swells and 
bursts the bonds of moral restraint when he is confronted with his brother’s 
unworthiness to rule, and sees this cause, their father’s cause, which all three 
brothers have spent their lives fighting for, threatened by his brother’s lack of 
self-control.

From Bear to Boar: Richard’s Rise to Power

In the final two acts of 3 Henry VI, Richard keeps to his course of brotherly 
loyalty on the surface. But he lets the audience know in asides that all of his 
actions are strategic, aimed at securing his own path to the crown. As Richard 
kills King Henry, he reasons, “since the heavens have shaped my body so, let 
hell make crook’d my mind to answer it” (3HVI, 5.6.79–80). Oddly enough, 
the view that Richard is as evil as he looks may be comforting even to him. 
The revelation that his brother is unfit to rule badly undermines Richard’s 
sense of moral order in the world. If Richard’s true character corresponds to 
his outward appearance, it suggests that the world is fair and that people get 
what they deserve. 

As he embraces the role of villain, Richard is sustained in his pursuit 
of the crown by his continued disappointment in, and contempt for, those 
around him. Early in Richard III, Richard is confronted by the ex-queen 
Margaret, who is full of outrage at her fate. Eventually, Richard masters him-
self and dismisses her as a harmless lunatic worthy of pity (1.3.325–27). But 
before he manages to cloak his views in a veneer of Christian compassion and 
forgiveness, he recounts her savagery in the war, including her participation 
in Clifford’s merciless murder of his father. Richard suggests that Margaret’s 
own past deeds are the true causes of her misfortune. Margaret, in other 
words, is getting what she deserves (1.3.186–88).23 Even as he himself lies 
and schemes, Richard cannot tolerate the hypocrisy of Margaret playing the 

22  Cf. Mindle’s assertion that Richard sees his brother as morally virtuous (“Shakespeare’s Demonic 
Prince,” 269). Tracey Strong, on the other hand, gives Richard too much credit in attributing to him 
a public-spirited motive, saying that he “wants to unify England” (“Elizabethan Statecraft,” 202). 
Richard only mentions the public good when he is making arguments to others.
23  Cf. Mindle’s claim that Richard “has no desire for vengeance” (“Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” 
262).
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victim, when she herself was among the war’s most heartless and vengeful 
participants. 

As Richard targets the people who stand between himself and the crown, 
he is sustained by his sense of his own moral superiority to each of them. 
Richard is disgusted by the rapidity with which Anne abandons the memory 
of her husband, who was, he reflects, “young, valiant, wise, and no doubt, 
right royal” and even a far better man than himself (1.2.229–34). Clar-
ence betrayed his brother while Richard was, in his words, “a packhorse in 
[Edward’s] great affairs, a weeder out of his proud adversaries” (1.3.126–27). 
The queen’s relatives were elevated by her marriage to a far higher station 
than they deserved. “The world is grown so bad,” he complains, “that wrens 
make prey where eagles dare not perch” (1.3.71). 

Even before he orders the killing of the young princes, though, Rich-
ard begins to be troubled. Anne reports that he is regularly tormented by 
nightmares (4.1.86–89). The character of his troubles becomes clearer in his 
falling out with his most valuable ally, the Duke of Buckingham. Bucking-
ham supports Richard in his early moves against the queen’s relatives and 
against Hastings. But when Richard announces his intention to kill the 
young princes, Buckingham hesitates. He asks for time to think, and when 
he returns, he asks for the earldom that Richard had promised him earlier. 
Richard refuses, saying only “I am not in the giving vein today” (4.2.121). 
Buckingham is so offended by this reaction that he turns against Richard 
and declares his intention to join the opposition on the spot. “Repays he my 
deep service with such contempt?” he asks. “Made I him a king for this?” 
(4.2.124–25). 

Why does Richard react in this way?24 When Buckingham declares that 
he needs time to consider the matter, Catesby observes, “The King is angry. 
See, he gnaws his lip” (4.2.29). Why is he angry? Richard knows as well as 
Buckingham that Buckingham has been integral to his success. Just before 
they begin to quarrel, Richard asks Buckingham to take his hand as he is 
seated on the throne, saying:

24  Hebert argues that Richard is losing his grip on reason altogether (“Reward of a King,” 244). The 
difficulty with this claim is that Richard shows considerable facility for reasoning in subsequent 
scenes. Strong argues that Richard denies Buckingham because “independence from mutuality or 
reciprocity with those around him is the source of his strength and ability” and that to grant Buck-
ingham’s request would “reduce his autonomy” (“Elizabethan Statecraft,” 210). The difficulty with this 
argument is that Buckingham has been a great source of strength for Richard. The truth is simpler. 
Richard is angry. 
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Thus high, by thy advice 
And thy assistance is King Richard seated. (4.2.4–5)

Buckingham did not oppose the killing of the princes; he only asked for 
some reward for himself—a reward he was in fact promised earlier. Was not 
his demand perfectly reasonable? In Buckingham’s absence, Richard says:

I will converse with iron-witted fools  
And unrespective boys. None are for me  
That look into me with considerate eyes. (4.2.30–32)

Buckingham balks at the killing of children; but Richard understands Buck-
ingham’s hesitation to stem from the fact that Buckingham “looks into him 
with considerate eyes.” In his mind, Buckingham’s unwillingness to act 
stems from his low—his properly low—estimation of him, the estimation of 
“all who look into him” in this way. He is angry with Buckingham for con-
firming his own low opinion of himself.

Why does Richard think that anyone who saw into his soul would 
oppose him? There is a clear Machiavellian rationale for “eliminating the 
bloodline” if one wants to secure one’s power. The answer is that Richard 
feels guilty for killing the princes. The very crime for which Richard sought 
vengeance against Clifford was the killing of his youngest brother, Rutland. 
In ordering the murder of the princes, Richard repeats the crime of Clifford, 
“that cruel child-killer,” twice over. He lowers himself to cowardly Clifford’s 
level, or even lower, insofar as he kills both of his nephews, and not in the 
heat of war, as Clifford killed Rutland, but unprovoked, as the princes sit 
imprisoned, defenseless, in the Tower. Buckingham’s resistance to killing the 
princes angers Richard not because he sees nothing wrong with this act, but 
precisely because he does see it as wrong, and Buckingham’s resistance makes 
the wrongness harder to ignore.

When Buckingham angrily departs, Richard does not stop him.25 But 
Richard’s violence does not stop here. As he moves against the princes, he 
learns of the gathering threat from Richmond. In an effort to stop Richmond 
from marrying into Edward’s family, he determines that he needs to murder 
his wife, Anne, so that he can marry the princess Elizabeth himself. “I am in 
so far in blood,” he observes, “that sin will pluck on sin” (4.2.66–67). He sees 
these murders, then, as sins. Richard’s objection to the fact that wrens make 

25  “Here Richard violates a cardinal rule of Machiavelli by offending a formidable man and allowing 
him to live (see the Prince, Chapter 3).” Hebert, “Reward of a King,” 244. See also Barker, “Freedom in 
Shakespeare,” 246. 



 4 9 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 3

prey where eagles dare not perch does not mean that, in his view, eagles have 
no obligation to wrens. Much as he attempts to ignore his “sins,” he cannot. 

As he attempts to fend off Richmond’s challenge, Richard becomes 
paranoid and suspicious; his judgment suffers. As he heads into battle with 
Richmond, Richard’s misdeeds come back to haunt him quite literally, in the 
form of ghosts of all of those he has killed. He awakes in torment.

Have mercy, Jesu! Soft, I did but dream. 
O coward conscience, how dost thou afflict me!

After a long, rambling monologue full of self-contempt, he concludes:

My conscience hath a thousand several tongues, 
And every tongue brings in a several tale,  
And every tale condemns me for a villain. (5.3.190–91, 205–7) 

In the end, then, he is plagued by his own guilt. 26 He is not as cold-blooded 
as he wants to be—indeed, he is not as cold-blooded as he needs to be, to steel 
himself to the deeds necessary to keep his crown. 

Because Richard falls, undone by his own inner demons, some schol-
ars suggest that the play casts doubt on “whether it is possible to be a true 
Machiavellian.”27 Richard’s unraveling does suggest a certain rebuke of 
Machiavelli on this point: it is not easy to sustain ruthless amoralism. Perhaps 
Machiavelli underestimates the depth of the human attachment to morality, 
even in people who are eager to be villains. But Richard is not undone solely 
by his own inner demons. He is defeated by Richmond and his army. To 
understand why Richard falls, we must examine not only his weakness, but 
Richmond’s strength. Before we come to that, however, there is a prior ques-
tion prompted by the consideration just raised. If conscience has a power over 
human beings that cynics or realists tend to underestimate, then how does 
Richard acquire the crown in the first place? Why do not any of the other 
characters in the play rise up to stop “the boar,” as Stanley dubs him, from 
becoming king (3.2.11)? Why is he able to frame and murder innocents with-
out more people intervening? The answer to this question lies in the character 
of the morality that dominates Richard III during Richard’s rise.

26  Spiekerman doubts the sincerity of Richard’s professions of guilt and self-loathing, noting, “He 
certainly does not hate himself enough to abandon his quest for power.” Shakespeare’s Political Real-
ism, 165, 196. See also Frisch, “Shakespeare’s Richard III,” 279. But by the time his conscience gets the 
better of him, Richard is already headed into battle to defend his kingship. There is no real prospect of 
withdrawal at that point.
27  Frisch, “Shakespeare’s Richard III,” 282; McGrail, “Richard III,” 49.
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Fear You the Boar, and Go So Unprovided? How 
Christian Passivity Enables Richard

“‘Here’s a good world the while.’ But what world is it?” Kott asks.28 That is to 
say, what is the world that Shakespeare depicts in Richard III? The answer 
is the world of Christian morality. We see this with particular clarity when 
we compare Richard III with the preceding play. In 3 Henry VI, the chief 
moral concerns of almost all the characters are courage, honor, and military 
strength. I noted earlier that the young Richard values courage above all other 
human qualities. His view is a more pronounced version of a view shared by 
nearly all of the characters in 3 Henry VI.29 For instance, when York and 
Lancaster meet to discuss the question of Henry’s right to the throne, what 
begins as a consideration of hereditary succession quickly turns to questions 
of courage and military success. Courage and military excellence are held to 
be the true foundations of royal right, and cowardice grounds for removal 
(3HVI, 1.1.41–42). So much are courage and strength admired, to the exclu-
sion of all other qualities, that a cruel and even savage atmosphere sets in. 
In the opening scene of 3 Henry VI, Richard holds up the severed head of 
Somerset in gruesome triumph, and his father registers his strong approval: 
“Richard hath best deserved of all my sons” (3HVI, 1.1.17; see also 1.4.14–17). 
This sets the tone for the play that follows.

The moral code that dominates 3 Henry VI is emphatically, in Nietzsche’s 
words, a “master morality,” that is to say, one that associates virtue with 
strength and assertiveness. The weakness and passivity of King Henry, 
“famed for his mildness, peace, and prayer,” are remarked upon by all as 
the reasons for his loss of power. When Henry tries to avert violent conflict 
through compromise, everyone disapproves, both his enemies and his allies, 
and it does not work. Perhaps because of the affinity of this moral outlook 
with pagan morality, classical allusions abound. The characters frequently 
compare themselves and their circumstances to characters of Homer and of 
Greek myth.30 And in good, classical fashion, with the exception of Henry, 
they all embrace vengefulness. Everyone seeks revenge and, more important, 

28  Kott, Shakespeare, Our Contemporary, 30.
29  Cf. Pierce’s claim that “Richard has always stood alone against all the values that bind society 
together.” Shakespeare’s History Plays, 107.
30  For a summary of the counts scholars have made of the classical allusions in the first tetralogy, 
see Pierce, Shakespeare’s History Plays, 122n3. Especially important examples in 3HVI: 2.1.50–52; 
2.1.140–41; 2.2.150–53; 2.6.10–19; 3.2.190–92, 5.1.36, 5.6.19–26.
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everyone accepts vengeance as a fitting response to injury. No one expresses 
any misgivings about it. 

Christianity is held in near-universal low regard. The only person in 
the play concerned with Christian morality is King Henry, and he is held 
in contempt by everyone else. When the other characters speak of Christian 
moral duties, it is to dismiss or reject them, as in Richard’s rejection of the 
idea that he and his allies should “wrap our bodies in black mourning gowns, 
numb’ring our Ave Marys with our beads” (3HVI, 2.1.163–64). The York fac-
tion expressly denies Clifford the benefit of Christian forgiveness.

RICHARD: Clifford, ask mercy and obtain no grace. 
EDWARD: Clifford, repent in bootless penitence. (3HVI, 2.6.69–70)

When the characters are not rejecting the obligations of Christian charity 
and forgiveness, they are making light of Christian rules and sacraments. 
Richard and Clarence playfully compare King Edward’s propositioning of 
Lady Grey (before he starts talking of marriage) to a priest offering confession 
(3HVI, 3.2.108–9). Once the two are married, Richard speaks of the sanctity 
of marriage with sarcasm verging on scorn. “God forbid that I should wish 
them severed whom God hath joined together. Ay, and ’twere pity to sunder 
them that yoke so well together” (3HVI, 4.1.21–23). There are no moments 
in 3 Henry VI in which characters fear for their immortal souls, or feign 
Christian virtues they lack, or speak of the duty to forgive and forget. The 
play is full of revenge and betrayal, and no one save Henry seems to crave an 
end to the violence.

Richard III, by contrast, opens on a time of peace. The fighting is over—
at least, so everyone thinks. What people value and admire seems to have 
changed with the political situation. Anne, for instance, praises her late hus-
band for being “gentle, mild, and virtuous” (1.2.111)—a compliment that, in 
the previous play, would have been an insult. There are a handful of classical 
references in the entire play. Christianity, on the other hand, in its various 
aspects, is referenced in virtually every scene. And the characters’ Christian 
attitudes help to clear Richard’s path to the crown. The first such instance 
is Anne. Richard persuades Anne to listen to him by appealing to her sense 
of charity (1.2.50, 72–73, 219), and quells her anger with the claim that “it is 
unnatural to be revenged on him that loveth thee” (1.2.144–45). Rather than 
feeling obligated to stand up to Richard, Anne feels obligated to forgive past 
wrongs. But above all, what makes Anne vulnerable to Richard’s entreaties is 
her belief that one’s thoughts matter more than outward deeds. After holding 
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out against him for much of the scene, she finally falters with the words, “I 
would I knew thy heart” (1.2.211). In spite of the clarity of Richard’s outward 
deeds in murdering her husband and father-in-law, the possibility that his 
heart may be purer than his deeds causes her resistance to weaken. Once she 
accepts him, in good, Christian fashion, she consoles herself with his peni-
tence (1.2.238–39).31 

The second character who falls prey to Richard’s machinations is Clar-
ence, a self-described “Christian faithful man” (1.4.4). When the men Richard 
sends to murder Clarence arrive, he appeals to Christian doctrine directly 
and implores them to think of their own redemption (1.4.165). But his warn-
ings, while persuasive enough to induce regret after the fact, are not enough 
to overcome the murderers’ anticipation of reward (1.4.125–30). Clarence 
himself lacks moral authority in light of his own past wrongs. He is plagued 
by guilt for his role in killing Prince Edward, Henry’s son (1.4.197). When 
the murderers seize on his wrongdoings to assuage their consciences, Clar-
ence tells them to have faith that God will provide his own justice (1.4.190). 
“Take not the quarrel from his powerful arm. He needs no indirect nor law-
less course to cut off those that have offended him” (1.4.193–94). But that 
reasoning proves too weak to counter the prospect of Richard’s reward and 
the murderers’ fear of Richard’s wrath if they disobey.

The defects of Christian morality also express themselves in King 
Edward. He blames his own “brutish wrath” for Clarence’s “sinful” execution 
(2.1.117). He seeks atonement by urging peace among the factions around 
him. Once it is secure, he happily reflects to Richard that “we have done deeds 
of charity, made peace of enmity, and fair love of hate between these swelling, 
wrong-incensed peers” (2.1.51–53). But the reconciliation Edward’s relations 
undertake is superficial; it lasts only as long as his presence. Edward makes 
no attempt to address the causes of their disputes or to make genuine provi-
sion for a resolution. He falls ill after a life of womanizing and gluttony, and 
his Christian moral outlook allows him to take comfort in the achievement 
of a shallow peace.32 

Christianity combines an emphasis on inward purity with attention to 
outward ceremony. In so doing, it deemphasizes the importance of ordinary 
deeds and choices. Richard uses this to his advantage, committing terrible 

31  For fuller treatments of Anne’s deliberations, see Mindle, “Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” 268, 
and Barker, “Freedom in Shakespeare,” 239–41. 
32  On Edward’s weaknesses, see Hebert, “Reward of a King,” 242–43.
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deeds and then compensating for it with professions of great inner purity 
and scrupulous attention to Christian ceremony. After Edward dies, Richard 
is able to move quickly against the queen’s relatives because he has feigned 
Christian forgiveness while slandering the low-born queen and her relatives 
to the other nobles. He brags:

But then I sigh and, with a piece of scripture, 
Tell them that God bids us do good for evil; 
And thus I clothe my naked villainy 
With odd old ends stol’n forth of Holy Writ 
And seem a saint when most I play the devil. (1.3.354–58)

Similarly, when Richard and Buckingham frame Hastings, Richard uses their 
reputation as good Christians to testify to their concern for law. “Think you 
we are Turks or infidels?” he chides the mayor of London, when he inquires 
into Hastings’s sudden arrest. As Christians, Richard asserts, they would only 
set aside the law in a case of grave personal danger (3.5.42). Finally, Bucking-
ham uses the ceremonial trappings of Christianity to convince the mayor of 
London that Richard is pious and humble, calling the prayer book and other 
Christian accoutrements “true ornaments to know a holy man” (3.7.100). 

Finally, in its championing of the weak, Christianity devalues courage 
and strength. Richard’s machinations are met with a resigned passivity in 
the common people. Hearing of the king’s death, the citizens hope that the 
rightful king will reign “by God’s good grace,” and that God will prevent 
rivalry among the new king’s uncles from wreaking havoc on the kingdom 
(2.3.10, 26). One citizen remarks, “All may be well; but if God sort it so, ’tis 
more than we deserve or I expect” (2.3.40–41). He concludes: “Leave it all to 
God” (2.3.49). Richard’s accusation of witchcraft against Hastings is laugh-
ably false, and yet no one argues with it. The scrivener writing up the writ of 
execution for Hastings, “to be read at Paul’s,” remarks: “Here’s a good world 
the while! Who is so gross that cannot see this palpable device? Yet so bold 
but says he sees it not?” (3.6.10–12). 

In 3 Henry VI, after a long civil war, courage and military strength over-
take all other virtues. The resulting moral environment is ugly, even barbaric. 
The desire for vengeance is given full vent. Mercy is conspicuously absent. But 
in Richard III, when peace comes, courage disappears, along with any sense of 
civic spiritedness. Rather than ushering in an era of humanity and kindness, 
Christian passivity and mercy open the door to an unscrupulous schemer. 
Putting a stop to Richard and founding a lasting and secure peace requires 
the recovery of courage and strength as virtues. It requires an assertive leader 
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who can defeat Richard and resurrect civic spiritedness without returning to 
the barbarism of 3 Henry VI. It finds such a leader in Richmond.

The “Watchful Soul” of Richmond: The Un-Christian 
Foundations of England’s Christian Salvation

Tillyard wrote that Richard III “displays the working out of God’s plan to 
restore England to prosperity.”33 But Richmond, the ostensible agent of this 
plan, seems to act on human authority, in contrast to those who “leave it all 
up to God.” In the first place, “Richmond does not ask for divine authoriza-
tion to assemble an army and set sail for England.”34 Once arrived, Richmond 
appoints himself “God’s captain” (5.3.114) and he asserts that Richard “hath 
ever been God’s enemy” (5.3.267). Far from eschewing anger in favor of 
forgiveness, Richmond calls on God to put in the soldiers’ hands “bruising 
irons of wrath” (5.3.116). And far from ceding all moral judgment to God, he 
calls on God to help him win so that he (God) can receive praise. “Make us 
the ministers of thy chastisement,” he prays, “that we may praise thee in the 
victory” (5.3.119–20). Richmond knows that he needs God, but he seems to 
think that God needs him, too.

In his assertiveness, Richmond claims the right to fight for justice as he 
understands it. He asks the soldiers to fight in the name of God, but not only 
in the name of God. Just before the battle, he tells his troops that “God and 
our good cause fight upon our side” and claims the support of “the prayers of 
holy saints and wronged souls” (5.3.254–55). Richmond makes justice—not 
divine justice, but justice as it is understood by him and his allies—central to 
his appeal. He calls Richard a “bloody tyrant and a homicide” and he points 
out that Richard was not brought to power by an army willing to support 
his claim. The men who fight for Richard would rather fight against him 
(5.3.257–58).

Even as he invokes God’s help and appeals to the men’s sense of Chris-
tian duty, Richmond moves the men’s focus in a more secular direction. He 
addresses them as Christians, but also as Englishmen (5.3.251). He urges 
them to envision being welcomed home as “conquerors” (5.3.272–76). He 
speaks of the rewards the men will reap for fighting “their country’s foes,” 
and “safeguarding their wives” and “free[ing their] children from the sword.” 
He calls on the men to fight “in the name of god and all these rights.” And 

33  Tillyard, Shakespeare’s History Plays, 228. 
34  Mindle, “Shakespeare’s Demonic Prince,” 272. 
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when they are victorious, he cries “God and your arms be praised, victorious 
friends!” (5.3.272–78, 5.5.1). He thus suggests that divine approval is partly 
responsible for his victory, but so also is the soldiers’ strength and courage.35 

Richmond posits a new understanding of what Christianity demands of 
its adherents, one that incorporates the demands of political life. He casts 
the protection and defense of the political community as compatible with 
Christian duty, and even required by it. Courage and strength are not threats 
or alternatives to Christian virtue; they are necessary supports of it. This 
revision of Christian morality lays the foundation for genuine political prog-
ress. By the play’s end, no one could mistake Richard—paranoid, tortured, 
desperate—as a suitable ruler for England. If Tillyard is wrong to see the play 
as a perpetuation of the Tudor myth, so, too, Rossiter is wrong to read it as a 
debunking of that myth, merely “comic history.”36 Richmond brings a lasting 
peace that is decisively better than the civil war and tyranny that preceded it.

Richmond prevails in part because he is attentive to the importance of 
piety and justice, especially in contrast to Richard. And even before the battle 
at Bosworth, allies flock to Richmond because of the contrast between Rich-
mond’s decency and Richard’s villainy. Richmond is also strengthened by 
his own clear conscience. After Richard and Richmond are visited by the 
ghosts of Richard’s victims, Richmond heads out into battle refreshed and 
emboldened, while Richard is crippled by guilt and fear of punishment. But 
it is not only moral decency that is responsible for Richmond’s success. To 
fully understand the meaning of Richmond’s victory, we must examine its 
foundations more closely. 

Richmond cites Richard’s crimes and tyranny as his reasons for chal-
lenging Richard’s kingship. But Richmond’s dispute of the York claim to the 
throne predates any of Richard’s actions in this play. King Edward alludes 
to it in the first act. Indeed, Richmond’s claim has been asserted in one way 

35  For more on the superiority of Richmond’s rhetoric to Richard’s, see Mindle, “Shakespeare’s 
Demonic Prince,” 270, and Tillyard, Shakespeare’s History Plays, 230–31.
36  Rossiter, Angel with Horns, 22. Kott writes that this play shows that “history has no meaning and 
stands still or repeats itself” (Shakespeare, Our Contemporary, 37). These are two extreme versions of 
scholars’ general minimization of the political achievement signified by the play’s end. Strong writes 
that “the problem of power . . . is never solved by Shakespeare” and “Shakespeare’s only attempt at 
dealing with the problem of power” occurs in the Tempest (“Elizabethan Statecraft,” 215–16). Burns, 
for his part, writes, “The successful break with Christian political theology, and perhaps the begin-
ning of the end of Christian England, comes only with Henry VIII” (Timothy W. Burns, Shakespeare’s 
Political Wisdom [New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013], 10). Richmond’s speech indicates that the 
break begins here.
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or another since his birth (4.2.98–101). So Richard’s vices provide a rationale 
for Richmond’s bid for the crown. But they are not the only reasons for it. 
In casting his own actions as a response to Richard’s wickedness, then, in 
speaking to his army, Richmond may speak the truth, but certainly not the 
whole truth.37 

Now, Richmond himself does not appear until act 5, giving us relatively 
few lines to go on in discerning his motives and his outlook. However, his 
ally and supporter, Lord Stanley, is present from the start of the play.38 If we 
seek to understand the forces that ultimately prevail over Richard, we find 
the answer not only in Richmond, but also in Stanley. Stanley is the first 
character to recognize the threat from Richard. When he learns that Richard 
has moved against the queen’s family, Stanley tries to take proactive steps 
to meet the threat. He tries to convince Hastings to ride north with him to 
gather support for Richmond. Stanley sees the imprisonment of the queen’s 
relatives for what it is: a harbinger of Richard’s attempt on the crown (3.2.86). 
But Hastings cannot—will not—see the danger. When the queen tells her son 
Dorset to flee to Richmond, Stanley praises this advice (4.1.43) and he advises 
Dorset, “Be not taken tardy by unwise delay” (4.1.47). Unlike those who end 
up Richard’s victims, Stanley is proactive and forward thinking.

Stanley seems to have a knack for sensing when Richard feels himself to 
be vulnerable, because he tends to offer Richard bad news when he is already 
at a low moment. When Buckingham refuses to sanction the murder of the 
princes, Stanley enters and tells Richard that Richmond is gathering forces 
against him (4.2.45–47). As Richard casts about to figure out his next move 
in act 4, Four, Stanley arrives and informs him that Richmond is on his way 
(4.4.380). So, too, Queen Elizabeth and the Duchess of York, acting in concert 
with Stanley, seek to dampen Richard’s spirits by recounting his worst deeds 
back to him. It may well be their decision to “smother” Richard in the “bitter 
breath of words” that prompts him to be haunted by the ghosts of his victims 
shortly thereafter (4.4.137–38). 

Stanley excels in deceit no less than Richard and Buckingham, assur-
ing first King Edward, and eventually King Richard, of his continued loyalty 
(1.3.25, 4.4.506). “I never was nor never will be false,” he tells Richard (4.4.522). 

37  Richmond’s ambition is a problem for reading the play as a cautionary tale of the hazards of ambi-
tion, as does Watson (Robert N. Watson, Shakespeare and the Hazards of Ambition [Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1984], 34); see also Pierce, Shakespeare’s History Plays, 118.
38  It is surprising how little note most scholars take of the role of Lord Stanley in this play, beyond a 
brief mention (as in Barker, “Freedom in Shakespeare,” 242–43).



 5 0 2  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 3

Meanwhile, he acts as go-between for Queen Elizabeth and Richmond in 
arranging the marriage to Princess Elizabeth that secures Richmond’s claim 
(4.5.6–8). When Richmond first appears, he mentions Stanley in his first few 
lines. “And here receive we from our father Stanley lines of fair comfort and 
encouragement,” he says (5.2.5–6). Before the battle, Stanley does not seem 
especially pious. He tells Richmond to “put thy fortune to the arbitrement of 
bloody strokes and mortal-staring war.” He does not reassure Richmond that 
his fate is in God’s hands (5.3.95–96). Finally, Stanley is bold; he risks his son’s 
life by opposing Richard in the battle. As it happens, the risk pays off; his son 
escapes Richard’s clutches. In the play’s final scene, it is Stanley who puts the 
crown on Richmond’s head. Stanley, then, is vital to Richmond’s success. In 
helping to secure Richmond’s victory, he acts in the service of a good end, 
but he is not afraid to use underhanded methods to achieve that end. For a 
supporter of the virtuous and pious Richmond, the supposed agent of God’s 
divine plan, Stanley exhibits a surprising degree of Machiavellian virtù. 

If it is correct to see Richmond’s victory as the triumph of right, it is also 
essential to note that Machiavellian methods are among the foundations of 
that triumph. Just as Richard’s fall does not spell a repudiation of Machiavelli, 
then, neither does Richmond’s rise. The securing of a prosperous and stable 
peace for England requires a departure from Christian virtue. Shakespeare 
may well depart from Machiavelli on the wisdom of attempting to set aside 
morality altogether in the pursuit of political power. But he appears to agree 
with Machiavelli that Christian morality can be disastrous for politics if it is 
not brought under secular control.
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One of the many exciting provocations for readers of Kenneth Hart Green’s 
new book is that the very title announces a paradox. The title is neither The 
Theology of Emil Fackenheim, nor even The Philosophical Theology of Emil 
Fackenheim. Rather, it places “philosophy” in direct relation to the subtitle’s 
invocation of “revelation.” But while the discipline of philosophy surely has 
much to say about God, it has relatively little to say about divine revelation. 
There is thus an interestingly insistent character to Green’s title and work. 
How is it that Fackenheim can maintain a lifelong interest in divine revela-
tion and yet be a philosopher? In what respect does his work remain within 
the province of human reason when speaking about God’s call to the Jewish 
people? This question is only intensified when one remembers that Facken-
heim taught in the Philosophy Department at the University of Toronto for 
over thirty years. His earliest publications dealt, first, with medieval Jewish 
and Islamic philosophy, and then predominantly with German Idealism. 
However, teaching in a philosophy department, as Leo Strauss reminds us, is 
not the same as being a philosopher. We must therefore wonder what Green’s 
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Fackenheim understands by philosophy in order to answer the aforemen-
tioned question.

Biographically, it makes all the sense in the world that Fackenheim would 
have a mutual interest in philosophy and revelation.1 Born in 1916 in Halle, 
Fackenheim was part of the emerging German-Jewish community in the 
throes of deciding what its relation to its religious heritage was to be (Halle 
had a history of conversions from Judaism, but that history had long since 
subsided). In 1938, on the night of Kristallnacht, Fackenheim was arrested 
by the Nazis and placed in the Sachsenhausen concentration camp for a little 
under a year. After his release and emigration from Germany, through Scot-
land, to Canada, he served as rabbi for Temple Anshe Shalom from 1943 to 
1948, during which time he received his PhD from the University of Toronto 
in 1945. He became a professor of philosophy at Toronto in 1948 and taught 
there until 1984, when he made aliya and emigrated to Israel. Fackenheim 
is thus an interesting figure insofar as his life and work remain situated on 
the border of philosophy and Judaism. Moreover, readers of Interpretation 
may perhaps find of interest Fackenheim’s lifelong attraction to the work of 
Leo Strauss. According to Fackenheim, it was his encounter with Strauss’s 
Philosophy and Law2 that led him to an appreciation of the classical sources 
in philosophy (even if, in the end, Fackenheim felt that he had to reject their 
approach). From that point on, Strauss became something of a mentor to 
Fackenheim. His magnum opus, To Mend the World: Foundations of Post-
Holocaust Jewish Thought,3 is dedicated to Strauss and makes particularly 
interesting use of Strauss’s texts.4 Given that Fackenheim’s own intellectual 
trajectory involves an early rejection of classical philosophy’s focus on eternal 
verities in favor of a Hegelian (and later Heideggerian) procession through 
history, Fackenheim emerges as a dedicated reader of Strauss who simulta-
neously rejects Strauss’s prioritizing of the ancients as well as his apparent 
favoring of Athens over Jerusalem. While Green’s text does not amount to a 

1  The information for this discussion comes from Emil Fackenheim, An Epitaph for German Juda-
ism: From Halle to Jerusalem (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2007).
2  Leo Strauss, Philosophy and Law: Contributions to the Understanding of Maimonides and His Prede-
cessors, trans. Eve Adler (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995).
3  Emil L. Fackenheim, To Mend the World: Foundations of Post-Holocaust Jewish Thought (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1982).
4  The texts by Strauss that are referred to in Fackenheim’s work are Philosophy and Law, “How to 
Study Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise,” “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,” and “Why 
We Remain Jews.” The latter three are all contained in Leo Strauss, Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis 
of Modernity: Essays and Lectures in Modern Jewish Thought, ed. Kenneth Hart Green (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1997), 181–233, 137–77, and 311–56 respectively. 
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straight comparison between Fackenheim and Strauss,5 it does, at moments, 
engage in a substantive conversation between the two.

Green’s reading of Fackenheim is both impassioned and analytically rig-
orous—he is dedicated to showing the import of Fackenheim for Judaism and 
philosophy as well as engaging in a genuine and original confrontation with 
his thought. Most Fackenheim commentators discern a break in his thought 
occurring in 1967, when Fackenheim experienced the Six-Day War in Israel 
as perhaps initiating another Jewish Holocaust (thus leading him to accord 
a greater conceptual significance to the Holocaust in Germany). Green is, to 
my knowledge, the only commentator to discern a tripartite periodization 
in Fackenheim’s thought: pre-1967, Fackenheim concerned himself with an 
existentialist figure of revelation as it conceptually shows itself in Judaism; 
between 1967 and 1981, Fackenheim both adopts a historicist framework for 
thinking about revelation in Judaism and makes speculation on the Holo-
caust central to his observations; in 1982, with the publication of To Mend the 
World, Fackenheim takes the Holocaust to be a rupturing event in the very 
history of divine revelation, necessitating an entirely new way of thinking 
about philosophy and Judaism. This is, I believe, a point specific to Green’s 
reading of Fackenheim: “Between 1967 and 1982 [Fackenheim] designated 
[historical] discontinuities as ‘epoch-making events,’ but was not willing to 
designate them as ‘ruptures’” (49). The Holocaust, for the late-period Fack-
enheim, was not simply a singular event—it was a “‘tear’ in the very fabric of 
being” (226). Unlike a figure such as Richard Rubenstein, however, Facken-
heim did not believe that the entire religious and intellectual tradition prior 
to the Holocaust was now inaccessible as a result of Auschwitz.6 As Green 
states, “[Fackenheim] never ceased to believe that the defense of revelation 
is urgently needed, although he came to wonder whether revelation could 
still be defended in the terms which he so carefully probed and elaborated 
in his ‘first [early] reflections’” (5). Revelation, then, remains a fundamental 
category of Fackenheim’s thought, and Green is explicit on this point: “My 
leading argument is that the core notion of revelation, elaborated in Facken-
heim’s early thought, continued to operate in his later thought, unchanged 
in its basis” (6). The category of revelation, in fact, functions (as it were) as 

5  For an engaged comparison of the two, see Sharon Portnoff, Reason and Revelation before Histori-
cism: Strauss and Fackenheim (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011).
6  An example of Fackenheim’s dialectical approach to Jewish tradition is his late-period suggestion 
that, instead of focusing on Exodus, Jews should now take Esther as the central book of the Hebrew 
Bible. See Emil L. Fackenheim, The Jewish Bible after the Holocaust: A Rereading (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 1990), 62.
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the narrow gate through which humanity can gain a foothold outside the 
historicism characteristic of the thought of the middle- and later-period 
Fackenheim: “what integrates the seemingly conflicting sides of Facken-
heim’s thought is his unending search for revelation as a defensible modern 
actuality, as an unavoidable theological desideratum, and most significantly 
as what provides access to the truth which abides through and beyond his-
tory” (7). This access occurs, for Green’s Fackenheim, by means of the activity 
of tikkun, mending, as it was manifest both in the resisting, witnessing voices 
of those in Auschwitz and in the creation of the State of Israel: “Fackenheim’s 
notion that it is possible to surpass the ‘negative Absolute’ of radical evil 
through tikkun may in fact put him beyond the radical historicism that he 
claims to fulfill more consistently than Heidegger” (11). While Fackenheim 
surely rejects Strauss’s Platonic conception of truth as ahistorical, Green sug-
gests that Fackenheim (through the immanent dialectic of history) attains 
something like a posthistorical conception of truth: “I wonder whether 
something eternal and transcendent did not manifest itself to Fackenheim, 
through the standards by which he measures what the doers of tikkun did, 
and why they did it” (10). Through the thickets of history, Fackenheim thus 
discerns a standard by which we can evaluate historical actions and deeds. 
We might say that that standard is revealed in and through such history.

Chapter 1, “What Is Faith?,” presents an overview of Fackenheim’s under- 
standing of Jewish faith as it comes to occupy different places in the three 
periods of his intellectual career. His concern over faith is a distinctly mod-
ern one—that is, it addresses itself to the question of why one would choose 
to believe at all. For Fackenheim, this is not a question that premodern Jewish 
thinkers addressed, for the simple reason that they accepted the reality of God 
as based on scriptural authority. Questions concerning the reality of God are 
thus a product of modernity: “Whether God is ‘alive’… as opposed to being 
a mere principle, is for Fackenheim the great issue which causes the modern 
crisis of faith” (13). This question can be asked only when “the authority of 
revelation is no longer sufficient” (15). In good existentialist fashion, Facken-
heim holds that faith in God (or, for that matter, in anything) is the product 
of a fundamental decision, a leap. The question emerges as to what causes 
our respective leaps: “In Fackenheim’s pre-1967 thought, what determines 
which leap each of us takes is not our historical situation so much as it is our 
individual human existential situation” (17). What, however, is the stuff out 
of which the individual makes such a leap? It is, to a great extent, reason. In 
approaching the fundamental questions, the early Fackenheim holds that it 
is reason that raises these questions for us, and leads us to the point at which 
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we decide whether faith is something that grants a kind of knowledge. This 
changes markedly after 1967. In his middle period, Fackenheim, in a his-
toricist vein, adopts what Green calls a “midrashic framework” (22) in which 
certain fundamental (“root”) Jewish experiences (such as the revelation at 
Sinai) can be seen to motivate our faith-filled knowledge by means of the 
rabbinic stories/narrations that are given to us in tradition. The midrashic 
practice of free interpretation of a biblical text “allows an authentic theologi-
cal response to the historical disaster for Judaism [which was the Holocaust]” 
(23). The concern over the Holocaust becomes radicalized in Fackenheim’s 
later period, where “Fackenheim came to doubt whether faith can or should 
be preserved at least in that form, whether the Jewish tradition as it had 
existed can be saved in the face of the Holocaust, which he thought had 
devastated and shattered everything received from the past” (23). From 1982 
onwards, Fackenheim “was compelled to accept that what is truly knowable 
can be based only on what is immediately accessible to human beings either 
here and now, or in the recent memory of witnesses who can intelligently 
testify to a historic (‘root’) experience” (40). It is the witnesses, therefore, 
who—by virtue of their resistance to the radical evil of the Holocaust—bear 
some connection to the root experiences of the past; no other connection 
is currently possible. The knowability of Jewish tradition in the face of the 
Holocaust holds for the event of the Holocaust as well: “[The Holocaust] can 
only be portrayed in all of its factual uniqueness and historical specificity by 
those who witnessed or survived it. Eerily, the only thing that it resembles is 
revelation” (47). So revelation and faith occur in and after the Holocaust, but 
they do so in an utterly tenuous and ambivalent manner. Put differently, it 
becomes somewhat unclear who or what is being revealed. 

Chapter 2, “Individual versus Collective, Rational versus Mystical,” 
takes on the question whether Fackenheimian faith occurs at the individual 
or collective level and whether it amounts to a rational or mystical reli-
gious situation. Fackenheim’s early thought is predicated on an existential, 
individual act of decision, “since commitment cannot be derived from any 
other source” (61). Leading up to the full midrashic framework of his middle 
period, Fackenheim holds that in making our existentially committed deci-
sion, “midrashim can help us make a better choice, and disclose to us how 
and why such choices are good or bad, because they show the outcome of past 
choices, illustrating what kind of lives have issued from great biblical figures 
and their rabbinic followers” (62). It remains true, however, that—in the early 
period—Fackenheim “struggles to ground faith in something ‘knowable.’ He 
would prefer this to be some form of revelation resembling philosophy, so as 
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to escape modern skepticism as manifested in radical historicism” (65). What 
counts as religious knowledge, for the early Fackenheim, is reason based. 
From this standpoint, the change and gradual deepening of Fackenheim’s 
thought in historicism is pronounced: “In his pre-1967 thought, [Facken-
heim] implies that the contradictions in history and paradoxes of human 
life will be resolved ‘rationally’” (76). Fackenheim presents the resolution of 
these contradictions and paradoxes by means of Hegelian logic, “treating the 
tradition as a historical dialectic which culminates in a promised future that 
will reconcile every contradiction” (77). While the full reconciliation is not 
Hegelian, but instead “post-Hegelian” (insofar as it culminates in a “messi-
anic future” [77]), the logic of progression leading to that future depends on a 
Hegelian conception of rationality. It is just this reliance on rational processes 
that the Fackenheim of 1967 onwards begins to question. Eventually, Facken-
heim will argue that, contrary to his individually centered early thought, it is 
“the collective people [which is] the only place where the authentic faith-act 
of the individual, resisting radical evil and thereby transcending it in his-
tory, is possible” (90). The move toward history in his middle period marks 
the shift toward the collectivity of faith, and the awareness of the rupture of 
the Holocaust in his late period marks the shift toward individual faith as 
resistance in history.

Chapter 3, “Revelation as Possibility,” elucidates the view that revelation 
(for Fackenheim) amounts not simply to the supposed actuality of the bibli-
cal experience at Sinai, but rather to the continuing presence of God in the 
history of the Jews. Prior to 1967, Fackenheim’s view (echoing that of Franz 
Rosenzweig) was that the only two “decisive” events that have occurred, or 
could occur, in Jewish history are the revelation at Sinai and the coming of 
the Messiah (97). Once he begins to take seriously the Holocaust, however, he 
is no longer able to maintain this position (97). But regardless of the period 
in which Fackenheim thinks, he rejects the modern Orthodox view, which 
holds that Judaism is essentially characterized by the historical actuality of 
the Sinaitic revelation (107): “Fackenheim takes the contrary philosophic posi-
tion: ‘Judaism stands or falls,’ not with the Revelation at Sinai as historical 
fact, but ‘at least with the possibility of revelation in principle’” (107–8). Put 
differently, revelation does not consist predominantly in the objectivity of a 
single historical event: “[Fackenheim] thinks that justifying faith through the 
personal or subjective dimension is the only genuinely valid way to defend any 
possible version of Judaism today that is concerned with grounding itself in 
truth rather than dogma” (108). To say that Fackenheim is concerned with the 
truth-claim of revelation as opposed to its dogmatic adherence is to hold that 
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Fackenheim believes that revelation can be held to for philosophical reasons: 
“And this claim to truth does not depend on any single piece of empirical 
historical evidence, because according to the tradition God manifested Him-
self on multiple occasions in ancient Jewish history.…His presence was not 
dependent on any single event, but on a continuous history, which supports 
the belief that God wished and still wishes to make Himself known to man” 
(111). It is the philosophical concern with the truth of revelation that gets 
articulated by Fackenheim within the context of history. What is the truth of 
revelation other than its very occurrence? Revelation engages the fundamental 
questions concerning how one ought to live. In this respect, revelation points 
to a transhistorical character of humanity that subtends the movement of his-
tory: “Fackenheim, both in his youthful and mature reflections on revelation, 
affirms the permanence of human nature beyond historicism, based on the 
permanence of the ultimate questions.…No human being can avoid confront-
ing these questions in his own life; everyone needs to answer them one way or 
another.…Revelation persists as a possibility because it continues to provide 
the only plausible answer to the fundamental and permanent questions” (120). 
Fackenheim’s philosophical concern over the truth of revelation points to the 
ultimacy of revelation beyond history.

In chapter 4, “On Authority, Tradition, and History,” Green tackles the 
question of the authoritative basis of Fackenheimian revelation: utlimately, 
“Fackenheim seems to argue that revelation does not receive its ‘authority’ 
from the historical actuality of any single event in the past”; thus “Fackenheim 
abandoned the basis of virtually all of medieval philosophy, and made his-
tory the philosophic ground on which he argued that revelation is possible as 
a uniquely human phenomenon, causing advances that history cannot fully 
account for or justify in any other way” (154). It is ultimately the movement 
of history—which evinces the continuing survival of the Jewish people—that 
serves as the authority for revelation. This does not mean, however, that 
there is no change in Fackenheim’s position on such authority: “Before 1967, 
he tends to stress ancient rather than modern events as most significant or 
formative, as if the historical ceased to count religiously at a certain point” 
(129). The focus on ancient events, of course, gives way when the Holocaust 
becomes a structuring factor of Fackenheim’s thought. The emphasis on his-
tory has consequences for the philosophical desire to find truth-claims in 
and about revelation. In particular, it means that “revelation can never be an 
abstract, transcendent, perfected knowing. It is filtered through its historical 
context as well as the human capacity and worldly state of its recipients: it 
unavoidably reflects their experience, intelligence, and limits” (133–34). In 
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marked contrast to his somewhat cognitive pre-1967 approach, Fackenheim’s 
midrashic framework (of the middle period) “was an attempt to celebrate the 
mystery [of revelation] rather than penetrate it” (52). In sum, whereas the 
early Fackenheim believes that “experience in history alone is not proof of 
revelation” (148), the middle and later Fackenheim holds that, while revela-
tion is ultimately indexed to something nonhistorical, it must traverse history 
in order to move beyond it. While the move to history as the authoritative 
basis for revelation rejects a Platonic-style philosophy of ahistorical, eternal 
verities, it simultaneously rejects the dogmatic adherence to certain actual 
events as that authoritative basis; Fackenheim thus substitutes a dogmatic 
historical actuality for a philosophy of history.

Chapter 5, “Divine Power versus Human Freedom,” deals with the crucial 
issue of where human freedom (if such a thing exists) is to be located in rela-
tion to God. Green begins the chapter with a question that, one might surmise, 
has its basis in Fackenheim’s reading of Philosophy and Law (if the answer he 
gives to it is different from Strauss’s): “Fackenheim asks why modern philoso-
phy mounted a systematic critique of religion. He discovered that its animus 
against religion is not so much because of religion’s perceived antagonism to 
reason, but because it saw religion as inimical to human freedom” (156). If 
the modern age touts the freedom of human being (whether it be in its cogni-
tive status as knowing subject or in its political status as liberal, individual 
self), its nemesis (for Fackenheim) would have to be the commandments and 
prohibitions characteristic of revealed religion. For the moderns, the existence 
of divinity places a radical check on the possibilities outlined by human free-
dom. Fackenheim’s solution to this quandary (characteristic of the interpretive 
landscape of rabbinic Judaism) is that human freedom is an integral part both 
of the divine-human relationship and of the knowledge of revelation: “With 
regard to [the divine-human] relationship, and it alone, ‘man either partici-
pates in that relation, responding to the presence of the divine power in his 
human freedom, or else he does not know it at all’” (161). Prophecy, for Fack-
enheim, is not simply “transmitting God’s unmediated word” (164). Instead, 
“interpretation is essential, for if the Law were only law and did not aim at 
something beyond itself, there would be no need to reflect on its purpose. Our 
duty would only be to follow and perhaps apply it. In Fackenheim’s view, God 
wants man to keep His law vital, by continually adapting and adjusting it to 
better reflect his core demands” (164). To say that our duty is not simply to fol-
low the Law, but rather to reflect—and, therefore, to understand—its purpose, 
is to posit a philosophical understanding of divine law. For Fackenheim, it is 
part of the divine plan that we understand God’s purposes in revealing God’s 
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law to us. This understanding of divine law, to some extent, transcends the 
fact that such revealed law occurs to us always and only in the horizon—or, 
as Fackenheim calls it, the “cave”—of history: “Though he posits that the ‘cave 
of history’ is ultimate and unsurpassable, Fackenheim allows this seemingly 
transcendent ‘light’ to beckon, hoping to discover some content in God’s pres-
ence, some aspect of his being, albeit only revealed through history” (198). 
Whether Fackenheim’s conception of “the cave of history” is posited in the 
light of Strauss’s thinking of the second (historical) cave lying beneath the 
first (natural) cave, it is clear that both seem to hold open the possibility for 
transhistorical awareness of the most important things. For Fackenheim, this 
awareness occurs as a result of human freedom’s interpretive capacity when it 
comes to understanding divine law.

In chapter 6, “From Presence to History,” Green begins to pivot away from 
a consideration of all three periods in Fackenheim, and turn instead towards 
the post-1967 work (with the ultimate purpose of focusing on the final period 
in the rest of the book). Fackenheim eventually rejects the Buberian-Rosen-
zweigian existential conception of revelation as containing nothing other 
than God’s presence (200). It was the Six-Day War that shook Fackenheim’s 
thinking, such that he now attributed a content to revelation: “Fackenheim 
retrospectively concludes that…the Six-Day War in 1967…point[s] to a 
secular form of ‘salvation’…[and thus] manifested true revelatory power.…
It confirmed for him the mysterious power of survival in Jewish history. It 
showed him that an event can occur which has an undoubted transcendent 
significance for those who experience it, because it seems to substantiate 
and ratify the interpretation of similar events in past Jewish history. It also 
convinced him that God can ‘speak’ unambiguously through an event that 
confirms Jewish history and tradition” (210). On the face of it, there is noth-
ing particularly religious about the 1967 war—it was a (somewhat distant) 
relative of the secular Zionist establishment of the State of Israel. This shows 
Fackenheim the significance of history in general: “Once Fackenheim rec-
ognizes the theological relevance of secular history, he is compelled to deal 
with two massive secular historical facts which cast very long theological 
shadows: the Holocaust, and the State of Israel” (215). It is the 1967 war that 
leads Fackenheim to take secular history seriously and ultimately to give a 
priority to the Holocaust. In the middle period, Fackenheim speaks of the 
Holocaust as an “epoch-making event” (if not yet as a “rupture”); this switch 
from thinking the content of revelation in terms of epochality “shows how 
much his emphasis has shifted from presence to history” (223). Revelation 
now has a content other than divine presence—it deals with the very survival 



 5 1 2  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 3

of the Jewish people. But this realization has a dark aspect to it: Fackenheim 
sees the 1967 war (as a moment of secular history that points in the direction 
of theological concerns) to be irremediably connected to an analogous his-
torical event—the Holocaust (insofar as the State of Israel is connected to the 
Holocaust). And about the Holocaust, Green says the following: “[Facken-
heim] could not see it as anything but a negative revelation, a ‘rupture’ or tear 
in the fabric of being, if not in God Himself” (226). Thus begins Fackenheim’s 
late period.

Chapter 7, “Confronting Radical Evil as Rupture,” initiates an extended 
discussion of Fackenheim’s late-period thought and thus forms something 
of a unit with the next two chapters. The fundamental insight of To Mend 
the World is summed up by Green in the following manner: “For Facken-
heim, the Holocaust poisons everything.…[He] concludes that history can 
no longer be the ground for momentous events that manifest God’s presence 
or bring to light some new, categorical affirmative truth about the divine. At 
most a revelation of a different sort may occur in and through an historical 
moment, but this could only be a ‘negative’ revelation of radical and unac-
countable absence of the divine in history which is no ‘mere’ absence, but 
something worse that had never before impinged on human understanding” 
(231). Fackenheim goes further than Adorno, who holds that the Holocaust is 
the historical and logical result of the perverse intermarriage of technology, 
capitalism, and fascism. And he goes further than Jean Améry, who holds 
that the Holocaust is part of a “logic of destruction.”7 For Fackenheim, the 
Holocaust was something like an apocalypse (in the literal sense of apoca-
lypsis, an uncovering/disclosure) which revealed something utterly radical, 
if utterly new, about the nature and possibilities of human being. What is 
remarkable about Fackenheim’s approach, in To Mend the World, is that—in 
the sections that directly address the Holocaust—he forgoes any conceptual 
determination of it proceeding from a genus to a particular instance; rather, 
he simply narrates the horror and lets the witnesses speak in their own names. 
In doing so, he renounces that style of philosophy by which one attempts to 
conceptualize a given event. The Holocaust is so extreme, so singular, so evil, 
that to gain even a measure of appreciation for it, one must let one’s thought 
be penetrated by it. In Fackenheim’s own words: “that where the Holocaust is 
overcoming thought is not, and that where overcoming thought is the Holo-
caust cannot be—a conclusion forcing us to assent to a way of philosophical 

7  See Fackenheim, To Mend the World, 206.
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thought that immersed in history, is fully exposed to it.”8 Letting one’s thought 
be exposed to the horrors of Auschwitz is the only way one can begin to 
come to terms with them. For this reason, “[Fackenheim] resorts to what 
may be the only remaining valid form of speech…the speech of the witnesses 
whose testimony survived the Holocaust. Such speech, which dwells in a sort 
of ‘protected’ sphere, is a possible medium for divine presence or its signifi-
cant absence” (237). What one discovers, upon listening to the witnesses, is 
that the Holocaust “reveals something about the nature of what is, as well 
as what is possible in our era” (242). It attains the status of a Heideggerian 
“ontological category” in which an event of being emerges (242). And yet, 
despite the horrors that occurred, there was resistance: “Something moved 
the strongest among the victims to act for the good…making them able to 
resist evil, and to avoid being reduced by radical evil—although every natu-
ral, moral, psychological, physical, and historical condition militated against 
it” (246). For Fackenheim, in addition to recognizing the evil, we must also 
be exposed to the remarkable fact that not everyone succumbed to the Nazi 
concentration camp: “However little consolation it provides, it is revelatory 
of good (whatever its source), and so has some power to reassure us in the 
post-Holocaust world” (248). This resistance, this witnessing, Fackenheim 
refers to as tikkun; it is the affirmative moment amid the otherwise unthink-
able atrocities of Auschwitz. Fackenheim does not give overmuch credence 
to this mending—it does not redeem the destruction. At most, it amounts to 
“a novel ‘ontological possibility.’ It cannot be taken as a fully positive revela-
tion. For Fackenheim maintains that nothing is ‘divinely revealed’ by this 
ontological possibility that preserves a connection with the God of history 
as traditionally conceived” (259). It is the positing of a negative revelation, 
while acknowledging the slender “ontological possibility” of tikkun, that con-
stitutes the substance of Green’s reading of late-period Fackenheim.

Chapter 8, “Diabolical Revelation and the Holocaust,” attempts to think 
the question of revelation directly within the context of the Holocaust. If rev-
elation is a permanent category of Fackenheim’s thought, and if there could 
be no positive revelation of God in the Holocaust, then what precisely was 
revealed there? Green’s Fackenheim pulls no punches: “If [God’s absence 
during the Holocaust] can be called revelation, what it ‘reveals’ is that God’s 
absence can shatter every moral restraint; that human responsibility grows 
with God’s absence, even as it becomes more difficult to maintain; and that 
the human propensity for evil grows as God’s presence recedes” (269). Were 

8  Ibid., 200; my emphasis.
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this all that was revealed there, Fackenheim would be uttering a sentiment 
somewhere in the vicinity of Dostoyevsky’s statement that if God is dead, 
then everything is permitted. In fact, Fackenheim says more: “[God’s] power 
can be overridden or nullified by a historical, albeit nondivine, force which 
resides in man, but is not entirely under self-conscious human control” (271). 
Fackenheim terms this power, at different times, “radical” and “diabolical/
demonic” evil. For those of us who shy away from the latter term—at least 
until Strauss’s question “What is a demon?” has been answered9—Green’s 
Fackenheim explains that evil is “diabolical” when it surpasses the Platonic 
determination of evil (i.e., in which evil is simply a perversion of the good). 
The metaphor of diabolical evil refers, in other words, to positive evil—it bears 
no relation, in itself, to the good; it is an absolute evil: “The unprecedented 
radical evil of the Holocaust represents…the negative absolute of history, 
which cannot be cognitively absorbed, subsumed, reduced, surmounted, 
synthesized, or escaped.…It is an absolute, because what it reveals about 
man and history is so extreme, it cannot be surpassed except in scale. Even 
the destruction of the entire human race by nuclear war would do no more 
than amplify the Holocaust’s revelation about man” (299). To call it a “dia-
bolical revelation” is simply the least inadequate way of referring to it (308). 
Moreover, this revelation reveals horrors not only about human beings, but 
about God as well (294)—for it seems, to Fackenheim, God may have been 
unable to prevent Auschwitz. This realization only strengthens the urgency 
of the modern crisis of faith to which Fackenheim has addressed his own 
thought throughout his career.

Chapter 9, “Negative Absolute and Fragmentary Transcendence,” is 
Green’s final word on what the tikkun of the witnesses ultimately amounts 
to. We are, at present, in a precarious theological space: “All that Facken-
heim has opposed to [the evil of the Holocaust] is a ‘revelation’ that is not 
unequivocally divine. It is no more than a weak manifestation or faint 
echo of Godliness against a totality of unplumbable evil” (332). It is at this 
moment that the dialectical character of Fackenheim’s thought rises to meet 
the occasion. Even if the revelation at Auschwitz is diabolical, does this not 
“keep…God’s presence in mind” (338)? Even if the Holocaust is unredeem-
able, doesn’t remembering it “force…on us the question of God’s presence 
and His nature” (338)? Theologically speaking, we have not lost God even 
in the midst of radical, unsubsumable evil, because that same evil calls us 

9  Leo Strauss to Erwin A. Gilkes, March 3, 1973, in An Epitaph for German Judaism, by Fackenheim, 
283.



5 1 5Book Review: The Philosophy of Emil Fackenheim

to what was burned in the flames. Put differently, the activity of mending 
leads to a standpoint (as it were) beyond that which is torn. Here is Green’s 
summation of what Fackenheim may have been too wary (or traumatized) to 
say: “I would suggest that the very evidence for tikkunim, which Fackenheim 
presents as healing the Holocaust’s rupture in Being, could also be used to 
confirm as eternal the very moral truths which Fackenheim thinks he must 
disregard in order to conform with radical historicism as required by con-
temporary thought” (356). As a good post-Hegelian and quasi-Heideggerian, 
Fackenheim renounces eternal moral truths, yet he allows for standpoints 
(witness and remembrance) that allow one a transhistorical (if not completely 
ahistorical) perspective upon which to view, reflect, and judge the Holocaust. 
A God that allows humans to raise the question about God’s absence or lack 
of efficacy in the Holocaust is not a God that has totally abandoned us. But 
given that human beings freely participate in the divine-human encounter, 
they are also free to abscond from such an encounter into the diabolical. 
Green concludes his book thus: “It is Fackenheim’s mature conviction that 
God’s primary way of speaking to man today is in and through history. Yet 
the claim he makes about revelation in our era is that the Holocaust is not 
God’s speech, but an unprecedented victory for Satan. If we choose aright, 
we choose to be against Satan. Our highest challenge, if we hope to receive 
the direct word of God again in history, is to repair ourselves and our world, 
so that God may enter it again” (375–76). It is our free choice, as participants 
in the divine-human encounter, to interpretively search for the meaning of 
God’s revelation in order to never let the radical evil of the Holocaust happen 
again. By listening to the “revelation” of the witnesses, we arm ourselves in 
the battle against such evil.

Whether it be in the early existentialist phase or the two subsequent his-
torical phases of Fackenheim’s work, it remains true that he was decisively 
influenced by Strauss as concerns the relation of reason and revelation as 
dialectically productive of Western thought (370). Because of this, it makes 
sense at this point to revisit the question with which we started: How does 
Fackenheim understand philosophy? If this question seems a bit heady after 
witnessing Fackenheim’s impassioned pronouncements about the Holocaust, 
it raises the very serious question as to what philosophy, itself, might con-
tribute to an understanding of that event. Given the influence of Strauss on 
Fackenheim, it is appropriate to wonder whether Fackenheim, like his men-
tor, understands philosophy to be a way of life. While a complete discussion 
of Strauss’s understanding of philosophy drastically exceeds the scope of this 
review, this much can be said: for Strauss, (1) philosophy is a way of life, and not 
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merely a discipline; (2) philosophy as a way of life cannot admit that another 
way of life is the right one; and (3) philosophy as a way of life is oriented 
towards contemplation of the most important questions.10 Does Fackenheim 
adhere to the idea of philosophy as a way of life? At times he seems to: when 
he asks who taught Socrates how to philosophize, his answer, “None other 
than Socrates himself,” could suggest that the philosopher embarks on a way 
of life that is not dependent on anything other than philosophical practice: 
“ ‘Philosophy is what philosophers are doing.’ ”11 To be involved in a practice, 
however, is not the same as living a way of life (else all Doctors of Philosophy 
[PhDs] would be philosophers). To say that philosophy is a way of life is to say 
that its practice is not subordinate to any other activity. This is what Strauss 
means when he says that philosophy cannot admit the rightness of another 
way of life. Philosophy must attest only to its own activity. 

Is there any sense in which Fackenheim subordinates philosophy to 
another activity? The obvious candidate would be theology. But we have 
already acknowledged that philosophers do care about God. Strauss’s invoca-
tion of “the all-important question which is coeval with philosophy although 
the philosophers do not frequently pronounce it—the question quid sit deus 
[what is God]”12 shows that philosophy as a way of life takes quite seriously 
the question of divinity. What is it about theology—or concern with revela-
tion more generally—that suggests that Fackenheim must have an alternative 
conception of philosophy? It is true that philosophers inquire into the what-
ness of God—i.e., God as an instance of a species/genus. It is true that, from 
the standpoint of the “new thinking” of Rosenzweig and Heidegger (which 
Fackenheim adopts), inquiries into the this-ness of God are made—i.e., God as 
an event. Theology’s concern with revelation, however, leads it to inquire into 
the who-ness of God—i.e., the personal God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
And as Green informs us (circling back to the question of reason and revela-
tion): “The God of reason and philosophy is a generalized conception about 
Being, most unlike the Jewish God who changed everything by telling a single 
man nothing but His name” (74). Fackenheim is clearly not concerned with the 
philosophical conception of God, and (despite his fascination with Rosenzweig 
and Heidegger) does not seem to comprehend God as a mere event. Always 

10  Leo Strauss, “Progress or Return? The Contemporary Crisis in Western Civilization,” in Jewish 
Philosophy and the Crisis Of Modernity, 122–23.
11  Emil L. Fackenheim, “What Is Jewish Philosophy? Reflections on Athens, Jerusalem, and the West-
ern Academy,” in Jewish Philosophers and Jewish Philosophy, ed. Michael L. Morgan (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1996), 166.
12  Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964), 241.
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and throughout his career, he remains faithful to the personal God of the 
Hebrew Bible and rabbinic tradition—this is so even (or precisely) concerning 
the absence of God in the Holocaust. It seems, therefore, that Fackenheim’s 
conception of philosophy at least coexists with his theological impulses.

Green helps us precisely in this matter: during a discussion of the relation 
of human freedom to divine power, Green asks whether it is “philosophi-
cally comprehensible…that divine Presence destroys, restores, and elevates 
human freedom, like the three-fold movement in a Hegelian dialectic, show-
ing divine grace and sanctifying human dignity” (175). Fackenheim, not 
being averse to talk about miracles (175), “draws away from mysticism [i.e., 
mystical union between God and humans] at the last moment, gives a theo-
logical response to a philosophical question, and uses the [Hegelian] dialectic 
of history to defer a decisive philosophical answer until redemption” (177). 
Fackenheim thus begins with the philosophical question as to how there can 
be human freedom in the face of divine power and utililzes a Hegelian dialec-
tic in the service of explicating God’s grace. Philosophy is used in the service 
of theology. In a central passage,13 Green makes explicit how philosophy 
functions for Fackenheim. What Fackenheim has shown, in this example, is 
that “his approach is to explore the question theologically, employing philo-
sophic reasoning in aid of faith” (178–79). Rather than construe philosophy 
as an independent way of life, Fackenheim views it as a helpmate to theol-
ogy. This is an interesting move for someone so influenced by Strauss in that 
it suggests a more pervasive influence (concerning this issue) of two other 
teachers of Fackenheim: Jacques Maritain and Etienne Gilson.14 Maritain 
and Gilson both come from a tradition (the major representative of which is 
Thomas Aquinas) that views philosophy as a crucial handmaiden to theology. 
Strauss elaborates: “in Christianity philosophy became an integral part of the 
officially recognized and even required training of the student of the sacred 
doctrine.”15 That Fackenheim’s conception of philosophy amounts to a kind 
of Jewish Thomism16 fits perfectly with his lifelong interest in the revelation 

13  It is, in fact, the central paragraph of the central numbered chapter in the book.
14  See Emil L. Fackenheim, Epitaph for German Judaism, 103.
15  Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 19.
16  Given that Fackenheim was so deeply influenced by Philosophy and Law, it is worth while to 
consider Strauss’s later reflections on that text as concerns his “having to travel on the way by means 
of a Jewish Thomism” in it. Whether Strauss’s reflections do complete justice to the text in question is 
yet another matter. See Leo Strauss to Gershom Scholem, June 22, 1952, in Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 
3, Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft und zugehörige Schriften—Briefe, ed. Heinrich Meier and Wiebke 
Meier, 2nd ed. (Stuttgart: Metzler), 728.



 5 1 8  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 3

of God to the Jewish people. In yet another twist, one might suggest that it 
was precisely the question of Judaism that motivated him through the trials 
of his life and thought—i.e., not doctrinal or traditionally observant Judaism, 
but a genuinely philosophical relation to the possibilities of Judaism in our 
time kept Fackenheim afloat. Whether this would have happened had Fack-
enheim construed philosophy as a way of life—whether the fragility of this 
conception of philosophy could have withstood the horrors of Auschwitz—is 
a sobering question with no immediate answer. It is to Green’s credit that he 
has not simply produced a groundbreaking work on Fackenheim, but has 
additionally led us to reflect on the fundamental question of philosophy as a 
way of life in all its seriousness and urgency.
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Introduction

The main focus of the first part of the present essay is the insight the Nietzsche 
and Artists of New Weimar catalog provides into how Förster-Nietzsche, Kes-
sler, and company, working through such institutional vehicles as the Nietzsche 
Archive, the magazine Pan, and the New Weimar, fostered a cult of Nietzsche; 
and how Kessler used this cult and those institutional vehicles to promote a 
modernist art based largely on Nietzsche’s philosophy. Phelan and I also note 
or comment on some of the catalog’s deficiencies, the principal ones being 
that it does not show how Kessler’s exhibitions of the artwork of Bonnard, 
Rodin, and Maillol served those purposes; that it falls well short of making 
a convincing case for the centrality of Nietzsche’s philosophy to modernist 

* I would like to thank Patrick Malcolmson and Joseph Phelan for their thought-provoking comments 
and helpful suggestions for revision.
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art (a deficiency it shares with the extant body of scholarly commentary on 
the Nietzsche–modernist art nexus); and that (related to the preceding fail-
ing) it does not even delve into the ways in which the New Weimar may have 
bolstered Nietzsche’s influence on the German Expressionists, not to mention 
various twentieth-century modernist artists elsewhere in Europe.

In this the second part of the present essay, I propose to redress one of 
those deficiencies in particular: the catalog’s failure to provide a convinc-
ing argument for its claim that “Friedrich Nietzsche was the philosopher of 
modernism.”1 Naturally I cannot hope to establish here the truth of any such 
sweeping claim (though, as should soon become apparent if it is not already, 
I am strongly inclined to concur with the catalog on this critically important 
point). My objective is more limited: it is to show how, building on various 
relevant insights of the catalog, one can begin to lay at least part of the foun-
dation for such a case. 

I begin with a brief look at the nature of modernism. I then proceed to 
the question of Nietzsche’s influence on modernist art, which will take up 
most of this part of the present essay. After remarking on the foregoing defi-
ciency of cultural and art historians’ treatments of this question hitherto (the 
catalog’s treatment included), I propose a remedy. The heart of my proposal 
is an extensive, detailed analysis of the influence of Nietzschean ideas on 
certain works of art by the famous and highly influential early modernist 
artist Edvard Munch that incorporates but goes well beyond the analyses and 
insights contained in the catalog. The hope is that my analysis can serve as a 
model for the numerous historical and philosophical studies of representa-
tive modernist works of art that remain to be completed if we are ever to 
arrive at an adequate account of the Nietzsche–modernist art nexus in all its 
depth and breadth.

Modernism

What was modernism? In his book on modernism renowned cultural his-
torian Peter Gay makes a statement that provides a good starting point for 
reflection on this question: “The jaunty slogan that Ezra Pound introduced 
for his fellow rebels before the First World War, ‘Make it New!,’ tersely 

1  Marc Mayer, foreword to Friedrich Nietzsche and the Artists of the New Weimar (Ottawa: 5 
Continents Editions–National Gallery of Canada, 2019; hereinafter abbreviated as the New Weimar 
catalog or, more simply, New Weimar); cf. Sebastian Schütze, New Weimar, 11. With a few exceptions, 
references to the New Weimar catalog take the form of citations of page numbers in parentheses, 
embedded in the text. References to all other sources are provided in footnotes.
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summed up the aspirations of more than one generation of modernists.”2 
The aptness of Gay’s remark upon Pound’s slogan is amply confirmed by the 
title of Robert Hughes’s own brilliant television series and accompanying 
book on modernist art, The Shock of the New. Without attempting anything 
like a complete definition—even in his lengthy treatment of the subject (over 
five hundred pages of narrative text alone) Gay declines to do so—one can 
safely say this. For all the differences among modernist artists, which were 
often considerable, there was one essential characteristic common to them 
all: emphatic insistence on newness or novelty, and a radical novelty at that, 
in meaning and theme, but also, and perhaps even more so, in style. We see, 
for instance, a shift towards abstraction in painting which parallels the van-
ishing of all semblance of plot in fiction and the abandonment of the classical 
tonal system in music. 

What modernist visual artists generally agreed on was the repudiation 
of naturalism and realism, even when they remained committed to some 
form of representationalism and resisted the pull towards pure abstraction 
advocated by Kandinsky. Granted, the abjuring of naturalism, realism, the 
whole classical tradition, and the like was already well underway in the 
nineteenth century. Yet the degree to which modernist artists departed from 
such long-standing, deep-rooted conventions of art seems to have been an 
order of magnitude higher. Even when they attempted (or affected) a return 
to classicism, theirs was nonetheless radically different from classicism in its 
older forms, with its more naturalistic tendencies. Expression, subjectivity, 
and symbolically significant or emotionally evocative distortion continued to 
hold sway over mimesis, objectivity, and descriptive verisimilitude. In keep-
ing with this reevaluation of aesthetic values, the modernists made much 
fuller use of an aesthetic of the ugly or grotesque or primitive than did any 
preceding generation of artists—even the Romantics.

All of this helps to explain why early in the twentieth century so many 
more people had so much more trouble relating to the signature works of art 
of their time than at any time before then, and in fact were often violently 
repelled by it. This of course need not have bothered the typical modernist 
artist overmuch. In his 1922 essay “The Public and the Artist” Jean Cocteau 
(one of Nietzsche’s growing number of French admirers) shows complete 
disdain for the taste in art of the “masses” and subtly encourages his read-
ers to think of the “new” and “beautiful” art as the most recent effluence 

2  Peter Gay, Modernism: The Lure of Heresy from Baudelaire to Beckett and Beyond (New York: Nor-
ton, 2010), 4.
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of “aristocratic culture.”3 A decade earlier, in his influential manifesto-like 
tract Concerning the Spiritual in Art, Wassily Kandinsky enunciated a “ris-
ing pyramid” philosophy of history which provides a theoretical foundation 
for such elitist attitudes. The artistic vanguard (according to this theory) is 
at the pinnacle of the pyramid of culture and spirituality, the masses at the 
base. Every time the pyramid rises, the masses reach a level of culture which 
is higher than the one they occupied in the preceding historical epoch, but 
which has long since been superseded by the avant-garde artistic elites, who 
are currently breaking new, still higher spiritual-cultural ground. It is safe to 
assume, as most twentieth-century cultural historians do, that elitist ideas 
and sentiments of the kind expressed by Kandinsky and later Cocteau were 
commonplace among modernist artists and their fellow-travelers.

The flipside of modernist elitism was its penchant for “heresy” (to use 
Gay’s term). Again, it is not as though modernist artists were the first her-
etics. Yet often they were far more extreme in their heresy and iconoclasm 
than their predecessors had been, and indeed, as the Dada example indicates, 
they seemed at times to revel in it and even make it an aesthetic norm or 
credo. Here too a remark by Cocteau, for all of its rhetorical overstatement, 
is apposite: “The opposition of the masses to the elite has always stimulated 
individual genius.…The worst that can happen to a work of art is to have no 
fault found with it [by the public], so that its author is not obliged to take up 
an attitude of opposition.”4

3  In Bohemians, Bootleggers, Flappers, & Swells: The Best of Early Vanity Fair, ed. Graydon Carter 
with David Friend (New York: Penguin Books, 2014), 172–73.
4  Cocteau, “The Public and the Artist,” 172–73. For an earlier, more understated way of putting 
basically the same thought, consider the last paragraph in Georg Brandes’s essay “Aristocratic Radi-
calism” (ca. 1887): “Soon, I believe, we shall once more receive a lively impression that art cannot rest 
content with ideas and ideals for the average mediocrity, any more than with the remnants of the old 
catechisms; but that great art demands intellects that stand on a level with the most individual per-
sonalities of contemporary thought, in exceptionality, in independence, in defiance and in aristocratic 
self-supremacy,” in Friedrich Nietzsche (Leopold Classic Library, n.d.), 57. Given how influential this 
essay also was in disseminating Nietzsche’s philosophy among the intellectual and artistic avant-garde 
at the turn of the twentieth century, one can reasonably view Brandes as a significant early contribu-
tor to the articulation of a Nietzschean aesthetic-modernist outlook, of which Cocteau was a later 
proponent. 
 A note on postmodernism. Postmodernism is a tendency in contemporary art best understood as a 
reaction to or against modernism. Hence the post in postmodernism, i.e., what comes after modern-
ism chronologically but is also alleged by its proponents to have superseded modernism, on the 
grounds that the latter has exhausted its vitality and relevance. How does postmodernism accomplish 
this putative superseding? By fully extending or radicalizing certain tendencies already present in 
modernism. One of those tendencies is a Nietzschean repudiation of the primacy of reason, which in 
modernist visual artwork is exemplified by Expressionism, in all of its forms (I expand on this point 
in due course), and Surrealism. In postmodernism (owing to the defining influence of such thinkers 
as Foucault, Lyotard, Derrida, Vattimo, and Rorty), that tendency reaches its limit in a thoroughgoing 
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The Question of Nietzsche’s Influence on the 
Visual Arts in the Modernist Period

What role did Nietzsche play in the rise and shaping of modernist art? Peter 
Gay has this to say about Nietzsche’s cultural influence: “Nietzsche, the most 
eloquent rhetorician of subversion, had proclaimed the death of God and the 
bankruptcy of prevalent morality.…But at the time of his death eleven years 
later, his stirring message, at once aristocratic and anarchistic, had begun to 
reach, often to intoxicate, a sizable and enthusiastic audience.…More than 
anyone else, he provided his world with a climate for modernism.”5 A strik-

relativism. One of the main aspects or tenets of modernism was the distinction between high and 
popular culture. In keeping with their embrace of that distinction, modernists (much like their 
nonmodernist predecessors) tended to regard works of art as autonomous wholes, whose meaning is 
determined by the intention of the artist. And they invoked criteria such as ability to express passions 
or reveal important aspects of the world, unity of style, and formal creativity and originality, when 
judging the aesthetic worth of a work of art. All such ideas fly in the face of the radical-relativist 
outlook of postmodernists. For them, works of art, far from being autonomous, are inevitably shaped 
by conventions of signification governing earlier works. And since they cannot escape the grip of 
convention by referring and addressing themselves in radically novel ways to things “out there” in a 
world that exists independently of language and discourse, works of art can amount to no more than 
reinterpretations of preceding works of art. (Basically in agreement with Nietzsche’s notorious claim 
that there are no facts, only interpretations, postmodernists insist that there are only texts without 
referents to anything besides themselves, which texts subsist only through interpretation and rein-
terpretation.) Like it or not, all that happens in the process of art-making is re-making, in a way that 
ultimately escapes the control of the artist—whose “self” has in any event been shown to be socially 
constructed and hence to lack the substantiality and autonomy it was once presumed to have—what 
has already been made, a “recycling of discourse,” through “citation,” “reinscription,” or “adaptations 
from the past” (Christopher Butler, Postmodernism: A Brief Insight [New York: Sterling, 2010], 120; cf. 
116ff.). The only difference is whether it is done unwittingly, under the illusions and self-deceptions of 
traditional metaphysics, or purposely, through a self-conscious application of postmodernist theory. 
(Such, in brief, is what postmodernist ruminations about the “death of the author” and “intertextual-
ity” mean.) Eschewed too are the modernist desiderata of aesthetically praiseworthy formal coherence 
and originality, their place taken by a kind of “deconstructive” eclecticism—the mixing and matching 
of “old” and “new,” “highbrow” and “popular” styles or formal elements, carried out in a spirit of irony 
or parody yet so as to preclude rational comprehension and aesthetic evaluation. With postmodern-
ism, then, most anything goes, and art is what it is said to be. Artistic democracy is the order of the 
day, as opposed to the cultural aristocracy once championed by the modernist avant-garde. A good 
example of postmodernist art is Charles Moore’s Piaza d’Italia (Italy Square). As Laurie Schneider 
Adams sympathetically points out, the square is an exercise in postmodernist eclecticism, combining 
“Classical, Renaissance, and Baroque architectural forms, enlivened by the light and color possibili-
ties of twentieth-century technology” (A History of Western Art, 5th ed. [New York: McGraw-Hill, 
2011], 556). If these diverse formal elements do not seem to us to fit together comfortably, it may 
well be because they are not supposed to: lingering attachment to the idea that certain styles of art 
are demonstrably superior to others is subtly undermined by this sort of discomfiting, “deconstruc-
tive” eclecticism. For a discussion of postmodernism that highlights the differences between it and 
modernism and shows how clarity about those differences helps us understand postmodernist art, see 
Butler, Postmodernism. For an insightful critical assessment of postmodernism from the perspective 
of classical political philosophy, see Thomas L. Pangle, The Ennobling of Democracy: The Challenge of 
the Postmodern Era (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), esp. 19–68.
5  Gay, Modernism, 29–30.
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ingly similar observation was made by the German patrician Harry Kessler in 
his diary well over a century ago: “There is probably no twenty-to-thirty-year-
old tolerably educated man in Germany today who does not owe to Nietzsche 
a part of his worldview, or has not been more or less influenced by him.”6

The New Weimar catalog goes even further than either Kessler or Gay 
does: it declares, categorically and with the utmost simplicity, that “Nietzsche 
was the philosopher of modernism.”

From the time of Kessler’s diary entry to the dates of the publication of 
Gay’s Modernism and, a decade later, the New Weimar catalog, a good deal 
has been written about Nietzsche’s influence on various aspects of culture 
that would seem to bear out the foregoing comments of those two highly 
learned and insightful individuals. To speak only of the time period from 
the fin de siècle to the end of World War I—which includes the heyday of 
modernism—in the area of music, Richard Strauss’s symphonic poem Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, the Strauss-Hofmannsthal opera Elektra, Gustav Mahler’s 
Third Symphony (which Mahler himself at one point entitled The Gay Science, 
after Nietzsche’s book of that title), Alexander Scriabin’s Poem of Ecstasy, and 
Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, for instance, have been identified as bearing a deep 
Nietzschean imprint. As for literature, the list of novels, plays, and poems 
of which the same can be said is endless: George Bernard Shaw’s Man and 
Superman, August Strindberg’s Miss Julie, Frank Wedekind’s Spring Awaken-
ing, Olha Kobylianska’s Princess, Thomas Mann’s Toni Kroger and Death in 
Venice, Herman Hesse’s Demian, André Gide’s Immoralist, and the poetry 
of Stefan George, Rainer Maria Rilke, Alexander Blok, and William Butler 
Yeats are just a few outstanding examples.

In the domain of the visual arts, Nietzsche is frequently said to have influ-
enced, in style or content or both, Symbolist, Fauve, Expressionist, Cubist, 
Futurist, and Surrealist artists. Here such names as Ludwig von Hofmann, 
Henri Matisse, Ernst L. Kirchner, Wassily Kandinsky, Max Beckmann, Otto 
Dix, Pablo Picasso, David Burliuk, Giorgio de Chirico, Salvador Dali, and 
Andre Masson, to mention just a few, spring to mind.

All too often, however, the scholarly literature is sparing of details, at best 
mentioning only in passing the influence of a few of Nietzsche’s key ideas 
from works such as The Birth of Tragedy, The Gay Science, and Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra, and at worst doing no more than dropping his name, in neither 

6  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), 128.
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case providing sufficient supporting arguments or documentary evidence. 
This is especially true of scholarly discussion of Nietzsche’s influence on the 
visual arts. Even Gay has little to offer here: in the chapter of Modernism 
that deals with modernist painting and sculpture, while discussing Edvard 
Munch’s artwork he limits himself to the rather vague, bland remark that 
Munch’s “lifelong preoccupation with nonconformist authors like Kierkeg-
aard, Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche, still widely treated as outside the cultural 
mainstream, only strengthened his subversive worldview.”7 And he com-
pletely ignores the Nietzschean aspects of any of the other artists discussed 
therein. This chariness on Gay’s part is disappointing, given his earlier claim 
regarding the magnitude of Nietzsche’s cultural impact.

The problem may well be that, because works of visual art are not literary 
texts, their meaning, and the influence on them of ideas from literary sources, 
are more difficult to decipher than in the case of poetry, fiction, or drama. 
(The same difficulty may be said to apply to musical works such as Mahler’s 
purportedly Nietzschean Third Symphony.) This problem may have been 
compounded by the carelessness with which scholars have typically made 
connections between Nietzschean themes and specific works of visual art.8 
Nevertheless, although difficult, it is possible to make a far more solid case for 
the Nietzschean aspects of any work of art where such a case is warranted.9 
Not only possible but also, I would add, necessary, since failure to carry out 
such painstaking studies plays into the hands of all those cultural critics and 
historians who either play down or even deny any such Nietzschean influence, 
or, as in most cases, choose, for reasons not divulged, to ignore it.10

7  Gay, Modernism, 119.
8  For a similar explanation, see C. Short, “Friedrich Nietzsche and German Expressionist Art,” vol. 1 
(PhD diss., University of Essex, 1993), introduction.
9  Short’s work cited in the preceding note shows as much.
10  Consider N. F. Cantor, The American Century: Varieties of Culture in Modern Times (New York: 
HarperPerennial, 1998). Filled as the book is with insights and thought-provoking observations and 
interpretations, in his twenty-page discussion of modernism in the visual arts, Cantor can muster 
only the following meager remark on Nietzsche’s influence therein: “Of course there was an element 
of Nietzschean philosophy in dadaism and surrealism, but they would probably have said the same 
things without Nietzsche” (101–2). This, despite his earlier claim (12) that Nietzsche’s “vision of the 
undiscovered country, of transcendence, and of a cultural revolution of momentous and unimagi-
nable consequences is perhaps his greatest contribution to laying the background for modernism.”
 I suspect that the regnant division of labor and emphasis on specialization in academia is a big part 
of the problem here. As one surveys the relevant scholarly literature, one gets the distinct impression 
that relatively few art historians have received an education in the history of philosophy deep enough 
to enable them to successfully make the kinds of connections between philosophy and art I am 
talking about. Nor is the situation helped by the fact that few historians of philosophy have received 
much of an education in art history. There are, however, mildly encouraging signs of a reversal of this 
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To reiterate a point made in the first part of this essay, one of the virtues of 
New Weimar is that, unlike many scholarly works on the subject, it attempts, 
with some success, to spell out in greater detail the influence of certain 
Nietzschean ideas on various modernist works of art. Yet, notwithstanding 
its achievement, a good deal more needed to be done to demonstrate and 
clarify that influence, especially given the catalog’s bold claim that “Fried-
rich Nietzsche was the philosopher of modernism.” And because the existing 
scholarship supplies far too little solid material with which to build a case for 
any such claim, the authors of the catalog could not get themselves off the 
hook by contending that their intention was only to expand on or reinforce a 
case already convincingly made in that scholarship.

Here I attempt to advance the process of making up that shortfall, by 
providing a close, detailed analysis of the Nietzschean aspects of Edvard 
Munch’s works of art dealt with in the catalog, where possible availing myself 
of its relevant insights. Why Munch? I agree with the catalog’s premise that 
Munch was one of the key progenitors of aesthetic modernism in the visual 
arts. Furthermore, we must keep in mind that Nietzsche influenced the over-
all sensibility and world outlook of succeeding generations not only directly, 
through his writings, but also indirectly, through a great number of creative 
individuals working in a variety of cultural media, one of which was the 
visual arts. In my view (which I hope the ensuing discussion will begin to 
bear out), few if any artists, modernist or postmodernist, played as great a role 
in mediating and shaping that Nietzschean influence via the visual arts as did 
Munch through The Scream, the Friedrich Nietzsche portrait, The Sun, and 
numerous other works of art. He accomplished this partly by illuminating, 
in unique, thought-provoking if perhaps not always entirely accurate ways, 
various aspects of Nietzsche’s philosophy for those succeeding generations.

Munch’s Zarathustrian Paintings: Toward the Light

Munch was one of the earliest visual artists to be deeply influenced by 
Nietzsche’s philosophy. In her biography of Nietzsche, Sue Prideaux states 
that it was August Strindberg who first introduced Munch to Nietzsche’s 
works, and furthermore suggests that the iconic painting Scream attests 
to the “profound effect” on Munch of his encounter with the iconoclastic 

lamentable trend, with potential, favorable consequences for art history (and naturally for the study 
of the humanities as a whole). Among these signs we can count the growing interest in interdisciplin-
ary studies and regeneration of liberal education at the undergraduate level. Liberal education is, of 
course, not to be confused with a one-sided exposure only to contemporary postmodern, poststruc-
turalist, etc., ways of theorizing about all things cultural.
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German philosopher’s writings.11 According to the catalog (33), the Nietzs-
chean interpretation of Munch’s art advanced by Stanisław Przybyszewski 
(an eccentric Polish intellectual who also helped found the distinguished 
German arts journal Pan) served to “[fortify] the painter’s own Nietzschean 
sense of self,” as shown by the latter’s Self-Portrait with Lyre (1897), about 
which more in due course.

In analyzing Munch’s Nietzschean artwork featured in the catalog, we 
first take up the 1914 sketch in lithographic crayon titled Towards the Light.12 
This sketch was among many that Munch produced while working on a 
monumental cycle of canvases for the University Aula in Oslo. The catalog 
describes the sketch thus:

A giant nude stands on the right side of the composition in front of a 
towering rock formation and addresses with raised arms the sun ris-
ing dramatically above the sea. The brightness is overwhelming, the 
glimmering light refracts the landscape as well as the human figure 
into yellow, orange, blue and green spots. The heroic nude greeting 
the sun, and with it an upcoming new age, is ostentatiously inspired 
by Nietzsche’s Zarathustrian wanderer, his solitary experience in the 
high mountains and his celebration of the rising sun. For Munch, 
human learning and the future of civilization were bent to a Nietzs-
chean perspective. (112)

Here Schütze points rather obliquely to a link between the sketch and 
Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, leaving us to infer that he has in mind 
the Prologue to Zarathustra. In the first section of the Prologue, we read that 
Zarathustra has been living in solitude in a cave atop a high mountain for ten 
years, but that one day he rises at dawn and, “greeting the sun,” announces 
his intention to “go under,” to go down or descend to “man.” He says that 
he “wants to become man again,” evidently for the purpose of sharing with 
humanity his newfound “wisdom.” A little later in the Prologue we find out 
what that wisdom consists in, for we witness Zarathustra proclaiming, to the 
people gathering in the marketplace of a nearby town, that God has died and 
the “Übermensch shall be the meaning of the earth.” Thus Schütze is also 
right to interpret the “rising sun” celebrated by Zarathustra as symbolizing 

11  Sue Prideaux, I Am Dynamite! A Life of Nietzsche (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2018), 355. Her 
comment on The Scream is worth quoting in full: “It captured the zeitgeist as nothing else: Munch has 
produced the definitive icon of existential terror on contemplating the consequences of the death of 
God, and the subsequent responsibility of man to find meaning and significance to life.”
12  Once again, to assist understanding of the works of art discussed herein, I urge the reader to con-
sult images of them readily available on the Internet, using the information about them (e.g., titles and 
dates of production) supplied in the text.
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“an upcoming new age,” quite possibly meaning (as the reader is left to 
deduce) the age of the Übermensch.

But Schütze also adds that this sketch is one of a number of sketches 
done around the oil painting The Sun, which was to be a central canvas in 
the University of Oslo Aula cycle (which as a whole, he explains, “is imbued 
with Nietzschean thinking and imagery”) (112). This is an important bit of 
information, because it clearly raises an interesting possibility regarding the 
symbolic meaning of the rising sun in still other oils that are part of the Oslo 
cycle, such as Men Turned towards the Sun (1911–16), Women Turned towards 
the Sun (1911–16), and even in The Sun (1911–16) itself. Could it be that in at 
least some of these other works, too, the rising sun symbolizes the dawning 
of a new era, the era of the Übermensch, as Schütze may be taken to indicate?

Munch and the Übermensch

In his writings Munch does not speak explicitly of the influence of the 
Nietzschean idea of the Übermensch on his artwork. Questions thus arise 
regarding his understanding and use of the idea therein.

That Munch was, early in his life, aware of Nietzsche’s idea of the 
Übermensch can hardly be doubted. As Nietzsche scholars Carol Diethe and 
Sue Prideaux claim, by the mid-1890s, keen interest in this idea was wide-
spread among the European intelligentsia, including men of letters such as 
Georg Brandes and August Strindberg, with both of whom Munch carried 
on a lively intellectual intercourse.13 Like Munch, Brandes and Strindberg 
belonged to an intellectual circle in Berlin known as Zum Schwarzen Ferkel, 
as Schütze points out (32). It is difficult to believe that the idea never came 
up as a topic of conversation among these men in any of their gatherings. 
Moreover, it is held by a goodly number of Munch scholars that he admired 
Nietzsche and was generally well acquainted with his philosophy, and as 
indicated below, we have primary-source evidence that Munch had some 

13  Carol Diethe, The A to Z of Nietzscheanism (Toronto: Scarecrow, 2007), introduction, esp. xxi and 
passim. See also Prideaux, I Am Dynamite!, 352–55, esp. 352, where she states: “The Übermensch, rather 
than the will to power, was the concept that made Zarathustra such a cult text at the end of the century.” 
 As is readily apparent from his book on Nietzsche, which includes his influential essay on 
aristocratic radicalism, Georg Brandes was on the whole well-disposed to Nietzsche’s idea of the 
Übermensch. He seems to have equated Nietzsche’s Übermensch with “a human species higher and 
stronger than that which now surrounds us,” its greatness shining forth in the works of artistic and 
philosophical geniuses such as Ibsen and Nietzsche himself (Brandes, Friedrich Nietzsche, 46 and 
passim). Brandes perceived Zarathustra, with its pronouncements on the Übermensch, as a crucial 
moment in Nietzsche’s larger endeavor to promote the rise of an “aristocracy of intellect that could 
seize the dominion of the world” (53), a goal Brandes too appears to have embraced wholeheartedly.
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knowledge of Zarathustra, where the idea of the Übermensch is introduced 
early and taken up again and again.

What is not nearly as easy to determine is how Munch understood 
that idea in Nietzsche, and whether he adhered to it so understood or felt 
compelled to modify it, according to his own best lights, for his own artistic 
purposes. Here I can offer only my surmise.

In his Friedrich Nietzsche portrait (discussed in greater depth below), 
we see Munch depicting Nietzsche, whom he labels “Zarathustra’s poet,” as 
“somewhat over life-size.”14 The nude figure reaching towards the sun in the 
sketch Towards the Light is portrayed as a giant, as Schütze observes (112–13). 
This reminds us of the giant nude male figure in Ernst Moritz Geyger’s etch-
ing Der Riese (The Giant),15 which Munch likely came across when in Weimar 
or Berlin (and through his associations with Julius Meier-Graefe and Kessler, 
both at one time or another heavily involved with Pan). It is reasonable to 
surmise that, for Munch and Geyger both, the gigantine aspect of these fig-
ures symbolizes their greatness, which reaches its apogee in the Übermensch. 
The nakedness of those figures might be taken to point in the same direction, 
reflecting Zarathustra’s thought that “if [we] were gods, then [we] might be 
ashamed of our clothes.”16 That is to say, Munch’s Übermensch (like Geyger’s) 
would be characterized by unsurpassed, even godlike and hence superhu-
man, beauty and nobility.

The nakedness is also suggestive of the Übermensch’s embracement of 
nature and life in all of their aspects, the exact opposite of the Last Man’s anti-
nature and anti-life attitudes, which spring from ressentiment. In this crucial 
respect as well Munch’s Übermensch would coincide with Nietzsche’s, who 
affirms all of existence, with all of its pain and suffering, in a spirit of amor 
fati.17 (For that matter, Munch’s journals and other writings contain remarks 
that echo Nietzsche’s amor fati.)18

14  Reinhold Heller, Munch: His Life and Work (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 188.
15  Published in Pan 1, no. 2 (1895–96). See New Weimar, 88–89. For Geyger’s Der Riese as an image of 
Nietzsche’s Übermensch, see Steven E. Aschheim, The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany 1890–1990 (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1992), 32.
16  Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Pen-
guin Books, 1954), 168. In this connection it is also worth pointing out that, according to Prideaux, 
the “giant nude statue” Kessler planned on having Aristide Maillol sculpt for the Nietzsche memorial 
in Weimar was intended to “[symbolize] the Übermensch” (I Am Dynamite!, 370, emphasis added).
17  Amor fati and eternal recurrence are said to be aspects of the Dionysian faith: see, for instance, 
Portable Nietzsche, 554, 563.
18  See, for instance, The Private Journals of Edvard Munch, ed. and trans. J. Gill Holland (Madison: 
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Yet at times there do seem to be differences between Munch’s concep-
tion of the Übermensch and Nietzsche’s. If, as I suggest above, the painting 
Women Reaching towards the Sun in the Oslo Aula cycle is any indication, 
in Munch’s view, contrary to Nietzsche’s, women too could exemplify the 
Übermensch. (Indeed, one has only to think of Carmen, Salome, Lulu!)19 In 
this respect, Munch’s thinking seems in line with that of many other mod-
ernist artists and writers—E. L. Kirchner (consider his Tight-Rope Walker), 
Isadora Duncan, O. Kobylianska, and Frank Wedekind, to name only a few.20

Furthermore, it is not entirely clear what if any is the difference between 
higher humanity and the Übermensch in Munch’s view, a difference which 
(as we shall soon see) Nietzsche went to great lengths to articulate in the 
fourth part of Zarathustra, and which is arguably alluded to in Geyger’s Der 
Riese.21 There are times when Munch sounds as though no such difference 
exists, suggesting that his conception of the Übermensch or human greatness 
is a good deal more democratic or egalitarian than Nietzsche’s. A case in 
point is his comment that the overarching theme of the Oslo Aula artwork 
(which includes the lithographic sketch titled Towards the Light discussed 
above) is “humanity as it strives toward the light, the sun, revelation, light 
in times of darkness.”22 Whatever the exact meaning of this phrase, it can be 
plausibly taken to signify a greatly elevated intellectual or spiritual condition 
that will eventually be within the reach of the general run of humankind.23 
For Munch this notion could even have a Darwinistic aspect, according 
to which the Übermensch is a future stage in the evolutionary biological 

University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 18, 20–21, 25, 61, 78–79. Cf. the quotations from Munch’s 
writings in J. Howe, “Nocturnes: The Music of Melancholy and the Mysteries of Love and Death,” in 
Psyche, Symbol and Expression, ed. J. Howe (Chesnut Hill, MA: McMullin Museum of Art–Boston 
College, 2001), 57; and M. J. Strawser II, “Dionysian Painting: A Nietzschean Interpretation of 
Munch,” Journal of Art History 61, no. 2 (1992): 167–70.
19  The case for Frank Wedekind’s (and by implication Alban Berg’s?) Lulu as an Übermensch of a kind 
is made in Naomi Ritter, Art as Spectacle: Images of the Entertainer since Romanticism (Columbia: 
University of Missouri Press, 1989), 114–17. One of several thought-provoking aspects of Ritter’s dis-
cussion is her comparison of Wedekind’s Lulu with Georges Bizet’s Carmen and the Salome of Oscar 
Wilde and others.
20  For Wedekind, see the preceding note. For Duncan and other Nietzschean women-artists as, or 
on the subject of, female Übermenschen, see Aschheim, Nietzsche Legacy, 61–63. The case for the 
protagonist of Kobylianska’s Princess, Natalka Verkovychivna, as a female Übermensch is persuasively 
made in Y. V. Ladygina, “Narrating the Self in the Mass Age: Olha Kobylianska in the European Fin-
de-Siècle and Its Aftermath, 1886–1936” (PhD diss., University of California San Diego, 2013).
21  The wings and gigantine size of the giant indicate that he is more than human, higher even than the 
highest of humans (New Weimar, 89).
22  Quoted in Heller, Munch: His Life and Work, 209.
23  See, for instance, Pascal Rousseau, “Radiation: Metabolizing the ‘New Rays,’” in Edvard Munch: 
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process as a whole.24 Such ideas make one wonder whether Munch’s read-
ing of Nietzsche’s philosophy, including his concept of the Übermensch, was 
largely that of a late adherent of the nineteenth-century Religion of Progress.

The Modern Eye, ed. Angela Lampe and Clément Chéroux (London: Tate, 2012), 160–69.
 A thorough analysis of the entire Oslo Aula cycle would, I hypothesize, considerably strengthen 
the case for the coming of the Übermensch as a major theme of the cycle; and in addition would give 
greater definition to Munch’s notion of the Übermensch. For comments regarding the links among 
Nietzsche’s philosophy, Munch’s 1906 Friedrich Nietzsche portrait, and the Oslo cycle that may be taken 
to lend credence to my hypothesis, see Øystein Ustvedt, “Edvard Munch’s Portraits: Artistic Platform 
and Source of Renewal,” in Edvard Munch 1863–1944, ed. M. B. Guleng, B. Sauge, and J.-O. Steihaug 
(New York: Skira-Rizzoli, 2013), 239–40. Also suggestive in this connection are the discussions of the 
cycle in C. Gilman, texts for “Catalogue of Plates,” in Edvard Munch: The Modern Life of the Soul, ed. 
K. McShine (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2006), 215–16; and Heller, Munch, 205–9. A complete 
analysis of the Oslo cycle along the lines indicated here would easily fill the pages of a short book.
 It is important to get as clear as possible on how, and to what effect, Nietzsche’s idea of the 
Übermensch made its way from the high culture of fin-de-siècle Europe, through Nazi and Fascist 
ideology, to post–World War II popular culture. Herewith a few exploratory remarks on the subject. 
For many modernists besides Munch, I argue below, the term “Übermensch” signified some form of 
greatness or outstanding nobility, as in the case of artistic genius. The Nazis bastardized the idea in 
the extreme when they incorporated it into their ideology of Aryan racial supremacy. In American 
popular culture after the Second World War, the Übermensch (first exemplified by the comic-book 
hero Superman, who doubles as the mild-mannered reporter Clark Kent) becomes in every way an 
ordinary person, with average tastes and conventional beliefs, standing out only on account of his 
extraordinary physical powers miraculously come by, which he or she devotes entirely to the fight for 
justice democratically conceived and the defense of the common man. In contrast to Nietzsche’s, this 
Übermensch is thoroughly domesticated and well suited to a democratic society. That does not change 
much with more recent science-fiction treatments of the Transhuman (Übermensch by another 
name). Perhaps the latter’s mental powers are more acute than those of his predecessor. Otherwise, 
the one major change is that the Transhuman’s extraordinary powers are explained in a seemingly 
more intelligible, because more sciencey, manner, i.e., in terms of hyper-advanced AI, robotics, or 
genetic engineering (courtesy of Ray Kurzweil, Gregory Stock, Lee Silver, and other theorizers of that 
ilk). True, more often now than before, we encounter in Hollywood movies villains with superhuman 
powers, but those villains are merely arch-criminals and as such a far cry from the potentially greatly 
more threatening, deeply thoughtful, and highly articulate foes of modern democratic society and 
culture epitomized by Nietzsche’s Übermensch. The postwar democratization and domestication 
of the Übermensch can also be partly understood as a strong reaction against the Nazis’ diabolical 
distortion of the idea. What remains intriguing is the continuing fascination with the idea in Western, 
especially American, popular culture and quasi-scientific speculation. One wonders to what extent it 
has to do with the decline of the old, God-centered religion, as Nietzsche seemed to think.
24  Like so many artists, writers, and intellectuals of his time, Munch was also well acquainted with 
the progressive, pantheistic biological monism of Ernst Haeckel, with its strongly Darwinistic color-
ing; apparently Munch even fused Haeckelian with Nietzschean themes in his art, much as Strindberg 
and Przybyszewski did in theirs. The inspiration for this Nietzsche-Haeckel intermixture could well 
have come from Sigbjørn Obstfelder, a Norwegian poet and essayist who was “one of Munch’s closest 
intellectual and artistic associates” (see Patricia G. Berman, “Edvard Munch’s ‘Modern Life of the 
Soul,’” in McShine, Munch, 39–41). For information regarding the thought of Ernst Haeckel, see his 
Monism as Connecting Religion and Science, trans. J. Gilchrist (CreateSpace Independent Publishing 
Platform, 2016); and Georgy S. Levit and Uwe Hossfeld, “Ernst Haeckel in the History of Biology,” 
Current Biology 29, no. 24 (2019): 1276–84. For explanation and criticism of the “Darwinistic” inter-
pretation of Nietzsche’s conception of the Übermensch, see Walter Kaufmann, Nietzsche: Philosopher, 
Psychologist, Antichrist, 4th ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1974), 8, 66, 118, 131, 143, 
149, 175, 311–13, 317n8, 328. 
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On the other hand, his oil painting The Geniuses (1909) suggests that 
perhaps Munch, inspired by Brandes’s reading of Nietzsche, espied the 
Übermensch in certain artistic and philosophical geniuses. (Note the solid-
ity and gigantine proportions of the three geniuses, in contrast to the wispy 
smallness of some ordinary humans at different points in the background.) 
According to art historian Paul Barolsky, Nietzsche had modeled his idea 
of the Übermensch on the great Italian artist Michelangelo; this led to great 
artists being identified, or identifying themselves, with the Übermensch. An 
outstanding example of the latter was Pablo Picasso;25 Max Klinger’s sculp-
ture Beethoven, which (as Paul Kühn maintained) represents the composer 
as “superhuman,” was an instance of the former (29).26 Schütze convincingly 
argues that in his Der Riese etching Geyger identifies himself with the giant 
(88).27 If the giant, in addition to symbolizing Nietzsche, as Schütze further 
suggests, also symbolizes Nietzsche’s Übermensch, as I contend, then it fol-
lows that Geyger too viewed himself in those terms. Munch’s according of 
Übermensch status to Ibsen and Nietzsche (whom he took to be a poet as 
well as a singer-prophet), and maybe even to himself,28 would then have been 

25  Paul Barolsky, Michelangelo’s Nose: A Myth and Its Maker (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1990), 151–56.
26  American cultural critic James Huneker appears to have regarded numerous nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century poets, novelists, and playwrights as “Supermen”: see his Egoists: A Book of Super-
men—Stendhal, Baudelaire, Flaubert, Anatole France, Huysmans, Barres, Nietzsche, Blake, Ibsen, 
Stirner, and Ernest Hello (New York: Scribner’s, 1909). Short informs us that Kandinsky, in a letter to 
Schoenberg dated April 24, 1923, says, “We should strive to be ‘supermen.’ That is the duty of the few” 
(“Nietzsche and German Expressionist Art,” section 3, “Nietzsche and Expressionism,” subsection 
2, “Der Blaue Reiter”). For further discussion of the tendency on the part of artists in the 1890s and 
after to equate Übermensch and Artist, see C. Cernuschi, “Sex and Psyche, Nature and Nurture, the 
Personal and the Political: Edvard Munch and German Expressionism,” in Howe, Psyche, Symbol and 
Expression, 139–40; and Aschheim, Nietzsche Legacy, 61, 65–66, 70–71.
27  Schütze states: “As one of [the dwarves] tears a garland off the base he uncovers Geyger’s signature 
‘E.M.G.95,’ thereby emphasizing the artist’s strong identification with the giant.” But of course, as 
pointed out in the first part of this study, the giant turns out on Schütze’s reading to be Nietzsche.
28  Munch biographer Reinhold Heller (Munch, 189) suggests that Munch may be identifying himself 
with Nietzsche in his 1906 Nietzsche painting. According to the catalog, Munch is self-identifying 
with Nietzsche in his Self-Portrait with Lyre (New Weimar, 33, 106–7). Given also that in some of his 
artwork he portrays Nietzsche as an Übermensch, Munch therewith implicitly puts himself in the 
same category, or at least invites his viewers to consider him in the same light: cf. Cernuschi, “Munch 
and German Expressionism,” in Howe, Psyche, Symbol and Expression, 139–40. Munch may have 
been inspired thereto by the example of Geyger. Evidently some commentators on his work, such 
as Stanisław Przybyszewski and Gösta Svenaeus, did indeed regard Munch in that light. In Przy-
byszewski’s case, we can infer as much from Cernuschi (139) as well as Per Faxneld, “Esotericism in 
Modernity, and the Lure of the Occult Elite: The Seekers of the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel Circle,” in Vige-
land and Munch, ed. Trine Otte Bak Nielsen (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015), 101; and 
consider Faxneld in conjunction with Przybyszewski, “On the Paths of the Soul: Gustav Vigeland,” 
and “The Work of Edvard Munch,” also in Nielsen, Vigeland and Munch. For Svenaeus, see Strawser, 
“Dionysian Painting,” 166.
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perfectly in keeping with this turn-of-century development.29 But in that 
case, Munch’s notion of the Übermensch, like both Nietzsche’s notion and 
Brandes’s reading of it, would have had a more aristocratic or elitist thrust, 
and would have been difficult to square with the Religion of Progress.

If we wish to attribute to Munch’s artwork at the very least intimations of 
some robust notion of the Übermensch, then we may be expected to offer an 
explanation of why he himself does not remark on that explicitly in his let-
ters, journals, or notebooks. One possible answer is that he is not compelled 
to, and his failure to do so does not entitle us to conclude that the idea had no 
meaning for him, since it does not rule out the possibility that the idea finds 
more than adequate expression in his artistic corpus. It would then be up to 
the careful interpreter of his artwork to find and understand the idea therein, 
just as it is up to the careful reader of a major play, novel, poem, or musical 
composition to find and understand it in the work, even when the idea is not 
explicitly mentioned but only implicitly woven into the fabric of the work.

An example of that sort of thoughtful, penetrating reading of Munch’s 
painting The Sun was arguably provided by the composer Richard Strauss. 
According to Munch biographer Sue Prideaux, “[the] power of the sight” so 
vividly captured in the painting “called to mind some of Munch’s favorite 
texts,” among them Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Prideaux goes on to 
say that on seeing the painting (in Oslo in 1917 at a performance of his own 
music, it turns out) Strauss “exclaimed that it corresponded exactly to what 
he was trying to do in terms of music.”30 Which of his works of music Strauss 
was referring to Prideaux does not say, but we may reasonably suppose that 
his tone poem Thus Spake Zarathustra (1896) was among them.31 His aim 
in composing the work was “to convey in music an idea of the evolution of 
the human race from its origin, through the various phases of development, 
religious as well as scientific, up to Nietzsche’s idea of the Superman.”32 From 
these facts taken together we may perhaps gather that Strauss interpreted 
Munch’s Sun, in the context of the Oslo cycle in its totality (which includes 
paintings such as Towards the Light, discussed above), as symbolizing the 
dawn of the era of the Übermensch.

29  Note, however, that he apparently includes the philosopher Socrates in that august company as well.
30  Sue Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005), 276.
31  Cf. Richard Cohen, Chasing the Sun: The Epic Story of the Star That Gives Us Life (Toronto: Simon & 
Schuster, 2011).
32  John Williamson, Strauss: Also Sprach Zarathustra (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 28.
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A second reason for Munch’s reticence about the Übermensch in his writ-
ings may have been prudential reserve. The world outlook of the European 
cultural and political elites of the time was by and large still very traditionalist 
or conservative, which in the field of the visual arts translated into academi-
cism. The rise of the Übermensch, to be preceded by centuries of social strife 
and even wars waged on a global scale by a European planetary aristocracy—
such a scenario, widely associated with the name of Nietzsche, would have 
been anathema to most of Europe’s ruling class.33 Munch, although willing to 
challenge cultural orthodoxy, might well have believed that there was only so 
far he could go explicitly before committing artistic suicide, and that to speak 
openly and sympathetically of the Übermensch in any sense of the term which 
could directly link him to Nietzsche would come at just such a price.34

33  As Munch was surely aware, Zarathustra makes abundantly clear Nietzsche’s expectation that his 
idea of the Übermensch would sit ill with the vast majority of his contemporaries, regardless of their 
social standing. That Nietzsche was right to have this expectation is attested by the fact that Max 
Nordau’s book Degeneration (1892), in which Nietzsche’s concept of the Übermensch and other key 
philosophical ideas are explained as the product of “illusions of sense and diseased organic processes,” 
was popular enough to be “quickly translated into numerous languages”: Aschheim, Nietzsche Legacy, 
28, 29. For a discussion of the early reception of Nietzsche’s philosophy in Germany, including anti-
Nietzschean sentiments such as those voiced in Nordau’s book, see ibid., 24–29. 
34  Here we hit upon the issue of esotericism, dissimulation, reserve, and the like in painting. I have in 
mind not the esotericism associated with various strands of occultism springing from Neoplatonist, 
Hermeticist, and Theosophical sources, but rather esotericism of the politico-philosophical kind 
identified by, among others, Francis Bacon, John Toland, Friedrich Lange, and, most recently, Leo 
Strauss and his students. The presence of esotericism of the latter kind in the visual arts has not been 
delved into with anything like the rigor and depth that its presence in philosophy and literature 
has been, yet in my opinion it should be. A fine example of the type of study called for is Steven A. 
Mansbach, “Pieter Bruegel’s Tower of Babel,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 45, no. 1 (1982): 43–56. 
Another, earlier example is Howard B. White, “Rembrandt and the Human Condition,” in Antiquity 
Forgot: Essays on Shakespeare, Bacon, and Rembrandt (Boston: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978). Short points 
out that Expressionist artist Frans Marc, who collaborated with Kandinsky in producing the almanac 
Der Blaue Reiter, believed “an esotericism was unavoidable, even desirable,” meaning (I take it) a 
politico-philosophical esotericism (“Nietzsche and German Expressionist Art,” section 3, subsection 
2). Helpful insights can also be gleaned from Nietzsche’s comment on Raphael’s Sistine Madonna in 
The Wanderer and His Shadow, aph. 73; and Walter Pater’s thought-provoking studies of Renaissance 
artists, including Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Raphael. This is the subject of a future essay 
entitled “On a Forgotten Kind of Painting?”
 To return briefly to Munch, one gathers from art historian Per Faxneld that, perhaps prompted 
thereto by Przybyszewski and Strindberg, Munch took an active interest in esotericism of the 
nineteenth-century occultist variety (“Esotericism in Modernity,” 100). Taking Faxneld as a point of 
departure, it seems reasonable to hypothesize that Munch was at least vaguely aware of and even to 
an extent also practiced the other type of esotericism referred to above—more so since the two kinds 
are not mutually exclusive. Przybyszewski would very likely have concurred with this hypothesis: 
see his two articles “Vigeland” and “Munch,” in Nielsen, Vigeland and Munch, esp. 74 and 79 in the 
first, and 91 in the second. Consider, too, the following comment by Svenaeus, quoted in Strawser, 
“Dionysian Painting,” 166: “He possessed in high degree what he called ‘the giving virtue.’ Munch 
never let anyone into his life. He jealously watched over his personality’s integrity, while he ruthlessly 
surrendered himself. But the public also made it clear for him that ‘the person who doesn’t make any 
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In any event, the absence of explicit mention of the Übermensch concept 
in any of his works of art or written remarks on them does not warrant the 
conclusion that Munch would have no truck with, or had no use for, the idea.35 

mystery of himself, [he] arouses evil blood,’ because the people fear nudity and don’t want to know the 
truth about themselves.” In a letter to the person who commissioned his 1906 Nietzsche portrait (see 
note 38 below), Munch offers one possible, and seemingly innocuous or “safe,” interpretation of the 
work’s meaning, and then raises the possibility of at least one other interpretation, but without telling 
us what that might be. It is not unreasonable to suppose that he leaves it to the searching viewer of the 
painting to figure it out (as I attempt to do below).
 Let us dwell a moment longer on the possibility of Munchian esotericism. The last two sentences 
of the passage in question from the above-mentioned letter read as follows: “I have depicted him as 
Zarathustra’s poet among mountains in his lair; he stands on his veranda and looks down into a valley 
while the sun rises over the mountains. One can think of the place where he speaks of standing in the 
light but wishing to be in shadow, but it is also possible to think of much else.” Prideaux (Behind the 
Scream, 232) and Heller (Munch, 188) both assume that the “place” Munch is alluding to is in Zara-
thustra, but neither offers any textual evidence for this prima facie perfectly reasonable assumption. 
The problem is that a search through the text turns up no passage corresponding to the description 
of Zarathustra as “standing in the light but wishing to be in shadow.” Two inferences are possible: 
either Munch is not a particularly careful reader of Nietzsche, or he is being deliberately opaque or 
deceptive, that is, he is dissembling. Because, pace our deconstructionist friends, we really have no 
compelling reason not to, let us give Munch the benefit of the doubt and go with the second possible 
inference. Consider also that the description itself, if interpreted figuratively, suggests that Nietzsche 
(like Zarathustra) wishes his teaching to remain at least partially hidden or obscured from view. For 
that interpretation there is ample support, not in some one place only, be it in Zarathustra or else-
where, as Munch appears to mean, but in a number of Nietzsche’s writings, especially the later ones: 
see, for instance, A. Melzer, Philosophy between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), esp. “Appendix: A Chronological Compilation of Testimonial 
Evidence for Esotericism,” https://press.uchicago.edu/sites/melzer/melzer_appendix.pdf, 92–94; L. 
Lampert, Nietzsche and Modern Times: A Study of Bacon, Descartes, and Nietzsche (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1993), 306–10, 342; and Brandes, Nietzsche, 51–52.
 The true but partially obscured meaning of Munch’s description could hence be that Nietzsche 
communicates his teaching (“the light”) in a way that keeps it hidden (“in shadow”) especially from 
those who cannot understand and benefit from it, which is to say that he practices a form of esoteri-
cism. If, then, what Munch is up to here, is conveying the fact of Nietzschean esotericism in a manner 
that involves a measure of deception and dissembling, as I tentatively suggest, it would seem to follow 
that he is imitating his philosophical hero in this respect, too, and thereby affirming his own need 
for and recourse to esotericism, in his writings as well as his artwork. One of the merits of this line of 
argument is that it offers some concrete textual support for the general point about Munch’s esoteri-
cism made by Svenaeus and others.
35  “In 1938, between the two World Wars, Munch was questioned by the Norwegian art-historian 
Harry Fett as to the meaning of his Nietzsche-portrait. Munch, who seldom explained his art, 
answered that he had tried to depict the man who predicted it all—past tragedies, and the tragedies 
about to arrive. In 1940, at the outbreak of World War II, Munch told his cousin Ludvig Ravensberg 
that the Germans had gone mad seeing themselves as ‘Over-humans,’ ruling an ‘Over-country’—his 
altered attitude bringing us back to the changed connotation of the Zarathustra symbols following 
the Nazi propaganda” (Hilde M. J. Rognerud, “Zarathustra-Nietzsche with Wings: Munch’s Vision 
of a Modern Philosopher” [paper delivered at the conference “Munch and Modernity,” University of 
Oslo, Jan. 12, 2012], https://www.academia.edu/4957419/). According to this comment, then, the Nazi 
abuse of the idea of the Übermensch may have changed Munch’s attitude towards certain aspects of 
Nietzsche’s philosophy late in his life. Rognerud does not say or imply that the idea had no appeal to 
Munch or no influence on his artwork earlier, say, before the Great War. In fact, his use of the phrase 
“altered attitude” taken in context suggests the contrary. Note, too, the comment’s support for the 
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For all of the reasons given above, I incline towards the view that he was not 
only sympathetic to the idea, but that it figured prominently, albeit at times 
quietly or indirectly, in a significant portion of his artwork, notwithstanding 
the difficulty of pinning down his notion of the Übermensch.

Munch’s “Zarathustrian” Paintings:  
The Friedrich Nietzsche Portrait

Moving to the 1906 Friedrich Nietzsche portrait, the catalog explains that 
in 1905 Munch was commissioned by Ernst Thiel, a wealthy Swedish indus-
trialist and Nietzsche admirer, to do a portrait of Nietzsche. After careful 
deliberation on and growing dissatisfaction with the idea of portraying 
Nietzsche in an ailing and melancholy state, Munch “discarded the idea and 
informed Forster-Nietzsche that he would instead paint Nietzsche as a Zara-
thustrian wanderer.” What he ended up producing was something far more 
monumental, an oil painting described in the catalog as follows:

[The] towering figure of Nietzsche, in a contemporary black coat, rises 
in three-quarter length in the foreground. Totally absorbed in his 
thought, his expression is grave, almost terrifying. He is standing at a 
rail, silhouetted against the pulsating ornamental lines of the brightly 
colored landscape and a glistening midday sun. A highly stylized 
image, which fuses the heroic contemporary thinker with the solitary 
Zarathustrian wanderer. (34)36

Schütze clearly perceives the painting’s connection to Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, 
but a good deal more remains to be done if we are to consolidate that connec-
tion and adequately illuminate the Nietzschean meaning of the painting.37

view that Munch was reluctant to speak candidly and plainly about the meaning of his art; in conjunc-
tion with Munch’s explicit acknowledgment of such reticence in “Edvard Munch: Notes,” in Lampe 
and Chéroux, Edvard Munch: The Modern Eye, 53.
36  The spirit of the painting and a fair bit of its detail fit rather well with the following passage 
concerning Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: “Clear sky above, open sea at the mountain’s foot, and over 
all a heaven of light, an abyss of light, an azure bell, a vaulted silence above the roaring waters and 
mighty mountain-chains. On the heights Zarathustra is alone with himself, drawing in the pure air 
in full deep breaths, alone with the rising sun, alone with the heat of noon, which does not impair the 
freshness, alone with the voices of the gleaming stars at night. / A good, deep book it is. A book that is 
bright in its joy of life, dark in its riddles, a book for spiritual mountain-climbers and dare-devils and 
for the few who are practised in the great contempt of man that loathes the crowd, and in the great 
love of man that only loathes so deeply because it has a vision of a higher, braver humanity, which it 
seeks to rear and train” (Brandes, Nietzsche, 45). At any rate, the fit seems close enough to make one 
wonder whether this passage, especially its first part (preceding the forward slash), might not have had 
some influence on Munch when he imagined and worked on the portrait. That the fit with the second 
part is also close should become apparent from my further discussion of the portrait.
37  Besides the 1906 portrait of Nietzsche in oil and the 1905–6 portrait of Nietzsche in colored chalk, 
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Take for instance the railing Nietzsche is leaning against. What is this 
supposed to be the railing of? In a letter to Thiel,38 Munch indicates that it is 
of a veranda outside his cave on which “Zarathustra’s poet” is standing. Yet it 
may also be taken to be the railing of a bridge, or at least of something strongly 
reminiscent of a bridge. Speaking in illusionistic terms, the railing appears 
too long to be one of an ordinary veranda; it seems comparable in length 
to the railing of the bridge in Munch’s Scream;39 as Prideaux maintains, the 
railings in both paintings “[run] diagonally across the canvas into infinity.”40 
This same property of both railings suggests that what we are looking at in 
the Nietzsche portrait is something very bridge-like, resembling the bridge 
in The Scream. This interpretation gains further credence from Prideaux’s 
point that the Nietzsche portrait is strikingly similar in composition to The 
Scream.41 Perhaps equally germane is the fact that, when speaking, in a cel-
ebrated and much scrutinized prose text,42 of a certain state of mind on his 
part which came to be expressed in The Scream, Munch refers to its putative 
bridge as a “road” and not a bridge, yet this has nevertheless not prevented 
commentators from interpreting the road as a “bridge”—rightly so, in my 
opinion.43 Given that in the letter to Thiel Munch also explicitly grants wide 

both three-quarter length, Munch produced a third three-quarter length portrait of Nietzsche, also 
oil on canvas, which he kept for himself (New Weimar, 33–34). Except where explicitly otherwise 
indicated, all of what is said below about the 1906 Nietzsche portrait applies also to these other two 
portraits.
38  Munch to Thiel, December 29, 1905, quoted in Heller, Munch, 188. Here is the relevant passage from 
the letter: “I have chosen to paint him [Nietzsche] monumentally and decoratively. I do not think it 
would be right for me to present him illusionistically, since I have never seen him with my outer eye. 
Therefore I have indicated my point of view by painting him over life-size. I have depicted him as 
Zarathustra’s poet among mountains in his lair; he stands on his veranda and looks down into a valley 
while the sun rises over the mountains. One can think of the place [in Thus Spake Zarathustra] where he 
speaks of standing in the light but wishing to be in shadow, but it is also possible to think of much else.”
39  For that matter, the railing in the 1905–6 chalk portrait of Nietzsche looks still more like the 
railing of the bridge in The Scream than do the railings in the two Nietzsche portraits in oil spoken 
of above. For rather like The Scream’s railing, which possesses three distinguishable, long-looking 
horizontal beams, it has two such beams, whereas the railing in each of the two Nietzsche oils has 
only one. Furthermore, Munch does not identify the railing in the chalk drawing as that of a balcony 
or veranda; he seems to leave open the possibility of thinking of it as the railing of a bridge, therewith 
encouraging us to think of the railing in the other portraits in the same way.
40  Prideaux, I Am Dynamite!, 370. In this respect the so-called veranda in the Nietzsche portrait 
contrasts starkly with the explicitly indicated finite dimensions and closed structures of the verandas 
in Munch’s “veranda” paintings, e.g., On the Veranda (1902).
41  Prideaux, Behind the Scream, 232. Her point is, of course, equally applicable to the other three-
quarter length portraits of Nietzsche.
42  Quoted in R. Heller, “‘Could Only Have Been Painted by a Madman’—Or Could It?,” in McShine, 
Munch, 18. Heller describes the text as a “prose poem” (19).
43  See M. B. Guleng, “The Narratives of The Frieze of Life: Edvard Munch’s Picture Series,” in Guleng, 
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hermeneutical latitude towards the Nietzsche portrait, I propose here to treat 
the railing contained in it as belonging to or also signifying a bridge, thereby 
making it “possible to think of much else,” as Munch says,44 when interpret-
ing the painting’s meaning.

But now, if we compare the “bridge” in the Nietzsche portrait with the 
bridges in some of Munch’s other oil paintings, for instance, the Ladies on 
the Bridge (1902, 1903, 1934–40) and Girls on the Bridge (1901, 1901, 1902, 
1927), we immediately recognize that this is no ordinary bridge. The other 
bridges are much closer to the ground, and pass over readily recognizable 
rivers or streams from one bank which one can clearly see in the background 
to the bank on the other side which one has no trouble imagining being in the 
foreground. Thus they seem intended to be taken literally, as real-life bridges. 
Not so with the bridge in the Nietzsche portrait. This one strikes us as being 
far more elevated, very much higher above the ground, as though crossing 
over to an extraordinarily high and distant place we cannot see and have dif-
ficulty imagining. One indication of this is the almost miniaturized human 
settlement visible in the distant background, far behind and below the figure 
of Nietzsche himself in the foreground.

Moreover (as in the case of the bridge in The Scream [1893, 1910?, oil and 
tempera], Anxiety [ca. 1894, oil], and Sick Mood at Sunset. Despair [1892, oil]), 
it is not exactly clear what is beneath the bridge, what it is supposed to be a 
bridge over, which suggests that it is a metaphor, or has symbolic meaning.45 
One cannot help having the thought that the crossing-over signified by this 
bridge is something on a much larger, grander scale, at a far greater height 
(in a nonphysical, metaphorical sense of scale and height), than the ordinary, 
physical crossing-over of any real-life bridge.

Sauge, and Steihaug, Munch 1863–1944, 131, 135. Note, too, the structural similarities between the 
“bridge” in The Scream and those in Munch’s other paintings with bridges, e.g., the Ladies on the 
Bridge (1902, 1903, 1934–40) and Girls on the Bridge (1901, 1901, 1902, 1927).
44  For the relevant passage in its entirety, see note 38 above.
45  Guleng too notes the symbolic meaning of the bridge in some of Munch’s artwork, e.g., Angst and 
Scream. Drawing upon the writings of Russian literary critic M. M. Bakhtin, he suggests that in such 
paintings the bridge symbolizes some major threshold, transition, or transformation in an individual’s 
psychic life (“Narratives of The Frieze of Life,” in Guleng, Sauge, and Steihaug, Munch 1863–1944, 131, 
132, 134–35). Guleng overlooks the possibility that the symbolic meaning of the bridge in Munch’s 
Nietzsche portraits may well be related to its metaphorical meaning in Nietzsche’s Zarathustra. In 
fairness to him, this could be because, like everyone else and unlike us, he does not pause to consider 
that the railing in the portraits might also signify a bridge. This, of course, would not explain his failure 
to consider the possibility of interpreting the symbolic meaning of the bridge in Angst, Despair, and 
Scream in relation to the bridge metaphor in Zarathustra: see notes 49 and 50 below.
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What, then, is all of this symbolism supposed to mean? The key to the 
answer may be in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In the fourth section of the pro-
logue to the philosophical novel, Zarathustra the prophet says that man is “a 
bridge and not an end: what can be loved in man is that he is an overture and a 
going under.” He seems to mean by this that humankind is transitional,46 at its 
best pointing toward, paving the way for, and ultimately giving way to some-
thing presumably higher, nobler. But what precisely is this transition from and 
to? If Zarathustra’s invocation of the tightrope metaphor for humankind a 
few lines earlier in the text is any indication, it is a transition from beast to 
Übermensch. It is in this light that the rest of the fourth section of the Prologue 
is to be interpreted. Zarathustra loves not all of humanity, after the fashion 
of universalizing nineteenth-century philanthropists, but only those human 
beings who are capable of contributing to the advent of the Übermensch (and 
thereby, as the fifth section of the Prologue makes abundantly clear, prevent-
ing the rise of the utterly contemptible Last Man). To be more concrete, he 
loves those among us who are “great despisers because they are great reverers 
and arrows of longing for the other shore,” and who “work and invent” to 
build a proper home for the Übermensch to live in or seek knowledge needful 
to the Übermensch; those who are willing to sacrifice all for the sake of their 
virtue, or who have a great soul, “a free spirit and a free heart,” and the like. 
The bridge is a metaphor for all such higher human types.47

Assuming the foregoing to be more or less in line with Munch’s read-
ing of the Prologue, one possible interpretation of his Nietzsche portrait is as 
follows. The side at the end of the bridge that Nietzsche is facing, but which 
we viewers do not see, symbolizes a way of life bound up with the existence 
and flourishing of the Übermensch. Far behind and beneath Nietzsche is 
humankind at its lowest and smallest, the self-satisfied, complacent, soulless, 
“flea-beetle” bourgeois, signified by the minuscule human city far off in the 
distance and way below Nietzsche, from which he has turned away. Here, as 

46  The meaning of “transitional” here need not be strictly tied to any theory of evolution. But to the 
extent that Nietzsche has in mind some such theory, it need not be Darwin’s.
47  In the fourth part of Zarathustra, Nietzsche speaks explicitly of the higher men as “bridges” over 
whom still higher men will stride, thus heralding the coming of the Übermensch, and among those 
higher men he includes men “of great longing, of great nausea, of great disgust,” “the great despisers 
[who] are the great reverers,” men who “have despaired,” etc.; in the first part he indicates that lower 
types of humanity such as “despisers of the body…are no bridge to the overman.” See Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra, 395, 399, and 147 respectively; cf. 379. These passages taken together strongly suggest 
that, when using the “bridge” as a metaphor for “man,” Nietzsche’s Zarathustra means only a portion 
of humankind, the noblest portion at that. Cf. Brandes’s remark: “The State is for the many too many. 
Only where the State leaves off does the man who is not superfluous begin; the man who is a bridge to 
the Superman” (Nietzsche, 46, emphasis added).
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in the Towards the Light lithograph (and possibly also the sun-related paint-
ings in the Oslo cycle), the sun symbolizes the advent of a new era, the era 
of the Übermensch. Nietzsche uses as a bridge on which to stand or walk 
across, so to speak, the higher human types who can assist him in effecting a 
crossing-over to the side of the Übermensch. The rest of humanity—with its 
traditional religion, as symbolized by the church in the city48—is left behind; 
in other words, it is no longer of any interest or concern to Nietzsche.

As to the Zarathustra-like Nietzsche himself, it is not entirely clear what 
happens to him. Does he succeed in crossing over, or is he left standing in one 
spot, intensely contemplating the other side (as the catalog seems to intimate) 
but not being able to make it there? On the basis of my earlier remarks on 
possible Munchian ideas around the Übermensch and the features in some of 
his artwork which suggest that in his view Nietzsche was an Übermensch, the 
portrait might be taken to indicate the former. Yet the contrary interpreta-
tion—that he does not cross over—is also plausible. For one thing, the deeply 
troubled look on Nietzsche’s face in the painting is not easy to square with 
his doctrine of amor fati as a mark of the Übermensch.49 If it does not, then 

48  Strawser aptly describes it as “the tomb of God” (“Dionysian Painting,” 171). In Joyful Wisdom, 
aph. 125, Nietzsche has the madman conjuring an image of churches as “die Grüfte und Grabmäler 
Gottes” (the crypts and tombs of God).
49  Munch also produced some lithographic crayons “restricted to the bust [of Nietzsche],” which he 
“printed in different color variants.” The 1906 lithographic crayon bust reproduced in the catalog is in 
“greyish-violet and red.” Schütze says: “The head, drawn with powerful essential lines, is surrounded 
by pulsating sunrays which accentuate the drama of the heroic solitary thinker” (New Weimar, 110–
11). I would add that this bust underscores the 1906 Nietzsche portrait’s portrayal of the “hard” but 
troubled intensity of the thinker as he contemplates profound albeit in part deeply unsettling radical 
truths also symbolized by the rising sun—such as prophecies of planetary wars resulting in the deaths 
of untold millions, and the wide diffusion of a spiritually utterly debilitating nihilism, that will pre-
cede or accompany the advent of the Übermensch. This interpretation gains further support from the 
1905 half-length portrait in chalk of Nietzsche also featured in the catalog. As Schütze explains, like 
one of Gustav Adolf Schultze’s 1882 photographs of Nietzsche on which it is based, the chalk drawing 
depicts him “in a melancholic pose”; seated, his head propped up on his elbow, Nietzsche is clearly lost 
in disquieting thought (ibid., 80–81, 108–9). See also the point in note 35 above regarding Munch’s 
professed attempt to convey in his 1906 Nietzsche portrait a sense of “the man who predicted” the 
great “tragedies” to come.
 Here a further comparison between the 1906 Nietzsche portrait and The Scream may be useful. 
Assuming for the sake of argument the meaning of the “bridge” symbol as I interpret it above, one 
might infer that, like Nietzsche in the former work, the protagonist in the latter too is facing toward 
the other side of the bridge, that is, the future. Yet he senses and feels some of the terrifying “exis-
tential” consequences of the death of God (signified by the blurred, barely discernible shape of the 
church [“the tomb of God,” in Strawser’s words] far in the distance) to the point of total emotional 
devastation. Nietzsche, on the other hand, although aware of those consequences, can accept them as 
a transitional necessity and “see” past them to a higher possibility; he is thus pained but not emotion-
ally devastated by them. As his “erect and powerful,” comparatively “calm,” and unwavering posture 
might be taken to suggest (consider the quotations from Heller cited in note 51 below), perhaps he can 
even embrace such a pain-ridden time of transition as part of his amor fati. If so, then maybe Munch’s 
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Nietzsche, perhaps like the Zarathustra of his novel, can at best be only one of 
the highest and most lovable of human beings: one who, through his quest for 
the prophetic knowledge and wisdom so powerfully expressed in his artful 
writings, has contributed to the advent of the Übermensch, but who cannot 
himself become an Übermensch and therefore must ultimately—tragically, 
one is tempted to say—“go under,” like the other noble human types signified 
by the downward-sloping bridge.50

Of course we cannot be certain of the validity of the foregoing interpreta-
tion of Munch’s Nietzsche portrait. With many a painting it is exceedingly 
difficult to find the mean between the excess of overinterpretation and the 
deficiency of underinterpretation.51 If err we must, we may choose to err on 

Nietzsche is, in the final analysis, capable of “crossing over” after all. Nevertheless, I am at present 
undecided on this point.
 Whether or not Nietzsche ever thought of himself as having finally become an Übermensch must 
for now remain an open question. One item of evidence for the affirmative comes from the fourth part 
of Ecce Homo, entitled “Why I Am a Destiny,” where Nietzsche says of himself, “I am no man, I am 
dynamite” (in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans. and ed. W. Kaufmann [New York: Modern Library, 
1968], 782, emphasis added).
50  In light of what Nietzsche says in Zarathustra about the higher men as bridges to the Übermensch 
(see note 47 above), the screaming figure depicted in Munch’s Scream too might be included among 
Nietzsche’s higher men, hence a “bridge” in the Nietzschean, metaphorical sense of the word, as 
signified by the bridge on which he is shown standing in the painting. Perhaps he too is destined to 
“go under.” This interpretation is given additional credence by the plausibility of regarding The Scream 
as a “painting of the dilemma of modern man, a visualization of Nietzsche’s cry, ‘God is dead, and 
we have nothing to replace him,’” as Prideaux suggests (Behind the Scream, 151, emphasis added; cf. 
Strawser, “Dionysian Painting,” 170). A similar line of interpretation seems applicable to such paint-
ings as Anxiety and Sick Mood at Sunset. Despair, all of which, we recall, contain bridges. 
51  A somewhat different interpretation is put forward by Reinhold Heller: “With Nietzsche [in the 
Nietzsche portrait] he [i.e., Munch] purposely sought to say ‘yes’ to life, to deny death’s shadowy 
adherence to life. Unlike the figure of The Scream, Nietzsche stands erect and powerful as he looks out 
across the precipice and landscape before him; calmly he surveys it and accepts it, unaffected by the 
dizzying aftermath of his thoughts, by the destruction of all values. And the diagonal of the railing 
moves upward, an affirming and hopeful movement according to the interpretations of linear motion 
made during the nineteenth century. The Nietzsche portrait serves essentially as an antithesis to The 
Scream, as an idealized self-portrait as Munch longed to be rather than the true spiritual self-portrait 
of The Scream” (Edvard Munch: The Scream [New York: Viking, 1973], 96, 99). And: “[It] is possible to 
view the Nietzsche portrait as an idyllic self-portrait or a representation of Munch’s return to health. 
The composition [in the Nietzsche portrait] of the figure standing near a railing and overlooking a 
valley landscape is dependent on The Scream. With its lines descending from left to right as a meta-
phor for his anxiety, however, The Scream is emotionally the antithesis of the firm stability and calm 
projected by the Nietzsche painting’s monumental forms. Nietzsche is not overcome by the sunset 
or the dizzying perspective of the precipice, but calmly surveys and accepts it” (Munch: His Life and 
Work, 189). Sharon Jordan offers yet another, even more different interpretation: “In the portrait, the 
philosopher stands on a bridge with his hands crossed in thoughtful repose as he gazes towards a 
nearby town, with the bands of color in the surrounding landscape uniting man, nature, and society 
in harmony” (Jordan, “‘He Is a Bridge’: The Importance of Friedrich Nietzsche for Ernst Ludwig 
Kirchner,” in Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, ed. J. Lloyd and J. Staggs [New York: Prestel, 2019], 92). Although 
thought-provoking, like Schütze’s, these two interpretations of the painting may strike some of its 
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the side of excess; for, to adapt what a noted Machiavelli scholar says about 
reading great writers, such an interpretive approach shows generosity towards 
the artist, by proceeding on the assumption that everything in the painting is 
there for a reason (even if for the artist it remains at the level of unconceptual-
ized intuition) and serves some aesthetic and ideational purpose.

Nietzsche and Munch’s Self-Portrait with Lyre52

Turning now to Munch’s Self-Portrait with Lyre (1897, pencil and gouache on 
paper), here too what the catalog says about its connection to Nietzsche is of 
great interest, more so since the work itself has thus far received remarkably 
little attention, much less its Nietzschean aspects. I quote:

In his 1897 Self-Portrait with Lyre, Munch takes on the role of a prophet 
and singer emphatically embracing his lyre. Reminiscent of initials of 
illuminated medieval manuscripts, his half-length figure is inscribed 
into a dark green frame. The closed eyes underline the intensity of the 
spiritual experience, the emaciated physiognomy, the hair tinted in red 
and the blood drops on the neck indicate his extreme suffering. Here 
Munch identifies himself with the suffering Christ as much as with 
the genius of Nietzsche who, due to the infernal truth of his insights, 
ended in derangement. Like an ancient prophet, the artist becomes 
an oracle through which the higher truth is communicated, a kind of 
suffering medium of the existential drama of modern life. (106)

The catalog’s comments on this self-portrait, though highly suggestive, 
are perhaps the least satisfying part of Schütze’s treatment of the Nietzschean 
influence on Munch’s artwork. It is exhilarating to read that this self-portrait 
manifests Munch’s self-identification “with the genius of Nietzsche” (106; cf. 
33), but Schütze does not explain how he has arrived at this conclusion. To do 
so, he would have had to discuss, even if only briefly, Nietzsche’s notion of a 

thoughtful viewers well acquainted with Nietzsche’s philosophy as examples of underinterpretation.
52  In taking up his works of art out of chronological order (e.g., Self-Portrait with Lyre predates the 
1906 Nietzsche portrait by almost a decade, while Towards the Light was done eight years later), I am, 
admittedly, abstracting from the very real possibility that Munch’s understanding of and attitude 
towards Nietzsche’s philosophy may have undergone substantial development during that time. My 
rationale for doing so is a simple methodological one. I wish to postpone my attempt to make a con-
nection between Nietzsche’s thought and the Expressionist style of certain of Munch’s works until 
after shedding light on the Nietzschean themes of his most famous Nietzschean works, especially his 
1905–6 portraits of the philosopher. A more comprehensive treatment of the Nietzschean aspects of 
Munch’s artwork as a whole would take that “developmental” possibility into account. No such treat-
ment is attempted here, however; I have instead adopted the more limited approach of building on the 
discussion of Munch’s works of art contained in the New Weimar catalog. Accordingly, it suffices for 
me to show that those works (and other directly related ones by Munch also brought up along the way) 
bespeak a marked Nietzschean influence. 
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“musical metaphysics,” as well as its influence on the Expressionist strand of 
modernist art, especially as exemplified in the artwork of Munch.

Nietzsche first elaborated this idea of a musical metaphysics in the Birth 
of Tragedy, in conjunction with his account of the Apollonian-Dionysian 
distinction; he modified it in later works such as Zarathustra, Twilight of the 
Idols, and Ecce Homo. Here is not the place to explore in detail this fascinat-
ing but highly complex and elusive aspect of Nietzsche’s thought. A brief, 
unavoidably schematic indication of the main lines along which such an 
exploration would have to proceed must suffice.

Apollonian and Dionysian: Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy

According to the Birth of Tragedy, there are two realms of nature. The first is the 
realm of heterogeneous phenomena or appearances, all under the sway of the 
principle of individuation. What we ordinarily perceive as individual entities, 
namely, humans, dogs, cats, birds, bees, flowers, trees, and so forth, are such 
phenomena, governed in their appearance by the principle of individuation.

The second is the one, all-encompassing reality underlying the realm of 
phenomena or appearances, their metaphysical “essence,” which Nietzsche, 
following Schopenhauer, conceives of as the primal Will. It is this Will that is 
truly real, not the individual phenomena, which are themselves mere shad-
ows, dream-like “objectifications” of the Will. Calling to mind the ancient 
Greek notion of Eros, Schopenhauer sought to illumine the Will by anal-
ogy with human mental life, especially its willing and affective or passional 
aspects. He pictured this fundamental reality as a blind, ceaseless, insatiable 
striving, which in human life manifests itself as birth, joy, sorrow, hope, 
fear, suffering, and death.53 Nietzsche invokes for this primordial Will the 
metaphor, coined by Schopenhauer, of a vast ocean made turbulent by a rag-
ing storm, its individual waves rising, surging, swelling upwards, cresting, 
then crashing against one another, falling and merging into the ocean, in 
a ceaseless cycle of appearing and vanishing. A second metaphor Nietzsche 
invokes is that of a “playing child that places stones here and there and builds 
sand hills only to overthrow them again,” its pleasure unabated. Like those 
waves and sand hills, all individual existence proves to be highly unstable, 

53  That what is said here about Schopenhauer’s philosophy as enunciated in the latter’s World as Will 
and Representation is basically in accord with the interpretation of the work given in The Birth of 
Tragedy, is evident from a comparison of Schopenhauer’s work with Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, in 
The Birth of Tragedy and The Case of Wagner, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1967), 
35–36, 55–56, 99–100, 101–4, 112, 120.
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ephemeral, the whole idea of enduring individuality, nay, the principle of 
individuation itself, profoundly illusory, mere appearance or dream—Maya, 
according to ancient Hindu wisdom.54

Now, for Schopenhauer as for the early Nietzsche, the realm of phenom-
ena is knowable by science, whereas the Will is noumenal, in the Kantian 
sense of noumenon, and thus inaccessible to reason, science, or philosophy. 
We do, however, have a kind of nonrational cognitive access to the Will 
through our own individual subjectivity, especially our passions, because of 
the passion-like nature of the Will. 

The category of art corresponding to the phenomenal realm of nature 
Nietzsche labels Apollonian, and the kinds of art belonging to this category 
are painting, sculpture, architecture, and epic poetry, for instance, Homer. 
Apollonian art can be said to be a celebration of individual existence in its 
ideal perceptible form, or individuality at its apparently stable best and most 
beautiful. An example would be the ancient Athenian sculptor Myron’s 
Discus Thrower, which depicts an ideal human being, a beautiful-looking 
man of noble bearing, executing a feat of outstanding athletic excellence. 
Nevertheless, since for its material Apollonian art draws from the realm of 
heterogeneous appearances or phenomena, which is ultimately but a dream 
world, it can beget only beautiful illusions.55

The artistic tendency corresponding to the primal Will, on the other 
hand, is best exemplified in such forms of art as music and dance. Nietzsche 
labels this tendency and those forms of art Dionysian. Here he draws on 
ancient Greek mythical thought, which casts Dionysus as the god of intoxi-
cation (self-transcendence, ecstasis) through wine, music, dance, but also 
through all overpowering emotions, including violent, destructive passion 
and erotic desire.56

54  See, for instance, Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 35–36, 55, 100, 101–4, 141–42, and passim.
55  Why Apollonian? Apollo, an Olympian god, is a paragon of beauty of outward form. He is also the 
god of healing, hence of preserving, safeguarding individual existence: see, for instance, Nietzsche, 
Birth of Tragedy, 35–36, 45–46, 128.
56  Nietzsche concomitantly invokes the ancient Greek idea of Dionysus as the god of both creation 
and destruction; he recalls that in ancient Greek myth, Dionysus is himself destroyed—torn apart by 
the Titans—and subsequently reborn. All this makes him, in Nietzsche’s view, a fitting embodiment of 
the primordial Will in its ecstatic, passion-like nature, the one, all-encompassing, fundamental reality 
underlying the realm of phenomena in their seeming heterogeneity and fleeting, dream-like existence: 
see, for instance, Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 36–38, 45–46, 73–74, 103–4.
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The point to underscore here is that for Nietzsche in his largely Schopen-
hauerian-Wagnerian Birth of Tragedy, music is the supreme art, the Dionysian 
art par excellence, because it is a direct expression or copy of the primal Will, 
that most fundamental and fully real stratum of being, which the god Dio-
nysus embodies. In evoking our emotions and feelings in a way that we can 
apprehend subjectively, in a first-person way,57 and therefore immediately, 
that is to say, without the mediation of objectifying concepts, a Beethoven 
string quartet puts us in immediate touch with the primal Will. Indeed it 
causes us to transcend our individual, physical selves and ecstatically lose 
ourselves in the oneness of the Will. Music can do this precisely because the 
Will is the metaphysical essence of what is central to our mental life, namely, 
our passions and emotions; they literally are that primal Will in its humanly 
objectified form. None of the other kinds of art has that capacity, because 
none has that sort of direct channel to the fundamental, metaphysical reality. 
Their access to it is at best indirect, mediated either by visual imagery, as in the 
case of the visual arts, or by words, as in the case of poetry. For the Nietzsche 
of Birth of Tragedy, as for Schopenhauer, music really is metaphysics. And it 
is so in a twofold sense. Music is a truer metaphysics than the logos-based 
metaphysics of philosophers from Plato to Hegel. It is also metaphysics in the 
sense that it induces the transcendence of our particular self and union with 
our metaphysical essence adumbrated above.

Apollonian and Dionysian: Nietzsche’s Later Writings

Nietzsche’s philosophy underwent considerable change from the time of 
writing Birth of Tragedy to his final works. For instance, he later abandoned 
the Schopenhauerian metaphysical distinction between the phenomenal and 
noumenal realms of nature, and he replaced Schopenhauer’s primordial Will 
(which in the domain of animate things manifests itself as the will to live) 
with the “will to power.” Accordingly, his way of conceiving the Apollonian-
Dionysian distinction was bound to change as well, though how exactly it 
changed is difficult to tell. One thing seems certain: Nietzsche remained a 
disciple of Dionysus to the end. Moreover, although he finally, pace the ear-
lier Nietzsche, identified the Dionysian character of reality with “becoming,” 
heterogeneity, many-ness, the sense-perceptible realm of the here and now 
or Heraclitean flux, he continued to depict it in terms of the metaphor of 

57  Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 50–52, 99–100. For an explanation of this Schopenhauerian-Wagnerian 
conception of music as a kind of first-person or subjective knowledge, which Nietzsche appears to 
adopt here, see Roger Scruton, The Ring of Truth: The Wisdom of Wagner’s “Ring of the Nibelung” (Lon-
don: Penguin Random House, 2016), 51–52.
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the child at play, “beyond good and evil,” joyfully ceaselessly creating and 
destroying.58 Most important, he held fast to the “aletheist”59 view of music 
as having the greatest truth-value or the greatest capacity to reveal reality, 
such as it is.60 In Heideggerian idiom, for the later as for the earlier Nietzsche, 
music is the “house of Being.”

Nietzsche’s Apollonian-Dionysian Distinction  
and Expressionism in the Visual Arts

As various historians of art and culture have noted, the Apollonian-Diony-
sian distinction seems to have made a strong impression on many modernist 
visual artists.61 Where a goodly number of these artists appear to have parted 
company with Nietzsche is over his view that the Dionysian artistic impulse 
is expressible only in music, lyric poetry, Attic tragedy, and dance. In their 
understanding (often perhaps more implicit than explicitly articulated) the 
visual, plastic arts are not solely the domain of Apollo; Dionysus too can have 
a share in them, even a major share. About those artists it may plausibly be 
said that they strove to achieve, in the realm of visual arts, the optimal fusion 
of Apollonian and Dionysian, paralleling the balance Nietzsche claimed had 
been attained in ancient Greek lyric poetry and tragedy and was in his time 
being attained in the music-dramas of Richard Wagner.62 (One might add 
that they were supported in this endeavor by the fact that Nietzsche himself, 
in Birth of Tragedy, gives examples of paintings with Dionysian aspects to 

58  See, for instance, On the Genealogy of Morality, ed. K. Ansell-Pearson, trans. C. Diethe (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 62; The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1974), 328, 348; Ecce Homo, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, 729–30; and Twilight of the Idols, in 
The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Penguin Books, 1954), 484–86, 554, 562.
59  “Aletheist” derives from the ancient Greek word alētheia, which is usually translated in English as 
“truth” and which Heidegger interprets as unconcealment (more accurately, in terms of the interplay 
of concealment and unconcealment).
60  For a penetrating, thought-provoking recent treatment of the intimate connection between music 
and philosophy in Nietzsche’s thought, see M. A. Gillespie, Nietzsche’s Final Teaching (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2017), especially the essays titled “Nietzsche’s Musical Politics” and “Life as 
Music: Nietzsche’s Ecce Homo.”
61  See Marja Lahelma, “Ideal and Disintegration: Dynamics of the Self and Art at the Fin-de-Siècle” 
(diss., University of Helsinki, 2014); Diethe, A to Z of Nietzscheanism, 87, 190, 307, and passim; F. 
Ulfers and M. D. Cohen, “Nietzsche and the Future of Art,” Hyperion 2, no. 4 (2007): 2–3, and passim; 
W. and I. Henze, Kirchner (London: Grange Books, 2005), 112; Short, “Nietzsche and German Expres-
sionist Art”; Aschheim, Nietzsche Legacy; and F. R. Karl, Modern and Modernism: The Sovereignty of 
the Artist 1885–1925 (New York: Atheneum-Macmillan, 1985), 119–20. 
62  It is an open question how much their understanding of Nietzsche’s Apollonian-Dionysian distinc-
tion was mediated by their encounter with the musico-dramatic art of Richard Wagner. Munch, for 
instance, considered Wagner one of the greatest musicians (Heller, Munch, 109).
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them, such as Raphael’s Transfiguration.)63 It is in this context that Beck-
mann’s comment about wanting to create “painterly music” and his motto of 
“disciplined rapture” are best interpreted, as Hans Belting has aptly pointed 
out;64 likewise perhaps with other artists who sensed art’s kinship to music 
or saw themselves as seeking to make their art “musical,” such as Munch, 
Kandinsky, Delaunay, Klee, Macke, and Matisse.65 It is as though these art-
ists had taken to heart, while interpreting, each in his own Nietzschean way, 
Walter Pater’s famous dictum that “all art constantly aspires towards the 
condition of music.”66

Of course, since arts such as painting and sculpture naturally dwell in 
the element of visual form and heterogeneity, giving expression to the Apol-
lonian tendency was never an issue for them. The challenge was to find a 
plastic-visual way to do justice, or pay homage, to Dionysus, albeit a way that 
does not deny Apollo his due.

This objective could be achieved in part by focusing on the emotionally 
evocative, expressive powers of formal elements of art such as line, color, and 
shape. It has long been known (or believed) that these formal elements possess 
evocative powers independent of their use to create realistic images of objects 
recognizable from everyday life.67 Such powers (the argument goes) come into 

63  Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 45. Note also his exhortation to visual artists in the first section of 
Birth: “Transform Beethoven’s ‘Hymn to Joy’ into a painting; let your imagination conceive the multi-
tudes bowing to the dust, awestruck—then you will approach the Dionysian” (37).
64  Hans Belting, Max Beckmann: Tradition as a Problem in Modern Art, trans. P. Wortsman (New 
York: Timken, 1989), 52–53.
65  For Munch, see Przybyszewski, “Munch,” in Nielsen, Vigeland and Munch, 87, 89; Prideaux, Behind 
the Scream, 105, 129, 180–81; and J. Howe, “Nocturnes,” in Psyche, Symbol and Expression, 51–59, 65; 
for Kandinsky, Delaunay, Klee, and Macke, see H. Düchting, Paul Klee: Painting Music (New York: 
Prestel, 2004); for Matisse, see Ursula Rehn Wolfman, “Henri Matisse and the Music of Color,” Inter-
lude, June 11, 2017, https://interlude.hk/henri-matisse-music-color/; and Walter Guadagnini, Matisse, 
trans. Richard Pierce (Edison, NJ: Chartwell Books, 1993), 23–24.
66  Walter Pater, Studies in the History of the Renaissance, ed. Matthew Beaumont (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 124.
67  “Studies on the relationship between music and painting can be traced back to ancient history and 
are closely linked to the comparison between musical keys and shades of color. The development of 
this analogy gained impetus from the Romantic movement, which saw in music the other-worldly 
ideal of spiritual purity, as yet unattained in painting. Searching for a common source for the arts, 
[Ludwig] Tieck and [Wilhelm H.] Wackenroder dreamt of a vaguely defined ‘poetical’ quality that 
could be achieved in painting and instrumental music, by eliminating the imitative principle and 
replacing it with the free use of colors and forms” (Düchting, Klee: Painting Music, 12–13).
 Also instructive on this point is Laurie Schneider Adams, who links the Apollonian-Dionysian 
dichotomy in painting to the quarrel between the “Ancients” and the “Moderns.” According to her, 
the Ancients, proponents of designo, considered line to be the most important formal element of 
painting, in that it was “ rational, controlled, and Apollonian,” whereas the Moderns, champions of 
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play more fully when the use of those formal elements is tailored to expressive-
ness rather than to mimesis. In the context of figurative painting this approach 
entails distortion of the represented objects’ shapes, colors, lines, or contours 
or some combination of these features.68 Only thus can their emotional impact 
be maximized or their “orgiastic potential”69 fully actualized. Speaking in 
terms of style, what this adds up to is Expressionism in the original, more 
inclusive or ecumenical sense of the term,70 the chief aim of which is not an 
appeal to reason, as in naturalist art in its Classicist, Neo-classical, or Realist 
varieties, but the arousal of some strong, even overpowering passion. As one 
contemporary poet commenting on early twentieth-century Expressionist 
café culture wrote, “More than anything else, van Gogh, Nietzsche, and also 
Freud and Wedekind, were in the air. A post-rational Dionysus was saught 
[sic].”71 One need not gaze long at Munch’s Scream or Sun paintings to sense 
the onset of a state of mind marked by “ecstatic abandonment”72 which they 
evidently are calculated to excite in the viewer. And it is precisely this broadly 

colorito, valorized color as “emotional, exuberant, and related to Dionysiac expression” (History of 
Western Art, 340). Furthermore, the Apollonian-Dionysian distinction coincides, in her view, with 
the distinction between the Poussinistes and the Rubénistes (340), as well as that between Classicists 
as exemplified by Ingres, and Romanticists as exemplified by Delacroix (404). We may safely infer 
from her argument that she would slot Expressionism as construed here into the Dionysian category, 
in company with the Moderns, Rubénistes, and Romanticists: see 470ff. Of course, one key difference 
between the Expressionists and the Rubenists is that the former sought to tap the innate capacities 
of all the formal elements of art for emotional, exuberant, Dionysiac expression, at least to a greater 
extent than the Rubenists, who seemed primarily concerned with the expressive powers of color.
 A brilliant philosophical account of the intrinsic expressive power of the formal elements of paint-
ing is provided by the French phenomenologist Michel Henry in Seeing the Invisible: On Kandinsky, 
trans. S. Davidson (London: Continuum, 2009). In developing his account Henry leans heavily on the 
writings of Wassily Kandinsky, which he considers seminal in this area.
68  For a clear and cogent exposition of this argument tied to developments in the visual arts in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, see W. R. Everdell, The First Moderns: Profiles in the Origins of 
Twentieth-Century Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), with emphasis on his dis-
cussions of the visual arts, especially painting.
69  This phrase is borrowed from Diethe, A to Z of Nietzscheanism, 51.
70  I.e., a sense that would include the Fauves, the Blaue Reiter group, Die Brücke, the Viennese and 
French Expressionists, Neue Sachlichkeit, etc. Max Ernst nicely captured the broader, more inclusive 
meaning of “Expressionism” when he wrote about an exhibition of modernist works of art near 
Bonn University in 1913, that it revealed “how a series of powers are at work within the great stream 
of Expressionism who have no outward similarity to one another but only a common ‘direction’ 
of thrust, namely the intention to give expression to things of the psyche (Seelisches) through form 
alone” (quoted in N. Wolf, Expressionism [Los Angeles: Taschen, 2004], 12). See also note 73 below.
71  E. Blass, Das alte Café des Westens, quoted in Short, “Nietzsche and German Expressionist Art,” 
section 2, “The Nietzsche Cult,” subsection 2, “Periodicals, Literary Circles and the Broader Cultural 
Forum (Visual Expressionism and Literary Circles),” emphasis added. In the pages following this 
quotation Short goes on to establish the truth of Blass’s assertion.
72  This phrase too is borrowed from Diethe, A to Z of Nietzscheanism, 64.
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Expressionist aspect of a work of art that makes it begin to approximate the 
condition of music in its intoxicating aspect (as Nietzsche characterized it) 
and thus accounts for its Dionysian tendency.73

Nietzsche’s Apollonian-Dionysian Distinction  
and Munch’s Self-Portrait with Lyre

We are now in a better position to illuminate the catalog’s claim that Munch’s 
Self-Portrait with Lyre is an artistic expression of his self-identification with 
Nietzsche. In portraying himself as a singer, as the catalog suggests, Munch 
indicates his receptiveness to Nietzsche’s aletheistic view of music. He also 
expresses his belief in the basic affinity of painting to music. What is more, 
he appears to do so in a way that reflects what Nietzsche says about lyric 
poetry in Birth of Tragedy.

As indicated above, according to Nietzsche, in Hellenic culture the 
blending of the Apollonian and Dionysian artistic tendencies is not unique 

73  Cf. Short, “Nietzsche and German Expressionist Art,” esp. section 3. Ulfers and Cohen seek to 
explain how the Dionysian natural tendency as articulated in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy points to 
the pure abstraction of artists such as Wassily Kandinsky, Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock, Adolph 
Gottlieb, and Barnett Newman (as well as to the Cubism of Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, and oth-
ers). The key to their explanation is that Dionysian truth, which subverts the Apollonian principle of 
individuation that underpins all representational art, realistic and nonrealistic, entails an antirep-
resentationalist aesthetic. True, Ulfers and Cohen acknowledge that Expressionists such as Edvard 
Munch and Otto Dix tipped their hats to Nietzsche (“Nietzsche and the Future of Art,” 6). Neverthe-
less, in my view they might have gone further: they might have considered the possibility that their 
explanation is also applicable to those and other Expressionists, at least inasmuch as Expressionism 
eschews naturalistic, rationalistic mimesis and is therefore partly abstract. Indeed, there were quite a 
few artists, art critics, and art dealers in the first quarter of the twentieth century who held precisely 
that conception of Expressionism. A number of them went so far as to classify Cubism, Futurism, and 
the pure abstraction of Kandinsky all as types of Expressionism, alongside those of Die Brücke, Klee, 
Chagall, Matisse, Campendonck, Marc, etc.—as though the fact that some types were more abstract 
than others was of less consequence than what they had in common, the rejection of illusionistic, 
mimetic, rationalist naturalism or realism: see, for instance, the excerpts from essays or books by 
Max Deri, Adolph Behne, Rudolph Blumner, Paul Fechter, and G. F. Hartlaub, in the first two parts 
of German Expressionism: Documents from the End of the Wilhemine Empire to the Rise of National 
Socialism, ed. R.-C. Washton Long (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993). Cf. also W. and 
I. Henze, Kirchner, 12, 14; Wolf, Expressionism, 6; and W.-D. Dube, The Expressionists, trans. M. Whit-
tall (London: Thames and Hudson, 1972), 18–19. What is more, one could plausibly regard the more 
representational varieties of Expressionism evinced by Munch and Die Brücke artists, among others, 
as attempts to strike a balance between the Apollonian and the Dionysian which pure abstraction 
cannot achieve, because it tilts way too far towards the Dionysian. In this respect their artwork might 
be truer to Nietzsche’s intention than the pure abstraction of Kandinsky, Pollock, and company. Such 
an argument would hold even if the artists in question did not always fully conceptualize their own 
endeavors in quite those terms. (All the same, I submit, as a hypothesis to be further tested [following 
Short’s example], that a close analysis of their writings, as well as those of contemporary sympathetic 
critics and historians with whom they often interacted, would show that the Nietzschean Apollonian-
Dionysian distinction had actually penetrated their thinking to a significant degree.)
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to Attic tragedy; it also characterizes ancient Greek lyric poetry, for which 
the prototype was set by Archilochus. Nietzsche points out that the ancient 
Greeks “took for granted the union, indeed the identity, of the lyrist with the 
musician.”74 For Nietzsche, when the lyrist sings his lyric poem, it is his meta-
physical “I” or self, the primordial will in its “pain and contradiction,” that is 
doing the singing, not his spatio-temporally particularized, individual “I” or 
self: through the melodic and harmonic aspects of the lyric poem, the lyrist 
ecstatically transcends his empirical self and wholly identifies himself with 
his metaphysical self in all of its pain, suffering, and inner turmoil. This is 
the Dionysian element of the lyrist’s art. At the same time, the lyric poem’s 
melody and harmony are overlaid with words conveying beautiful dream 
images which particularize that “pain and contradiction” by localizing it 
in the lyrist’s individual, empirical self. These words and the corresponding 
beautiful dream-imagery of the lyric poet’s individual selfhood thus reflect 
the Apollonian aspect of the poem. Hence Nietzsche’s view that, like Attic 
tragedy, ancient Greek lyric poetry represents a fusion of the Apollonian and 
Dionysian artistic tendencies.

By portraying himself as a lyrist in this Nietzschean sense, Munch is evi-
dently extending what Nietzsche says about lyric poetry in Birth of Tragedy 
to his own art, thereby establishing the basic affinity between the two. But 
he accomplishes this not only through the portrayal of himself, a visual art-
ist, as a lyrist, but also through the proto-Expressionist style of the work, 
which, in its strongly Dionysian tendency, is the plastic-visual counterpart to 
the ecstatic, musical aspect of Archilochian lyric poetry. Munch, then, very 
likely at least partly inspired thereto by some of Nietzsche’s ideas about music 
and the Dionysian-Apollonian distinction, has become a Dionysian artist, 
whose artwork as far as possible emulates Dionysian music and its power to 
reveal basic truths about the human condition.75 This would seem to be the 
fuller meaning of Schütze’s claim (106) that Munch here, through his (par-
tial) self- identification with the “genius of Nietzsche,” “takes on the role of a 
prophet and singer emphatically embracing his lyre.” As Schütze also seems 
to intimate, this message is emotionally powerfully reinforced by various 

74  Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 49.
75  Marja Lahelma interprets Self-Portrait with Lyre in relation to the myth of Orpheus, which she 
argues was a major artistic preoccupation in fin-de-siècle Europe (“Ideal and Disintegration,” 125, 
127). Nevertheless, given that in her view Orpheus symbolizes the Apollonian-Dionysian duality, her 
interpretation and mine are much closer to each other than might seem at first glance. My analysis 
of this painting may also be seen as complementing that of Strawser’s “Dionysian Painting,” which 
delves into the Dionysian aspects of other works by Munch, such as Madonna, The Scream, and The 
Blossom of Pain.
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formal aspects of the painting that score high on the scale of expressiveness 
and relatively low on that of mimesis. Among those formal aspects are the 
pervasive red-green complementarity, which infuses the work’s meaning 
with a heightened sense of dramatic tension; and the spare use of bold lines 
which, together with the redness of his hair and the lyre (as Schütze suggests), 
emphatically conveys the price in emaciation and suffering that the artist has 
had to pay for the attainment of his Dionysian, tragic wisdom.76

To be sure, I am not here offering an apologia for the broadly Expression-
ist aesthetic exemplified by Munch’s paintings. For that matter, neither am 
I claiming that it perfectly reflects Nietzsche’s philosophy of art even as it is 
articulated in Birth of Tragedy (to which that Expressionist aesthetic seems 
most convincingly directly linked), never mind its articulation in his later 

76  Edvard Munch’s Self-Portrait with Lyre as interpreted here shows how much of modernist art, espe-
cially in its Expressionist formal aspects, is best understood as the plastic-visual counterpart to lyric 
poetry according to Nietzsche’s account of it in the Birth of Tragedy.
 A qualification is called for. I am not claiming that Munch’s understanding of the Apollonian-
Dionysian distinction as explained by Nietzsche corresponds perfectly to mine. There would be no 
way to corroborate such a claim, even if, per impossibile, it happened to be true. What I am suggesting 
is that, like many artists of that time period, Munch probably had at least a working knowledge or 
intuitive grasp of the distinction, such that, had anyone expounded it to him the way I have done 
here, he would have quite easily recognized it and nodded his assent. The Self-Portrait with Lyre itself 
prima facie indicates as much. And after all, it is at present a commonplace of Munch scholarship 
that he was well acquainted with Nietzsche’s main ideas. Indeed, according to distinguished art 
historian and critic J. P. Hodin, Edvard Munch (New York: Praeger, 1972), 106, Nietzsche was one of 
the very few writers whose collected works he possessed (which collection would have included Birth 
of Tragedy). Already by 1893 he had come to think of Nietzsche as the greatest among philosophers 
(Heller, Munch, 109). What is more, his encounters with Brandes, Przybyszewski, and Steiner, among 
others, whether in person or through their writings or both, would have given him ample opportunity 
to learn from them regarding the Apollonian-Dionysian distinction before seeking to give it artistic 
expression. (Brandes frequented The Black Piglet in Berlin, so Munch may well have run into him 
there. [Prideaux says Brandes was a “metaphorical telephone wire connecting” Munch and Nietzsche: 
Behind the Scream, 231.] At the very least, he could have read the published version of Brandes’s 
famous lecture on Nietzsche [which was later included in his Nietzsche book under the title “An Essay 
on Aristocratic Radicalism”] prior to the production of the Self-Portrait with Lyre. Munch may also 
have encountered Steiner’s book Friedrich Nietzsche [1895] by then. Each of those two works contains 
a discussion of the Apollonian-Dionysian duality. As for Przybyszewski, Munch’s association with 
him in the 1890s is a thoroughly documented fact. Przybyszewski’s theory of art, although not explic-
itly cast in the terms of that duality, clearly breathes its spirit. One cannot help thinking of it when 
pondering how he distinguishes between brain and soul: see his “Vigeland,” in Nielsen, Vigeland and 
Munch, esp. 57.) The point, then, of providing an exposition of the Apollonian-Dionysian distinc-
tion as Nietzsche understands it is to throw light on one important part of the philosophical space 
in which Munch’s mind may well have moved, not necessarily in complete or completely adequate 
possession of all the concepts in question, when creating such works of art. Only by doing this can we 
begin to determine with greater exactitude how true or untrue to Nietzsche’s philosophical teachings 
Munch’s artwork might have been. The same reasoning applies to any philosophical, scientific, or reli-
gious idea that can be said to have informed in some significant way any work of art where the artist 
himself has not provided anything like a complete verbal account of that influence, yet we nonetheless 
have fairly solid grounds for positing such an influence. 
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works.77 It is noteworthy that one of the two painters Nietzsche calls on in Birth 
of Tragedy to illustrate a point is Raphael, a paragon of Classicism, who could 
hardly be further removed from the Expressionist sensibility; and as Gillespie 
points out, in Ecce Homo Nietzsche explicitly presents himself as favoring “the 
classical European culture that grew out of the Italian Renaissance as opposed 
to the Romantic culture that grew out of the German Reformation and that is 
currently centered in Germany and manifest in Wagner.”78

All the same, there is much in the artwork of Munch, as indeed in that of 
many other modernist artists, that bespeaks a thoughtfully creative expression 
of Nietzschean ideas and motifs. To restate an earlier point, whereas for Plato, 
music in its purely intelligible form (that is, harmony in motion, a branch of 
mathematics) is assimilated to logos and for that reason has metaphysical truth-
value or revelatory power, for Nietzsche (following the lead of Schopenhauer 
and Wagner), music, precisely in its separation from logos, has a metaphysical 
truth-value vastly superior to that of logos.79 Perhaps Svenaeus goes too far 
when he says that Nietzsche was an Expressionist.80 Nevertheless, if the forego-
ing, Dionysian-musical line of thinking forms the basic stratum of Nietzsche’s 
philosophical teaching as a whole, then we must concede that the attempt by 
Munch and other Expressionist artists to extend or adapt that line of thinking 
to the visual arts is congruent with and hence expressive of Nietzsche’s phi-
losophy in a vitally important respect. We can also begin to understand why 
the visual art of Expressionists such as Munch, with its Dionysian, music-like 
power of evoking strong passions, was at one time, and is perhaps still, deemed 
by many intelligent and informed individuals, critics and artists included, to 

77  On this point, see Short, “Nietzsche and German Expressionist Art,” section 4, “Nietzsche contra 
Expressionism.” See also the excerpt from the essay “Thoughts on Timely and Untimely Art” by the 
Nietzschean earlier Max Beckmann in Washton Long, German Expressionism.
 I should also mention, if only in passing, the tendency on the part of many a modernist artist to 
eclectically merge Nietzschean philosophical ideas with concepts plucked from leftist or egalitarian 
political ideologies such anarchism, socialism, and Marxism, often in the process giving little or no 
thought to issues of logical coherence and accuracy of interpretation: see Diethe, A to Z of Nietzsche-
anism; Aschheim, Nietzsche Legacy.
78  Gillespie, Nietzsche’s Final Teaching, 135.
79  By music is meant here abstract music, or music unaccompanied by words (as in song) or dance 
(as in ballet) or dramatic action (as in opera or music drama). Examples of audible abstract music in 
the sense intended here are a Mozart symphony and a Beethoven string quartet, two types of purely 
instrumental music. For a discussion of abstract music as a branch of mathematics (i.e., harmony in 
motion), see Plato, Republic VII 530c8–531c4.
80  Cited in Strawser, “Dionysian Painting,” 166.
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be somehow more truthful, truer to life, than the art of their platonizing, ratio-
nalistic, mimetic, classical, naturalistic, etc., predecessors.81

Nietzsche, Munch, and Modernism

What I have done is offered an example of the kind of thorough, detailed 
analysis of artwork that is needed to convincingly show the influence on it 
of a certain set of philosophical ideas, in the present instance Nietzsche’s on 
a small but significant portion of Munch’s artwork. It is precisely this kind 
of analysis of the artwork of not only Munch but also other representatives 
of modernist art which must be carried out for the centrality of Nietzsche’s 
philosophy to that artistic tendency as a whole to be established.

Reinhold Heller has commented that “without Edvard Munch, Ger-
man Expressionism would not have existed.”82 As stated in the first part of 
the present essay, this theme, coupled with Kessler’s and the New Weimar’s 
Nietzscheanizing influence on German Expressionist art, is what the New 
Weimar catalog should have taken up, instead of delving into Nietzsche’s 
attraction to Emerson’s philosophy and his own philosophical influence 
on American letters. Doing so, yet with the kind of rigor illustrated by the 
analysis of Munch proffered here, would go a long way towards vindicating 
the catalog’s grand claim that Nietzsche was the philosopher of modernism. 
Furthermore, as we learn to “see” and read Nietzsche’s writings through the 
interpretative lenses provided by Munch and modernist artists generally, our 
understanding of his philosophy on an affective and imaginative as well as 
intellectual level is bound to grow. Perhaps we will also arrive at the conclu-
sion that no visual artist has done more than Munch to transmit, through the 

81  Michel Henry offers a phenomenological defense of what is in substance if not in name an 
Expressionist philosophy of art in Seeing the Invisible. Although Henry’s focus is on Kandinskian 
abstraction, and he does not mention Munch, his overall argument is apropos in the present context. 
His main criticism of Expressionist (in the broader, ecumenical sense of the term) painters such as the 
Fauves, Nabis, Futurists, Orphists, and Paul Klee (and Munch would fall into this category as well) is 
that they remain committed to representationalism, in however attenuated a form. In Henry’s view, 
these painters’ use of formal elements of painting—line, color, texture, etc.—to represent, albeit not 
naturalistically or realistically, visible “external” objects such as people, horses, and bridges comes at 
the price of severely muting the intrinsic expressive power of those same formal elements. Kandinsky 
eventually clearly grasped this basic aesthetic truth, which is why he ended up expunging all traces of 
representationalism in his artwork, and made it purely abstract and therewith unequivocally Expres-
sionist, very much like abstract music. The problem with the others, for Henry, was not that they were 
not Expressionists, but rather that they were muddled and half-hearted in their Expressionism—they 
were not Expressionist enough. Critical engagement with Henry’s powerful Kandinskian argument 
would exceed the scope of the present study.
82  R. Heller, “Edward Munch, Germany, and Expressionism,” in Munch and Expressionism, ed. J. 
Lloyd and R. Heller (New York: Prestel, 2016), 35.
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medium of visual arts, Nietzsche’s philosophy—or at least a certain interpre-
tation of it—to succeeding generations in a way that shapes their worldview 
and visual culture. 

Again, what I am talking about here is no mere academic exercise. 
Analysis and interpretation of modernist artwork after the fashion advocated 
and attempted in this essay is of crucial significance to us, inasmuch as it 
serves to more fully illuminate the deep Nietzschean imprint on the soul of 
modern humanity, thereby enlarging both the historical self-understanding 
of Western culture and our understanding and appreciation of Nietzsche’s 
philosophy. To restate the point with stark simplicity, we need to know what 
Nietzsche has done to and for us as well as what we have done to and for 
him—for better or worse. A livelier awareness of how the artwork of Edvard 
Munch mediates between Nietzsche’s philosophy and ourselves turns out to 
be an important part of that quest.



5 5 5Book Review: The Spartan Drama of Plato’s “Laws”

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.

Eli Friedland, The Spartan Drama of Plato’s “Laws.” Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2020, xiii + 193 pp., $95.00 (cloth).

Robe rt  A .  Ba l l i ng a l l

University of Maine

robert.ballingall@maine.edu

Plato’s Laws “is likely the most important book on politics ever written.” 
So begins a new interpretation by Eli Friedland. Although this claim will 
raise eyebrows, it will seem less amazing to the growing number who give 
the Laws the serious study it deserves and has long commanded. Only in its 
pages does Plato turn his singular powers to the envisioning of a practical 
utopia—not in the service of an ulterior task, nor with a political dilettante, 
but in the founding of an actual city by a duly commissioned lawgiver. The 
dramatic frame of the Laws might remain fictional; the dialogue hardly pres-
ents itself as a blueprint for or record of some historical event. But therein 
lies its significance. For the circumstance in which the best possible regime 
could come into being is so vanishingly rare that only in fiction can it be 
realistically brought to light. Indeed, that is why the fictional setting of the 
Laws is so curious. The one work in which the greatest philosophical writer 
takes up directly and comprehensively the greatest political task is also the 
only dialogue set outside of Attica and in which Socrates is (apparently) 
absent altogether. The curtain rises on a scene in the countryside of Crete, 
its dramatis personae three old men on their way to the sacred cave of Zeus 
on Mount Ida. Athens is present in the form of the nameless stranger who 
takes the lead, but the man commissioned to found the Cretan city is a native 
son of Knossos, his companion a Spartan named Megillus, and the would-be 
citizens colonists of other Dorian cities. What does Plato mean to suggest by 
thus framing such a dialogue? 

One answer that has found favor with certain readers is that the Cretan 
and Spartan regimes are best suited to the reforms that the Athenian Stranger 
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conceives. Athens may be more hospitable to philosophy, but it also earned 
the ignominy of putting its best man to death and in any case politics at its 
best requires sundry ingredients besides philosophy. Perhaps Plato considers 
these to be found in greatest abundance among the Dorians. The Platonic 
Socrates might seem to suggest as much. In the Crito (52e–53a), Socrates 
points to Crete and Sparta as cities with exceptionally good laws and leaves 
open the possibility of fleeing to them were he inclined to escape his sentence. 
The good laws of nearby cities and the bad laws of distant ones rule out these 
places as refuges (53b–e). Crete and Sparta, however, are neither nearby nor 
badly governed. But nor are they given to the permissiveness that allowed a 
Socrates to flourish. It is a—if not the—task of the Stranger in the Laws to 
carve out a place for philosophy in the Dorian city without compromising its 
soul-shaping rectitude. Politics at its best might presuppose such rectitude; 
philosophy does not.

The special interest of Friedland’s study is in how it alters this familiar 
picture. The drama of Plato’s Laws, he argues, consists not in the Athenian 
philosopher playing two old Dorians like puppets, pulling as so many strings 
the grasping ambition of the one and the stodgy moralism of the other. Fried-
land maintains rather that the Spartan Megillus “colludes” with the Athenian 
Stranger in taming the Cretan lawgiver. With a quiet subtlety lost on all pre-
vious interpreters, Megillus himself proves “a potential philosopher” (154), 
his greatness of soul belied by his laconic manner. Reading his terse contribu-
tions exceptionally closely, Friedland detects in Megillus not only a critical 
distance from the laws of Lycurgus, but remarkable capacities for multilevel 
rhetoric and for transcending the moral indignation that stands in the way 
of wisdom. On this reading, Megillus becomes the Athenian’s partner in his 
experiment with Kleinias, silently indicating his understanding of the Athe-
nian’s purpose while lending it an authority with the Cretan that it otherwise 
could not have. As a venerable representative of a kindred regime, he puts 
Kleinias at ease by endorsing the Stranger’s leadership. The Dorian city turns 
out to be more accommodating of philosophy than one had been inclined to 
suppose, even without the Athenian’s reforms. The social pressure with which 
it shapes its young is not so comprehensive that it requires those reforms to 
avoid smothering the philosophic nature. Sparta can beget a Megillus; Ath-
ens, a Socrates. 

To readers well acquainted with the Laws, Friedland’s idea is bracing and 
worth taking seriously, if only because it so challenges the usual understand-
ing of the dialogue’s characters. Megillus in particular is taken by nearly 
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all interpreters to be deeply conservative and more or less unreflective, the 
embodiment of successful Spartan habituation. What evidence can Fried-
land adduce for overturning this view so completely? What difference does 
doing so really make to our understanding of the Laws as a whole? 

Initially, Friedland builds his case by showing just how flimsy the reasons 
are for taking Megillus to be some turgid traditionalist. Friedland supposes 
that the primary reason for this impression is the dearth of Megillus’s speech, 
but he rightly insists that this fact alone cannot be accepted as a sign of 
thoughtlessness. He reminds us that “Laconic wit” was proverbial in antiq-
uity and that other dialogues seem to associate silence with careful listening 
or even wisdom, at least in the works where Socrates himself is present but 
hardly says a word. Why not think the same of Megillus in the Laws? Nor 
can the claims of Kleinias to speak on Megillus’s behalf be taken to imply 
an equivalency in the two characters, for Megillus never personally endorses 
these claims, or so Friedland insists. The tendency to lump together these two 
characters as “the Dorians,” as though they were cut from the same cloth, is 
at best misleading. 

What we can say of Megillus, Friedland writes, can be gleaned from the 
studied ambiguity of the Spartan’s parsimonious remarks, especially in the 
opening passages of the dialogue. The first two times he speaks, Megillus 
addresses only what the Lacedaemonians believe or say; unlike Kleinias, he 
does not necessarily speak in his own name. He thus leaves room to doubt 
whether he himself believes in the divine origin of the Spartan laws or in 
the notion that a well-governed city “must be ordered in such a way as to 
defeat the other cities in war” (627c), propositions that he affirms on behalf of 
his countrymen. The first time that Megillus does speak on his own behalf, 
he agrees only that what has just been said by the Athenian—about it being 
unseemly to detain themselves with the precise, literal meaning of the speech 
of the many—“was said finely, at any rate” (627d6–7). Friedland makes heavy 
weather of the ambiguity of this response; what is fine or noble, he stresses, 
is not necessarily what is true. And what is true is that “neither superior 
lawgiving nor understanding permits of careless imprecision” (23), though 
the authority of law itself sometimes presupposes just such carelessness in its 
believers. He takes Megillus to be pointing to both these truths by respond-
ing to the Athenian’s remarks so ambiguously. 

If Friedland finds in Megillus a surprising insight and tact from the first, 
he also sees the Spartan learning from the Athenian Stranger a lesson of 
tremendous importance. Friedland argues that it is Megillus who especially 
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wants to broach the topic of sexual immoderation, apparently introduced by 
the Athenian at 636b, and that it is the Spartan’s particular interest in curbing 
this vice that finds expression in the later proposals to regulate sexual desire 
so vigorously. The suggestion here is that these proposals are never meant 
in earnest and that in the course of introducing them the Athenian actually 
convinces Megillus of the need to temporize with eros, accommodate himself 
to human weakness, and even to transcend the desire for retributive justice. 
These qualities Friedland associates with a philosophic moderation that 
accepts the limits beyond which human nature cannot go, especially in the 
direction of self-control. “True moderation,” he writes, citing Strauss,1 con-
sists in accepting the degree to which immoderation is insuperable (51). Or, 
as Friedland puts it in the later chapters, the philosophic temperament that 
calmly accepts, as part of nature, the frustration of human purposes finds 
expression in the sense of responsibility of the consummate lawgiver. The 
latter’s virtue is knowing not only what to command and how to command 
it. It is above all knowing the pitfalls of wishful thinking. However much we 
might wish for things to be otherwise, nature imposes on our actions certain 
limits and tradeoffs. The lawgiver who knows his business does not blame the 
unlawfulness into which his successors will inevitably descend. He “wills” 
the good with the bad; he takes responsibility for both. 

One difficulty with this reading, though, is that Plato casts Kleinias—not 
Megillus—as the Athenian’s pupil in the Laws. Within its drama, it is Klei-
nias who has been commissioned as one of ten to draft the laws of Magnesia; 
Megillus is at most his advisor in that enterprise. It is thus the relationship 
between Kleinias and the Athenian that Plato invites the reader to especially 
ponder: Why might a man such as Kleinias be particularly open to or other-
wise suited for the tutelage that the Stranger has in mind? If it were Megillus 
whom Plato had wanted us to consider the more promising partner, why not 
set the Laws in Phocis, on the road to Delphi? Why not cast the Lacedaemo-
nians as the new city’s founders and Megillus the character on whom the task 
of lawgiving falls? This is not to say that Megillus does not have an important 
role to play in the Athenian’s complex rhetorical and pedagogical efforts. Nor 
to deny that Kleinias is far indeed from the philosophical equanimity that 
the Stranger seems to embody, further perhaps than his laconic peer. But it 
does seem necessary to ask why, despite or because of his particular flaws, 

1  Leo Strauss, The Argument and the Action of Plato’s “Laws” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1975), 33. 
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it is Kleinias who plays the part of lawgiver, even if he becomes merely the 
instrument through whom the Athenian does the real legislating. 

Friedland is certainly right to read Kleinias as less troubled than Megillus 
by immoderation; Kleinias himself is a paradigm of immoderation. Despite 
agreeing that love of money and power is shameful, he thinks of wealth and 
tyranny as belonging to the happy life (661d–662a) and rebukes the Athe-
nian for blaming too harshly the disposition connected to pursuing them 
insatiably (832b). The very impression of excessive “hatred” in the Athenian’s 
censures on this score may reflect less on the Athenian than on Kleinias, 
as Friedland insightfully observes.2 “The Stranger is not indignant at all 
here [832b7],” he writes, “though the Stranger is deliberately letting Kleinias 
experience his judgment as such” (99). It is the Cretan’s shame at recognizing 
himself in the ugly picture that the Athenian blames that moves him to hear 
in that blame an anger that is not there. 

Still, as corrupt as Kleinias may be, might his vices somehow commend 
him to the Stranger’s task? Some readers have thought as much, recognizing 
in his immoderate temper an audacity without which the Athenian’s novel 
reforms would not be possible. Given how Friedland emphasizes this quality, 
it is surprising to find him interpreting Kleinias as insuperably conventional 
and even pious, reversing the contrast usually drawn between the Dorian 
characters. Doing so not only depends on minimizing the link between 
immoderation and transgressive boldness; it also requires obscuring the 
sense of the dialogue’s opening scene, which Friedland otherwise reads with 
exceptional care and thoughtfulness. Kleinias responds to the Athenian’s 
initial query about the origins of the Cretan laws by calling attention to how 
giving the traditional, pious answer is “to say what is at any rate the most just 
thing” (624a). In the same way that speaking nobly is not necessarily to speak 
truly, saying the just thing is not necessarily to tell the truth. Kleinias may 
well be implying that he does not believe in the traditional, pious view that 
the Cretan laws were handed down by Zeus. Why else would he qualify his 
answer in this conspicuous way? It is a possibility that Friedland neither puts 
to rest nor seriously entertains. 

Nor does Friedland’s account of Megillus make much sense of the 
moments in the Laws when it is the Spartan who is admonished. Notwith-
standing Friedland’s clever reading of Megillus’s initial agreement with the 

2  On the other hand, there is a long-standing dispute as to whether these lines are to be ascribed 
to Kleinias at all. See Trevor Saunders, Notes on the “Laws” of Plato (London: University of London, 
Institute of Classical Studies, 1976), ad loc.
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bellicose interpretation of the Lycurgan laws, as merely what his countrymen 
say, Megillus seems genuinely to think of military strength as the appropriate, 
overarching political goal. To demonstrate the superiority of total abstinence 
from wine drinking and drunkenness, for example, Megillus adduces how 
“we” put to flight all peoples who permit the practice, a comment that elicits 
a telling rebuke from the Athenian. “We should always set down victory or 
defeat in battle,” he says, “not as a clear but as a controversial criterion for 
whether practices are noble or not” (638a). Victory is often a consequence 
merely of superiority in numbers; it cannot be looked to as a proxy for vir-
tue or good governance, as Megillus had apparently supposed. At any rate, 
Megillus does not raise a finger at this construal of the point that he had 
had in mind. Indeed, that he takes precisely this view and that it very much 
counts against him would seem confirmed in a later passage treating of the 
archaic Peloponnesian confederacy and its dissolution (685b–688d). There, 
Megillus is at a loss as to how to account for the confederacy’s failure, seeing 
as it enjoyed unrivaled military strength. It takes the Athenian to point out 
how Megillus has fallen into a grave if all-too-human “error” on this score. 
He has assumed that the one needful thing is “a lot of power and strength” 
(686e). He has thus neglected the greater need of prudence, without which 
power and strength are not only useless but harmful. As the Athenian goes 
on to conclude, “it is dangerous for one who lacks intelligence to pray” (688c). 
His point is that the archaic Peloponnesians failed through the same fault 
that Megillus here betrays. Supposing they knew already what is good (as that 
which needs power to be got), they wished or “prayed” merely for the means 
of getting it. But power and that which power can get are beneficial only to 
the man who knows how to use them well. The perplexity of Megillus at the 
insufficiency of power in this regard jumps out as a blight on his character, 
the shame of which the Athenian does not shy away from driving home. See-
ing as these passages sit in such stark tension with Friedland’s reading, one is 
disappointed to find them hardly discussed in his book. 

Be that as it may, The Spartan Drama of Plato’s “Laws” is a provocative, 
erudite study that rewards careful attention. Many of its pages are brimming 
with original interpretations. Friedland breathes life into many passages as 
few if any have done before, bringing to his task an impressive grasp of politi-
cal psychology and philosophical responsibility. Although he seldom cites 
the important francophone literature on the Laws, his reading of the German 
scholarship and the most relevant premodern sources is exceptionally wide 
and deep, and fruitfully put to work. Ultimately, if readers remain unper-
suaded of the book’s central claim, they profit nonetheless from considering 
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and reflecting on the case that it makes. The project on which Friedland 
embarks—of tenaciously and comprehensively working through, with an 
open mind, the extent to which Kleinias and Megillus reflect different human 
types—has never before been accomplished and yet is surely necessary for a 
complete understanding of the Laws. Even if we cannot follow Friedland to 
the radical conclusion at which he arrives, our understanding of this singu-
larly important dialogue is much the richer for learning from his efforts. 
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Plays display. Most obviously, they do so in telling a story. The best stories, 
however, do more. They display important truths about human nature and 
history, about love and justice. On these matters, no plays display with the 
completeness achieved by William Shakespeare. In his characters, one finds 
every human type; in his stories, every human community. Through them, 
then, we see something of ourselves. 

One Shakespeare play pertinent to us is Coriolanus. Set in ancient Rome, 
it focuses on a city, Rome, and a man, Caius Martius Coriolanus. Rome suf-
fers from internal division based on class and external fears from the nearby 
Volscians. Caius Martius, through astounding feats, leads Rome’s army to 
victory outside the Volscian city of Corioles. Given the name Coriolanus and 
the office of consul, Caius Martius then is banished by the people at the insti-
gation of the newly created tribunes, who play up Coriolanus’s well-known 
disdain for the commoners. Coriolanus then joins forces with the Volscians 
against Rome, only to be stopped at the latter’s gates through the appeals of 
his mother, wife, and son, a decision that costs him his life.

Two recent editions help readers consider this work, one edited by Jeffrey 
Kahan, an English professor at the University of La Verne, the other by Jan H. 
Blits, a professor emeritus at the University of Delaware. These versions also 
offer distinct aids for the reader. Kahan adds a separate set of notes describing 
past productions’ staging and setting decisions. Pictures from various stage 
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and screen versions also accompany the text. These notes and images are a 
welcome addition. We must never forget, even while reading, that Coriolanus 
is a play. It is intended to be performed. In addition, since Shakespeare gave 
minimal stage directions, interpretations by directors and actors take on great 
importance. Kahan thus helps the reader to think about the play as a performed 
work and therefore closer to how Shakespeare intended its consumption. 

Blits also offers unique assistance. One is addition by omission. In his 
preface, Blits declares that his edition “avoids forcing any literary theory on 
the text and offers the reader guidance in understanding what Shakespeare 
thought and wrote” (Blits, vi). In letting the text speak more for itself, Blits 
holds an advantage over Kahan, who at times places ethical judgments on 
Shakespeare’s thinking among footnotes seemingly dedicated to defining 
terms and phrases. 

Blits’s restraint certainly could have gone too far, leaving readers without 
helpful insight. However, he does not. Instead, his posture veers more toward 
moderation than excess. For one, Blits focuses on the Roman history underly-
ing the play to a greater extent than do other editors. Blits wishes to dispel 
claims that Shakespeare did not understand Rome on its own terms, instead 
transplanting Englishmen of his time into a foreign locale. In his preface, he 
rightly diagnoses why other Shakespeare scholars make these mistaken claims. 
These scholars assume “historicism,” which “presumes that any writing, no 
matter how great, is imbedded in and embodies the author’s own cultural tra-
dition.” Blits sees Shakespeare’s brilliance in his capacity to “understand the 
Romans as they understood themselves” as well as to see in Rome perpetual 
political and social questions that transcend cultural context (Blits, ix). 

While both editions provide aid, the play’s the thing. Turning to it, we see 
how Shakespeare presents important political questions. As a city, Rome suf-
fers from severe political instability. In the course of only a generation, it goes 
from the rule of one, to the rule of few, to that of many. Blits helpfully notes 
that this Rome exists not too long after the expulsion of its tyrant kings in 509 
BC (Blits, x), circumstances Shakespeare wrote about in the narrative poem 
The Rape of Lucrece. Rome at the play’s beginning includes the many and the 
few in the choosing of officeholders; but it is aristocratic in the exercise of 
those offices—in the senate and consulship. 

The play opens with a brewing sedition by the common plebeians against 
the aristocratic patricians. The question concerns distribution of corn in a 
famine. This tense debate over policy leads to a change in structure. We learn 
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that the Senate concedes to instituting the office of tribune, chosen by the 
people. This reform moves the exercise of rule from aristocracy to a mixed 
republic. Later, we see the structure modified again. The people’s banishment 
of Coriolanus, accomplished through mob pressure, tilts Rome toward a 
popular state.

The many, the few, and the one all possess claims to rule and purposes 
they focus on in exercising that rule. The many claim to rule by their numbers 
and the humanity they share with all. The plebeians declare at one point that 
“the people are the city” (3.1.199). Moreover, their political program, to the 
degree it achieves focus, concerns material needs and wants based on neces-
sity. They riot in the opening scene to obtain more grain from government 
stores. They unite with the patricians and revolt from the tribunes when the 
fear of Volscian invasion (and thus of death) takes hold. In battle, they stop 
fighting to greedily loot from the enemy (1.5). 

The nobles’ claim to rule stems from their alleged superiority. They dis-
dain equality, with one senator abhorring democratic attempts “to unbuild 
the city and to lay all flat” (3.1.248). The nobles’ claim to superiority rests on 
their pursuit of superior ends: honor and glory, not material needs. Coriola-
nus himself articulates these points, in battle calling to follow him those who 
“fear / Lesser his person than an ill report; / If any think brave death outweigh 
bad life / And that his country’s dearer than himself” (1.6.69–73). These pur-
poses define the noble in the nobles, giving them a claim to command. 

Finally, an argument for the rule of one lurks in the person of Caius Mar-
tius. Julius Caesar focuses on the one’s claims directly. However, here we see 
Caius Martius at times set above all other men in stature, compared at several 
places to a god (2.2.246–49; 3.1.106–8) or to one proud enough to “not spare 
to gird the gods” (1.1.292). Like Caesar, Coriolanus declares “I am constant” 
(1.1.222), a virtue for ruling among a polity so inconstant. The claim for his 
rule is aristocracy constricted to one. If he indeed is the best, far above all 
others, then why should any but he command?

Kahan sees here Shakespeare’s opposition to democracy (Kahan, xiv). He 
gives an explanation grounded in genre. The play is a tragedy and Shake-
speare wants some audience sympathy with the protagonist. But he draws 
the wrong inference. Coriolanus indeed is a tragedy. Yet the tragedy arises, 
in large part, from the failures and follies of its characters. Popular rule does 
receive a vigorous critique. But so does aristocracy and monarchy. Rome’s 
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messy instability results from the inadequacy of any of its parts to command 
the whole. 

The plebeians’ focus on material goods pushes them toward low political 
purposes. The focus on maintaining physical life engenders cowardice, making 
them “hares” where they should be “lions” (1.1.183). Their love of the low leads 
to the looting that Coriolanus attacks. Moreover, they show a capriciousness 
and the capacity to be easily misled. This lack of intellectual ability and moral 
fortitude leaves them prey to the manipulations of demagoguing tribunes.

The nobles do not come off so well, either. Cominius, the consul preced-
ing Coriolanus, declares “that valor is the chiefest virtue and most dignifies 
the haver” (2.2.80–81). Yet we see the same fear of pain and death overtake 
the nobles, indeed unite them to the plebeians, at certain points in the play. 
They cannot forget that they have bodies. Nor should they entirely; Volum-
nia, Caius Martius’s mother, desires glory so much as to wish her son injured 
in combat, if not killed. She tells Virgilia, Coriolanus’s worried wife, that in 
death Caius’s “good report should have been my son” and that “I had rather 
had eleven [sons] die nobly for their country than one voluptuously surfeit 
out of action” (1.3.16–21). This more consistent posture shows an excess that 
dehumanizes, not in its seeking of glory but in its denial that humans have 
bodies, that life itself is a good worth maintaining, even if not at all costs. 
This belief grounds the nobles treating the plebeians as subhuman, making 
common citizenship impossible.

Finally, Coriolanus proves as inadequate to rule in politics as he seems 
godlike on the battlefield. Gods rule natural inferiors. Politics involves, as 
Aristotle says, some sharing in rule. To take the consulship, Coriolanus must 
ask for the approval of the people in addition to the nobles. The people are 
willing to give that approval because they recognize the great benefits he has 
given Rome. One might even say they recognize noble goods here, not just 
the material. “Ingratitude is monstrous” (2.3.10), one says, and the people 
would be monstrous, individually and collectively, did they not bestow this 
honor on Coriolanus. They add to their votes a wish, one that past experi-
ence should have given little hope for: that he respect, even love the people. 
This Coriolanus refuses to do, for it would require recognizing in them some 
commonality with and power over him. His hatred does not bode well for an 
office intended to rule all of Rome, plebeians included. It presents the threat 
of tyranny, a point which the tribunes stoke into the fires of the mob. And 
Coriolanus’s hatred displays what the tyrant presumes about the tyrannized, 
namely, that they are subjects, not citizens.
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Coriolanus can say much about us to us. Our class divide seems to grow 
ever more acute, the warring sides increasingly segregated from each other in 
the principles they believe, the information they consume, even the facts they 
affirm. Moreover, COVID-19 displayed a problem similar to Coriolanus, one 
related to political choice. One often must decide, not simply between right 
and wrong, but by weighing distinct goods that circumstances place in tension. 
This weighing seeks a common good out of disparate parts, thus affirming 
and encouraging common citizenship. Warriors like Coriolanus and medical 
experts today may contribute to these decisions. But their narrow focus and 
purpose often make them inadequate to exercising political wisdom. 

Only two characters in the play show some capacity for exercising this 
wisdom: Menenius and Cominius. Menenius tells a story about internal 
cooperation and dependence of the body as a picture of a cooperative com-
monwealth. We hear Cominus, extolling his troops after retreating in a battle, 
saying, very unlike Coriolanus, that they were “neither foolish in our stands 
nor cowardly in retire.” This moderation by both men shows a principle and 
approach that could make a Rome out of its parts. 

As Coriolanus is a tragedy, so in it these men never truly ruled. Our own 
story may ultimately turn tragic or comic, based on our capacity to pursue 
a wise common good. Shakespeare has displayed for us folly and failure to 
avoid. Whether we listen is up to us. 
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If we want to understand liberty, is it wise to turn to Isaiah Berlin’s distinc-
tion between negative and positive liberty and to the priority he accords to 
the former? To answer that question may be the best reason to read Berlin 
today. Liberty and liberalism, along with “value pluralism,” are the concepts 
with which he is most closely associated.

We need not waste time considering whether Berlin was not a philosopher 
because he abandoned the analytic philosophy with which he was involved in 
the 1930s for the history of philosophy. Most readers of this journal will prob-
ably agree that it is possible to philosophize while writing about important 
figures in the history of philosophy. Johnny Lyons agrees and takes it as his 
main purpose in The Philosophy of Isaiah Berlin to argue for the depth of Ber-
lin’s thought. Lyons taught political theory at Trinity College Dublin, Ireland, 
before beginning work in corporate communications; but separation from 
academia has not prevented him from producing a densely argued book.

Lyons begins where most people first encounter Berlin: his essay “Two 
Concepts of Liberty” of 1958. He tells or reminds us that while Berlin is 
famous for advocating negative liberty, or freedom from interference, he also 
maintains that positive liberty, or freedom to do something, “respond[s] to 
real and legitimate human needs and ideals” (4). Lyons also emphasizes Ber-
lin’s pluralism of values, which claims that “genuine human values and ends 
conflict in principle” (5). Thus Berlin is simultaneously sympathetic with and 
critical of the Enlightenment—especially critical of the belief that human 
reason can produce a coherent set of principles that will solve all problems.
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According to Lyons, Berlin’s understanding of philosophy begins with 
the analytic or positivist classification of inquiry into three types: empirical, 
analytic, and neither (31). But whereas positivists consider the last type to 
be the realm of emotion, Berlin rejects the fact/value dichotomy and finds 
the last type to be philosophy’s true home, with the resulting possibility of 
nonscientific knowledge (34, 45–46, 54). Decisive for him is the influence of 
Kant’s claim that certain categories and concepts are fundamental to human 
experience. For Berlin, however, as opposed to Kant, those categories and 
concepts include, but are not limited to, freedom, happiness, good, bad, right, 
wrong, choice, and truth; and they are factual, not a priori (43–44). Some 
categories and concepts are more stable than others; thus the influence of 
history is fundamental to all human understanding (48–49). Vico’s influence 
on Berlin figures heavily here, leading to the conclusion that “there are no 
eternally and universally true answers to the so-called perennial questions 
of human life” (60). Perhaps Berlin’s historicism is not dogmatic because it 
is factual, thereby subject to revision. Does Berlin see any universal, timeless 
element in human nature? There is evidence on both sides of that question, 
causing Lyons to remark that philosophical consistency may be overrated (50, 
83–86, 93). The humanistic nature of most of Berlin’s categories and concepts 
leads Lyons to argue that Berlin “never really tackles, let alone seeks to rec-
oncile, the deeply problematic duality of our understanding of the external 
world and that of the human world” (83).

In his study of Machiavelli, Berlin focuses on the latter’s heightening of a 
conflict between classical and Christian ethics, by means of which Machia-
velli paves the way for the recognition of a plurality of ultimate values and 
eventually for religious toleration (67, 76). Machiavelli’s signal achievement, 
according to Berlin, is unintentional (68, 74–75). As Lyons admits, Berlin 
leaves himself open to the charge of unhistorically appropriating Machia-
velli for his own purposes, of allowing his “preconceived pluralist and liberal 
agenda” to override his laudable goal of seeking relevant wisdom from past 
thinkers (77, 91; the quotation is from latter).

Berlin’s defense of liberalism is “at once ethical and epistemological: it 
combines the epistemological or meta-ethical claim that our values and con-
ceptions of the good are substantively and not just pragmatically in conflict 
with each other with the moral claim that a more civil and tolerant society is 
one that coheres with and respects the rich plurality of our values and ways 
of life” (100). But, according to Lyons, the historical aspect of our categories 
and concepts raises the question whether that defense “operates ultimately at 
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the level of rhetoric or reason, of ideology or truth” (108). If all moral values 
are incommensurable, as Berlin maintains, why should we give priority to 
liberty and liberalism (117)? Lyons unreasonably considers this question “a 
small and relatively unserious matter” and refers to those who consider it 
serious as “logic-choppers” (118). But he faults Berlin for “making the rash 
and misleading statement that pluralism entails negative liberty near the end 
of ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’” (119n2).

Lyons dismisses Richard Rorty’s objection to the principle that we should 
assent only to claims that can be rationally justified to everyone, in favor of 
Berlin’s outlook that reason can communicate across cultures (a “weak form 
of universalism” [129]). Thus Berlin seeks transhistorical truths although his 
historicism tells him they will not be found. We may affirm our commitment 
to liberalism today even if we must admit that it may vanish tomorrow.

Lyons next defends Berlin against Ronald Dworkin’s argument that value 
pluralism is not the default philosophical position, that a case needs to be 
made in its behalf. Lyons wants to retain the tenet that value pluralism has 
moral objectivity while criticizing Dworkin for underestimating the impor-
tance of history to philosophy (148, 154–55). Dworkin’s reply—which Lyons 
does not fully appreciate because he too readily accepts Berlin’s semi-Kantian 
categories and concepts—might be that he need not subscribe to Berlin’s 
built-in historicism in the fundamental categories and concepts. At any rate, 
the fact that value pluralism is recognizable only in “Western modernity” 
does not detract from its moral objectivity, according to Lyons (169).

Turning to Berlin’s understanding of freedom, Lyons begins with free 
will, which Berlin sees as fundamental to human experience and must be 
insisted on to the fullest extent despite what philosophy and science say 
in favor of determinism and the weakened notion of free will that may be 
compatible with it (177–78). Berlin’s notion of free will entails that I am “the 
ultimate source of my beliefs and actions” (183). Lyons provides a long discus-
sion of academic philosophers on the matter before nobly praising Berlin’s 
treatment for being “deliberately superficial in the sense that it stays on the 
phenomenological surface where human beings actually live and breathe 
their freedom and avoids the putatively deep reasoning that philosophers are 
perpetually prone to when it comes to this topic” (198).

Yet Lyons does not find the possibility of the truth of determinism easy to 
dismiss (200, 205). Nevertheless, he asks: Why should we respect the author-
ity of a philosophy that leads us toward determinism (213)? Since there will 
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always be “competing interests and priorities of society and philosophy,” why 
should philosophy have the upper hand (215)? Lyons prudently rejects a phi-
losophy that finds ultimate guidance in science (221). But he and Berlin do so 
at the cost of accepting a built-in historicism.

Berlin is known for his anticommunism, but Lyons finds the key to 
his defense of freedom in his romanticism, the essence of which is “sincer-
ity” (230). Lyons discusses three purportedly romantic thinkers: Johann 
Hamann, Johann Herder, and, oddly enough, Kant, for his “moral philoso-
phy” (236). Berlin and Lyons achieve this classification only by emphasizing 
the importance of individual will for Kant and downplaying the role of rea-
son in forming the moral law. Just as Machiavelli unintentionally produced 
value pluralism, so romanticism unwittingly led to liberalism and toleration.1 
Berlin focuses on Rousseau, who, Lyons says, maintains that “there is no 
real conflict between man and the state”—as if Rousseau did not say in On 
the Social Contract that the ineliminable existence of private wills made his 
project bound to degenerate (245). Thus when Lyons writes of Rousseau as 
providing “the emergence of the idea of the real self as a crucial part of this 
idea of freedom,” he ignores the self that Rousseau tries to create by an educa-
tion according to nature in Emile.

Again, however, the crucial figure for Berlin, according to Lyons, is Kant, 
in three respects: his view of human nature as divided into phenomenal and 
noumenal selves; the principle that a human life has value independently of its 
influence on anyone or anything; and the principle that individuals are ends 
in themselves (246). The apparent result, Lyons holds, is that Berlin is “willing 
to champion the claim that freedom is intrinsically valuable since it is good 
to be free” (247). Berlin—especially in his essay “The Idea of Freedom” (based 
on lectures given in 1952)—sees negative liberty as more than an instrumen-
tal good. Does Berlin abandon the intrinsic justification of liberty in that 
essay for an instrumental one in “Two Concepts of Liberty”? Lyons wavers 
before answering that question affirmatively (248) and then telling us not to 
worry too much about “the excessive abstractions and remoteness of philo-
sophical debate,” of which that question is an example (251). Lyons’s book is 
full of abstractions, words ending in “-ism,” so his insouciance appears to be 
situational.

1  Isaiah Berlin, The Roots of Romanticism, 2nd ed., ed. Henry Hardy (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2013), 170.
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Even if Berlin does regard liberty as intrinsically valuable, the key point is 
that it is a notion of negative, not positive, liberty that he is primarily defend-
ing in both essays. He may suspect that individuals are not truly free merely 
when they are free from restraint, but he does not much allow for that possi-
bility. One way to address the adequacy of Berlin’s understanding is by asking 
whether Tocqueville’s Democracy in America would be so highly respected 
if Tocqueville saw liberty as Berlin did. Tocqueville combines a hostility to 
overbearing government with an insistence that free democratic citizens 
should govern themselves. His striking notion of individualism impresses the 
thought on readers that conceiving of liberty primarily as being left alone by 
government is likely to lead to democratic despotism, the opposite of what is 
intended. But Tocqueville, in Lyons’s book, falls into the category of “political 
theorists with an interest in philosophy” along with Cicero and Machiavelli, 
as separate from the apparently higher category of “philosophers with an 
interest in politics,” which includes Plato, Hobbes, Karl Popper, and Berlin 
himself (3). If Tocqueville’s insight into liberal democracy exceeds Berlin’s, 
something is wrong with that classification.
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Tocqueville published his two “mémoires” or memos on pauperism in 1833 
and 1837, respectively—that is, almost as bookends to the first volume of 
Democracy in America. In them, he considers his great theme, the advance 
of “democracy” or “equality of conditions” and its counterpoint, the rise of a 
new aristocracy founded on that very social egalitarianism, an “aristocracy” 
or oligarchy of industrial magnates who aim at lording it over factory work-
ers in the cities. Whereas the feudal lords of European countryside had ruled 
“their” peasants with a firm but often kindly hand, living with them on the 
same land, knowing them personally, the modern aristocrats live apart from 
their employees, do not know them, and think of them only as replaceable 
parts in factories organized rather like the machines on the shop floor.

This leads to “a most extraordinary and apparently inexplicable sight”: 
“the countries that appear the poorest are those which, in reality, contain the 
fewest indigents, while among the peoples whose opulence you admire, one 
part of the population is obliged to rely upon the gifts of the other in order 
to live” (Memoir on Pauperism, 1). England’s prosperous countryside con-
trasts with its village, where one-sixth of the people live on “public charity”; 
in Spain and Portugal, the countryside is impoverished but few are indigent; 
in France, conditions vary from province to province. Even within the same 
empire, “you will see proportionate growth of, on the one hand, the number 
of those living in comfort, and on the other hand, the number of those who 
fall back upon public donations in order to live” (MP, 2).



 5 7 6  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 3

Tocqueville is nothing if not an ardent inquirer into social causation. 
One of the surprises a reader of the Democracy must have experienced was 
his reversal of the characteristic Enlightenment narrative. Voltaire and his 
allies ascribed feudalism and its abuses to Christianity; French Revolutionar-
ies notoriously had replaced the Madonna and her Child with the Goddess 
of Reason. Unearthing the origin of equality, Tocqueville finds its root in 
the Christianity the revolutionaries loathed. To understand pauperism in the 
midst of plenty, Tocqueville goes even farther back, to the origin of human 
society itself.

“Behold men gathering for the first time. They come out of the forests, 
they are still wild, they join forces not to enjoy life, but to find the means of 
surviving. Shelter against the intemperance of the seasons, sufficient food—
such is the object of their efforts. Their minds do not go beyond these goods, 
and if they obtain them without trouble, they judge themselves satisfied with 
their fate and doze in idle comfort,” just as “the barbarous tribes in North 
America” Tocqueville had visited still did. Men in the earliest societies were 
social animals, “with very few desires” and “hardly any needs other than” 
those felt by the animals among which they lived. They supported themselves 
by hunting; property ownership occurred only after they became “acquainted 
with agriculture” (MP, 3). 

Now “assured of survival, they begin to glimpse that human existence 
offers other sources of pleasures beyond the satisfaction of life’s first and most 
urgent needs” (MP, 3). Inequality arose—millenia before Christianity. “One 
sees the spirit of conquest, which has been the mother of all aristocratic soci-
eties, spread,” based as it is on the few who possess the bodily strength and 
psychic ferocity to kill and risk being killed for the sake of rule over others 
and consequent seizure of their property (MP, 5). 

Such men rivaled each other, attempted to conquer each other. “The bar-
barians who invaded the Roman Empire at the end of the fourth century were 
savages who had glimpsed landed property’s utility and had wanted to get 
its advantages for themselves.” Having softened their moeurs after their own 
vast conquests, now accustomed to “the peaceful activities of field labor” but 
without that level of “civilization” that would made them “capable of fighting 
against the primitive fierceness of their enemies,” Roman farmers became 
tenants of the new, rough aristocrats; “feudal society was organized and the 
Middle Ages were born.” “Inequality passed into laws, and from having been 
a fact, it became a right” (MP, 5). 
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Tocqueville “generalizes” from these facts. “If we pay attention to what 
has happened since the birth of societies, we will easily discover that equality 
is only found at the two ends of society. Savages are equal because they are all 
equally weak and ignorant. Very civilized men are able to all become equal 
because they all have similar means of attaining comfort and happiness at their 
disposal. Between these two extremes, the inequality of conditions is found: 
the wealth, enlightenment, and power of some and the poverty, ignorance, and 
weakness of all the others” (MP, 5). Under feudal social conditions, no “Third 
Estate” or middle class existed, only “those who cultivated the soil without 
possessing it” and “those who possessed the soil without cultivating it” (MP, 6). 

Feudal peasants were ruled by the aristocrats but not usually killed by 
them, as “the master’s interest coincided with theirs” when it came to their 
survival. Peasants “enjoyed that type of vegetative happiness whose charm 
is as difficult for the highly civilized man to understand as its existence is 
difficult for him to deny.” For their part, aristocrats lived in luxury but not 
in comfort. “Comfort presupposes a large class whose members are simulta-
neously employed in trying to make life sweeter and more comfortable”—a 
middle class which neither provides necessities nor keens itself for military 
and political glory. Aristocratic life “was brilliant and lavish, but not com-
modious”; “they ate with their fingers from plates of silver or engraved steel.” 
Residents of provincial towns in the 1830s, he observes, enjoy more comfort 
“than did the proudest baron of the Middle Ages” (MP, 6). On one hand, 
“comfort was found nowhere,” not in the peasant’s hovel or the lord’s castle; 
on the other hand, there was “survival everywhere,” as peasants provided 
food and shelter for themselves and their rulers, while rulers cared for and 
protected peasants (MP, 7). 

This means that the Enlightenment philosophes and their revolution-
ary admirers took a phenomenon for a cause. True, the feudal aristocrats 
endowed their lands to their firstborn sons and found positions in the Catho-
lic Church for their second-born sons, and Christianity became associated 
with the ruling class. But they did so only as a politic appropriation, not as a 
logical consequence of the religion itself, which stipulated not an aristocratic 
right to rule but the equality of all men under God.

Gradually, as feudalism established itself, both peasant cultivators 
and warrior aristocrats developed “new tastes,” tastes satisfied only by the 
establishment of a new class, a class of workers who left the land to “devote 
themselves to industry,” to the production of the goods that satisfied the new 
tastes. In a word, both classes became more civilized. “A vast displacement of 
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population” occurred, as young peasants moved into the cities, seeking jobs 
that catered to the newfound taste for commodious living that both they and 
the aristocrats had discovered in themselves (MP, 7). In this, “they obeyed 
the immutable laws governing the growth of organized societies” (MP, 8). 
Tocqueville here does not pronounce on whether these laws are natural or 
“historical,” although they do seem grounded in human nature; the growth 
of organized societies evidently instantiates the human equality that Chris-
tianity later revealed to all men, a natural fact that the few had previously 
kept assiduously to themselves. Be this as it may, he diverges from Hegel and 
Marx by positing no known limit to the movement of this growth. The laws 
of social growth may have a telos, but Tocqueville does not claim to know 
what it is. This absence of finality leaves room for human liberty, which he 
famously opposes to the dangers that egalitarianism brings in its wake.

The more the new class produces, the more commodities there are to ease 
the lives of “the many” and not only the few. But “these happy outcomes have 
not been achieved without a necessary cost.” I once talked with one of my fel-
low college freshmen about his parents, who had lived in Georgia in the 1930s. 
He surprised me by saying he anticipated another Great Depression and 
indeed looked forward to it. “The Morgans did rather well in the last Depres-
sion,” he claimed, contentedly. “We stayed on our farm, raised enough crops 
to feed ourselves, and, after the Depression was over, we were the only ones in 
the county who had any money. We cleaned up!” That is indeed the advantage 
of subsistence agriculture. As Tocqueville puts it, “The farmer produces basic 
foodstuffs,” but even if market prices bring him no profit for a year or two, 
“these products at least furnish the means of life to those who have harvested 
them and allow them to wait for better times” (MP, 8). 

The industrial worker is not so lucky. He “speculates on artificial and sec-
ondary needs that can be limited by a thousand causes and can be completely 
eliminated by great events” (MP, 8). Having “received from God the special 
and dangerous mission of providing, by [their] own risks and dangers, the 
material happiness of all” the other classes, he serves them only at their con-
venience. “This is a major subject of reflection for today’s statesmen!” (MP, 9).

Nor is this pauperism’s only cause. While men and women may cut back 
on their expenses during a time of widespread economic hardship, in ordinary 
times, as wealth and prosperity grow, their desires “become, through habit 
and example, real needs.” The more needs one has, “the more greatly [one] 
exposes himself to the blows of Fortune” (MP, 10). If “modernity” consists 
not only in the advance of social equality but in the mastery of fortune—the 
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conquest of nature for the relief of man’s estate by the means of experimental 
science applied in manufacturing industries—that mastery itself finds at least 
temporary limits in disruption of supply and even of demand. Not only may 
an infestation of insects ruin the cotton crop, sending the textile industry 
into crisis, but the tastes of “the many” or “the few” may shift, making last 
year’s fashions this year’s embarrassments. Popular opinion under conditions 
of social democracy matters more than it has since the Athenians’ political 
democracy, and it is no less fickle. These exigencies, too, throw workers out 
of work.

Here is where a Christian (and also a Rousseauian) sentiment comes in. 
When people are thrown out of work owing to no fault of their own, their 
fellow citizens feel compassion for them. Civil society wants to help them, 
attempting to “cure evils that it did not previously ever perceive.” “The more 
nations are wealthy, the more the number of those who appeal to public char-
ity must multiply, because two very powerful causes tend toward this result: 
among these nations, the class most naturally exposed to need is increasing 
incessantly, and on the other side, needs themselves infinitely multiply and 
diversify; the opportunity of finding oneself exposed to some of them becomes 
more frequent every day” (MP, 11). 

As always, Tocqueville urges moderation, deliberation, and calm. As we 
consider “the future of modern societies,” “let us not become drunk by the 
spectacle of [their] greatness”—as Hegel tended to do; “let us not become 
discouraged by the sight of its miseries”—as Marx tended to do, before veer-
ing toward immoderate optimism on the wings of “dialectic.” True, for most 
modern men “existence will be more comfortable, sweeter, more embellished, 
longer,” while others of us “will need to turn to the support of their fellow 
men in order to receive a tiny part of those goods.” “This double movement 
can be slowed…but no one can stop it” (MP, 11). It can, however, be amelio-
rated if statesmen are smart and tough as well as compassionate.

In addition to social democratization and the conquest of nature, 
modernity also features a particular kind of Christianity which generates 
a particular kind of beneficence. Tocqueville distinguishes two kinds of 
beneficence. “One leads each individual to relieve, according to his means, 
all the ills that are found within his reach,” an impulse “as old as the world”; 
“Christianity made it a divine virtue and called it charity.” “The other, less 
instinctive, more rational, less enthusiastic, and often more powerful, leads 
society itself to concern itself with the misfortunes of its members and to 
attend systematically to the relief of their distress”; this kind of beneficence 
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“was born out of Protestantism and is developed only in modern societies” 
(MP, 12). In England, this second kind of beneficence combined with a fourth 
feature of modernity: the modern state.

Tocqueville recalls how Protestant monarchs Henry VIII and Elizabeth 
I took over not only the institutions of Christian worship, against Roman 
Catholicism, but also one of the traditional functions of the church they 
replaced—charity—in the form of state-sponsored care for the poor. Although 
the “poor laws” preceded industrialization and urbanization, they were made 
even more necessary by them and were elaborated because of them. “Eng-
land’s industrial class provides for the needs and the pleasures of not only 
the English people but also of a large part of humanity”; if America is “the 
country of the future” respecting democracy, England is that with respect to 
political economy. England is “the country in the world in which the farmer 
is most strongly attracted to industrial work—but also finds himself the most 
exposed to the vicissitudes of fortune” (MP, 13). Having already “accepted the 
principle of legal charity, England was not able to depart from it,” given its 
subsequent socioeconomic modernization (MP, 14). 

This has led to a challenge to English Protestantism, social equality, and 
the modern state. The nexus of industrialism and public charity has caused 
“the rebirth and spread across a Protestant country of those abuses for which 
the Reformation had rightly reproached some of the Catholic countries,” 
abuses connected to that “natural passion for idleness” seen in primitive man 
and civilized southern European monasteries alike. A person will work for 
two reasons: survival and “the desire to improve his living conditions.” Of 
these, the first is common, the second more rare. Most of us are not what were 
once called go-getters. Give me a steady diet, decent clothes, and a roof over 
my head and I probably will not dream of starting a business. That being so, 
“a charitable organization, open indiscriminately to all of those who are in 
need, or a law that gives to all poor—whatever the origin of their poverty—a 
right to public assistance, weakens or destroys the first stimulant and leaves 
only the second intact”—that is, the rarer one. Hence “the most generous, 
active and industrious part of the nation…devotes its assistance to furnish-
ing the means of life to those who do nothing or who make bad use of their 
work” (MP, 15). “Every measure that establishes legal charity on a permanent 
basis and that gives it an administrative form thus creates an idle and lazy 
class, living at the expense of the industrial and working class.…It repro-
duces all of the vices of the monastic system, but without the lofty ideas of 
morality and of religion that often went with it. Such a law is a poisoned 
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seed, planted in the bosom of legislation. As in America, circumstances can 
prevent the seed from developing rapidly, but they cannot destroy it, and if 
the present generation escapes its influence, it will devour the well-being of 
the generations to come” (MP, 17–18).

Generally speaking, “the idea of rights” “elevates and sustains the human 
spirit”; Tocqueville “find[s] something grand and virile” in a principle that 
brings the ruled up to the level of the ruler, entitling the ruled to make hon-
orable demands upon the ruler. “But the right that the poor person has to 
obtain society’s assistance is unique, in that rather than elevating the heart 
of the man who exercises it, it debases him.” In making my claim to pub-
lic charity I formalize my “poverty, weakness, and misconduct,” admit my 
“inferiority” to my neighbors (MP, 18). To exercise most rights, I vindicate 
my honor as man and citizen; to exercise this right, however, I must sacrifice 
my honor, perhaps even my self-respect.

More, the original and perennial kind of beneficence “establish[es] pre-
cious ties between the rich man and the poor one,” as “the act of generosity 
itself makes the giver interested in the one whose poverty he has undertaken 
to relieve” and inspires gratitude in the one helped. This was the beneficence 
displayed by feudal aristocrats and indeed by the aristocrats of antiquity. But 
under modern conditions of social equality, beneficence becomes imper-
sonal. The “legal charity” seen in the modern state “is not like” the natural 
charity or beneficence of previous times. “Alms remain, but their morality 
is removed,” as the rich man “sees in the poor man only a greedy stranger, 
summoned by the legislator to share his goods,” and the poor man “feels no 
gratitude for a benefit that could not be denied him.” Modern states develop 
civil societies divided into “two rival nations”; rich and poor “have existed 
since the beginning of the world,” but “public charity breaks the only line that 
could have been established between them” (MP, 19). 

Even worse, “if idleness in the midst of wealth, the hereditary idleness 
earned by works of service, the idleness surrounded with public regard, 
accompanied by inner contentment, interested by the pleasures of the mind, 
moralized by the exercise of thought—if this idleness,” that is, this aristo-
cratic idleness, “has been the mother of so many vices, what will come from 
a degraded idleness acquired form cowardice, earned by misconduct, that is 
enjoyed amid ignominy and that can only be endured to the extent that the soul 
of the one who suffers it becomes completely corrupted and degraded?” (MP, 
19–20). Such a soul “knows the future, as an animal does, because he ignores 
destiny’s circumstances, and who is thus focused like the animal in the present 
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and in the ignoble and fleeting pleasures that the present offers to a brutalized 
nature.” Thus “the number of illegitimate children has risen continuously; 
that of criminals has grown incessantly” (MP, 20)—in both instances because 
public support obviates the need for husbands, as an unmarried mother 
“finds a kind of dowry in her infamy” (MP, 25). While enlightenment expands 
throughout the rest of the nation, mores become gentler, taste becomes more 
delicate, habits more polite,” the poor “fall back toward barbarism while in the 
midst of civilization’s wonders, their ideas and inclinations bring them closer 
to savages” (MP, 20). The equality of conditions prevailing in modern societies 
finds a countervailing pressure in this new source of social hierarchy.

Not only does this new social hierarchy lack the old aristocratic generosity, 
it also retains no vestige of aristocratic liberty—the spirit which, as readers of 
Democracy and of The Old Regime will recall, serves as an indispensable bar-
rier against despotisms “hard” and “soft” in modern states. Unlike America, 
where the slogan “Go West, young man, go West” would make good sense as 
both an aspiration and as a safety valve to relieve the miseries of city dwellers, 
England “has immobilized one-sixth of their population”; not only do the 
poor find themselves unwelcome in a new town, but unlike feudal villeinage, 
which “ forced the individual, against his will, to remain where he was born,” 
legal charity “stops him from wanting to move away” (MP, 21).

What to do? Distinguishing the deserving from the undeserving poor 
is difficult. The English state can send overseers of the poor to every vil-
lage; they can identify poor persons easily enough. But how can it prove its 
causes, case by case? “The laws will have declared that blameless poverty 
alone will be given assistance, but in practice, assistance will be given to all 
poverty” (MP, 16). Yet the sheer number of paupers makes this impossible to 
support. The English have then attempted the poorhouse system, whereby 
those identifiably impoverished must work. But this leads to an oversupply 
of workers and the consequent establishment of “make-work” projects that 
empty public coffers as much as direct “relief,” albeit in a novel way. All of this 
only contributes to the tendency of modern democratic societies to generate 
a “regularized, permanent, administrative system” whose intended benefits 
will ruin the civic spirit of liberty and thereby denature the human beings 
who live under it. These societies may end, Tocqueville warns, in “a violent 
revolution in the state when the number of those who receive alms becomes 
as large as the number of those giving them and when the indigent, not able 
to draw from the impoverished rich what is necessary for their needs, find it 
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easier to strip them suddenly of their goods than to demand assistance from 
them” (MP, 27). 

“I believe that beneficence must be a manly and reasoned virtue, not a 
feeble and thoughtless inclination”; otherwise, beneficence “is still a sublime 
instinct, but in my view, it does not deserve the name of virtue” (MP, 26). 
In this, American practices will not help, as the Americans “have borrowed 
most of their institutions related to the poor from the English,” making char-
ity “a political institution” through a system of poorhouses (Pauperism in 
America, 51). The result is the same: “Almost all of the genuine poor have 
contracted habits of laziness that are difficult to change,” as they associate 
work with the punishment of confinement (PA, 52). The (mostly Irish) poor 
“spend the summer in abundance and the winter in poor houses”; as a result, 
“public charity has lost its character of shame for them, because thousands of 
men turn to it daily” (PA, 54). 

This notwithstanding, the American model of civil association may offer 
some hope, if applied to the practice of charity. Civic associations are the 
institutions that reprise the personal and civic character of aristocratic society 
under conditions of democracy, of equality. “By regulating aid, associations of 
charitable people could give greater activity and power to individual benefi-
cence” (MP, 26). It is to this possible remedy to the problem of modern poverty 
that Tocqueville turns in his Second Memoir on Pauperism, published four 
years after the first.

Tocqueville recalls Benjamin Franklin, “who was in the habit of saying 
that with order, activity, and economy, the road to fortune was as easy as the 
road to the market. He was right.” Even the poorest farmer exhibits these 
virtues because, unlike the industrial worker, he owns land. “With landed 
property comes thought of the future” (Second Memoir on Pauperism, 31). 
Since “among the means of giving men the feeling of order, activity, and 
economy, I have never known a more powerful one than facilitating their 
access to landed property”; and since “unlike landed property, we have still 
not discovered a way of dividing industrial property so that it is not made 
unproductive”; since, undivided, such property “has preserved the aristo-
cratic form in modern nations” despite the overall trend toward civil-social 
democracy; and finally, since “we are still far” from the day when a balanced 
international market in industrial products will make “commercial crises” 
“rarer and less severe,” contemporary statesmen need “to find a means of giv-
ing the worker the small farmer’s spirit and habits of property ownership” 
(SMP, 33, 34).
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Tocqueville knows two ways of doing this. What “initially seems the 
most efficacious” is to give the worker “an interest in the factory,” whether 
through profit sharing, pensions, stock options, or some other device (SMP, 
35). Such proposals, however, “have always encountered two obstacles to their 
success”: capitalist entrepreneurs have proved reluctant to institute them (“a 
grave mistake,” but there it is); and up to this point, worker-owned businesses 
have usually failed. This notwithstanding, Tocqueville maintains some hope 
for the latter enterprises. “As our workers gain broader knowledge and as 
the art of associating together for honest and peaceful goals makes progress 
among us, when politics does not meddle in industrial associations and when 
government, reassured about their goals, does not refuse them its benevo-
lence and its support, we will see them multiply and prosper.” Yet although 
“the idea of workers’ industrial associations is bound to be a fertile one…I do 
not think it is ripe” (SMP, 36).

Other reformers urge that the best thing to do is to provide the incen-
tives and means for proletarians to build their savings. In their view, “the only 
means to give the industrial class the spirit and habit of property that a large 
portion of the agricultural class possesses” is the state-owned savings bank 
(SMP, 37). Tocqueville doubts it. Even if state owned, such banks would still be 
subject to mass withdrawals in the event of financial panic; they would accel-
erate excessive state centralization, already the bane of democratic societies; 
they would also lead to increased financial centralization, further enriching 
the cities and starving the provinces for investment capital. “I cannot believe 
that it would be wise to place the entire fortune of a large kingdom’s poor 
classes in the same hands, and so to speak, in a single place,” where a major 
crisis would ruin the depositors (SMP, 40). This poses an especially noticeable 
threat in France, where both the “old” and “new” regimes declared bankruptcy 
and where there have been numerous changes of regime, military invasions, 
and other serious disruptions of civil life. Savings banks, yes: but only as one 
measure, not to be misconceived as “a universal panacea” for the problem of 
poverty (SMP, 43). 

Tocqueville prefers banks that would combine savings with loans. At 
the “savings-and-loan” bank, “poor people who have money to lend would 
deposit it in the hands of the administrators, and they, in return for collateral, 
would return that money to those poor who might need to borrow it”; that is, 
“the thrifty poor or those momentarily favored by fortune would lend their 
savings at interest to the wasteful or unfortunate poor.” That does not sound 
like an especially promising financial model, except that “there is nothing 
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more certain in the world than a collateralized loan,” as any pawnshop owner 
will tell you (SMP, 44). And, of course, the loan with collateral as its insur-
ance will make at least some of the wasteful or unfortunate poor begin to 
think in terms of the future—in Franklinian terms, as it were.

Very well, but what about the provinces? What can be done for the rural 
poor, to dissuade them from seeking their fortunes in the city factories? Toc-
queville suggests a certain kind of township association. These associations 
“would have no political character” and would be separate from government 
without being hostile to it (Letter on Pauperism in Normandy, 47). They 
would embrace no more than three townships—preferably only one. Mem-
bers would pool their available monies; a board of directors would distribute 
those monies but the members themselves would be first in line to receive 
assistance. Because “no one would be able to count on the members’ aid in 
advance” and the members themselves would determine who got the loans, 
the associations would not draw additional poor people into its territory. 
Members could quit at any time, so there would be no “risk making poverty an 
insupportable burden,” as it is with state-sponsored charity (LPN, 48). “Once 
the association was well established, even the poor themselves would be able 
to place summer savings into the association’s hands in order to be entitled 
to its benefits in winter.” The available revenues would exceed those available 
to any local aristocrat, however generous and well-heeled. And “because the 
collective funds would be used systematically and in accordance with a fixed 
plan, a very small contribution would be enough to relieve a great deal of 
poverty” (LPN, 49). And the money would “stay local.” The association would 
assist members “only under the condition that the recipient would not beg,” 
thereby causing “the disappearance of those demeaning habits that take away 
poverty’s respectable face, that deprave childhood and most often follow a 
generation of indigents with a generation of thieves.” Finally, the existence of 
such an association would give each township the moral authority “to expel 
nonresident indigents from its midst” on the grounds that all townships 
should care for their own paupers (LPN, 50). The proposal comports with 
Tocqueville’s theme of defending liberty in democratizing modern societies 
by encouraging habits of heart and mind, along with strong local institutions, 
intended to strengthen local resistance to administrative centralization and 
to vindicate and defend intellectual, moral, economic, and political liberty.

In bringing these fascinating pieces into the English language and writ-
ing a fine introduction that gets her readers right down to business, editor 
and translator Christine Dunn Henderson has contributed not only to our 
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understanding of Tocqueville but to clear thinking about poverty and the 
attempts we make to ameliorate it. Much of what Tocqueville told his con-
temporaries speaks to us, suggesting that we could still use a dose of his 
vigorous and astringent common sense.
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The title of von Wussow’s book will surprise and puzzle many a reader, and 
this for at least two reasons. First, the meaning of the word “theopolitics” 
is not self-evident, and it is even less obvious that it could be associated 
with Leo Strauss’s philosophical work. To be sure, religion and politics both 
occupy a crucial place in Strauss’s thought and while he did think of the 
“theological-political problem” as the problem, he never coined the term 
“theopolitics,” never attempted to bring religion and politics together, and 
even criticized political theology for doing so.1 Second, the title suggests that 
Strauss thought of “culture” as a central notion for philosophy. Strauss did 
reflect on the problem that the notion of culture has posed for philosophy, 
but given his critique of the notion, we could hardly say that he proposed a 
renewed philosophy of culture. Fortunately, this is not what von Wussow 
claims. The misleading title could be clarified thus: Strauss’s thought is best 
understood as a philosophical attempt to oppose “culture” and philosophies 
of culture with political philosophy, and political philosophy must necessar-
ily reflect on the problem posed by revealed religion. “Strauss’s conception 
of political philosophy was formed in the polemics against the notion of 
‘culture’” (x).

The book is structured around Philosophy and Law, “German Nihilism,” 
the problem of relativism, and “Jerusalem and Athens,” texts and themes 

1  On the theological-political problem as the theme of Strauss’s work, see Leo Strauss, Gesammelte 
Schriften, vol. 3, ed. H. and W. Meier (Stuttgart: Metzler, 2008), 8. 
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the discussion of which is prepared by a contextual section that presents the 
young Strauss’s departure from Marburg neo-Kantianism and his critique of 
Carl Schmitt. The text alternates between close textual analyses and broader 
contextual and philosophical considerations about the debates that were 
contemporary to Strauss’s work. These contextual explorations are important 
for the author’s project, for one of the main claims that his book puts to the 
fore is that we should understand Strauss’s writings according not only to 
their arguments but also to their action. Von Wussow insists that Strauss’s 
texts should not be read as straightforward treatises; while they are not as 
explicitly dramatic as Platonic dialogues, he maintains that their arguments 
have an action insofar as “concepts and problems act out their conflict” in 
participating in the “unfolding drama of philosophy” (293).

It is not immediately clear how this way of understanding the logos-ergon 
dynamic does not conflate the due attention to the dramatic features of a 
philosophical text and the necessity of some contextual work in interpret-
ing philosophical writings. To be sure, philosophers disagreed with and 
responded to each other through the history of philosophy, and under-
standing this is important for any successful hermeneutic endeavor. But it 
is equally important to avoid two pitfalls of such contextual work. The first 
one is to reduce the work to a mere expression of its intellectual context. For-
tunately, our author does not fall prey to such reductionism: von Wussow 
never disputes either the genuine originality or the enduring philosophical 
import of Strauss’s thought. The second is to contextualize beyond what is 
required and thus to overemphasize the significance of some intertextual 
dynamics that the contextual work attempts to reveal. The reader may find 
von Wussow’s book guilty of this charge. While some of his contextualizing 
of Strauss’s work is relevant and helpful, other attempts seem exaggerated. On 
one hand, one could hardly deny that an examination of Strauss’s relation to 
Hermann Cohen and Carl Schmitt is important for understanding his dissat-
isfaction with the rising philosophy of culture and the forgetting of political 
philosophy. Likewise, von Wussow’s thorough explanation of Strauss’s Aus-
einandersetzung with Julius Guttman around Philosophie und Gesetz allows a 
better understanding of this convoluted work. On the other hand, the lengthy 
discussions of the genre of genealogies of National Socialism preparing an 
interpretation of “German Nihilism” (163–91), the detailed account of the 
rise of cultural anthropology and of Ruth Benedict’s positions on cannibal-
ism as the background of Strauss’s concern about the problem of relativism 
(219–25, 230–32, 234–37), as well as the contrast between Strauss’s emphatic 
and “festive” notion of the “West” (Strauss is on this account compared to 
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Levinas) and the discourse of postcolonialism as the main dramatic feature of 
the “Jerusalem and Athens” lecture delivered in 1967 (266–69, 271) will most 
likely appear to the reader as superfluous, and sometimes even distracting 
detours. The author’s learning is vast and impressive and many of his remarks 
are interesting and stimulating, but contextual elaborations should be wholly 
subservient to the task of understanding the subject matter under scrutiny. 
Unfortunately, this principle is not diligently respected.2 And one sometimes 
wonders whether these digressions do not serve the purpose of overempha-
sizing the importance of the problem of culture in Strauss’s thought.

Let us now turn from methodology to philosophy proper. Throughout 
his book, von Wussow rightly indicates that Strauss attempts to move beyond 
culture and cultures by recovering a universal horizon or standard. Early on, 
he points out that nature “is at the core of the quest for a ‘horizon beyond 
liberalism’ qua culturalism” (52). Several times, the quest for a standard or 
for nature is associated with Strauss’s recovery of Plato or his Platonism (xxii, 
37–38, 61, 65, 196, 204, 264, 288–89, 293–94)—and I think rightly so. At the 
same time, however, von Wussow’s examination of the problem of relativism 
suggests that the logical self-contradiction of relativism was not a sound argu-
ment in Strauss’s eyes (247). Our author argues that Strauss’s strategy to attack 
relativism with its own weapons was hazardous and unsuccessful, except for 
its capacity to “‘awaken a prejudice’ in favor of the Bible and Plato, or Jerusa-
lem and Athens” (252). I think this is a misleading understanding of Strauss’s 
attempt. The formal refutation of relativism is not meant to prove the validity 
of any given “absolutism,” but only to prove the impossibility of most relativis-
tic positions: if one is dogmatic about one’s relativism, one is incoherent. And 
because the relativist is supposed to treat all positions equally, he must treat 
relativistic and absolutist positions as equal stances, which is also incoherent. 
Strauss’s point is not that “‘absolutism’ may indeed be ‘as true as relativism,’ but 
hence it is also as untrue as any relativistic position” (252). The point is rather 
that relativism cannot refute any absolutist position while most relativistic 
stances are self-contradictory, and thus refuted as far as they accept to submit 
to the rules of logic. Now there remains for the relativist one coherent pos-
sibility, which is to fully embrace the relativity and contingency of one’s own 
relativistic stance. Strauss was fully aware of that possibility, and he ascribed 
it to the radical historicism of Martin Heidegger. Strauss could certainly 
not submit Heidegger’s position to the formal self-contradiction of cultural 

2  To name but one more example, the discussion of the Mayer-Landauer debate on German philoso-
phy and politics, which took place at the New School after Strauss’s “German Nihilism,” seems really 
out of place (188–91). 
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relativism, and the question whether he succeeded in answering the challenge 
of Heideggerian historicity is far beyond the scope of the present comments.3 
But his argument against relativism was not meant to raise a nonrelativistic 
prejudice for Plato and the Bible on relativistic grounds. Once philosophy has 
removed the obstacle of relativism, it need not commit to any dogmatic posi-
tion, but it must remain open to the possibility that some universal standard 
beyond the multiplicity of cultures is available to the human mind. This kind 
of openness, I believe, is how Strauss conceived of his recovery of Plato.4 

Von Wussow thinks slightly differently. He correctly characterizes Strauss’s 
Platonism when he asserts that “he sought to restate for twentieth-century 
thought the view that philosophy is knowledge of one’s own ignorance” (289). 
But Socratic docta ignorantia is then quickly assimilated to a critique of human 
reason from the standpoint of divine revelation, as if Strauss’s interpretation 
of Plato’s Apology was not different from Yehuda Halevi’s (cf. 282). Yet, as our 
author notes, Strauss thought that Halevi’s interpretation went “somewhat too 
far.”5 Von Wussow suggests that the difference between Halevi and Strauss is 
that Halevi saw in Socrates’s human wisdom the possibility of divine wisdom 
and their harmonious compatibility, whereas Strauss saw in his paradoxical 
vindication of the Delphic oracle through an attempt to refute it the “genuine 
model of the relationship between reason and revelation” (282). I think that 
the difference is greater. As his reading of the Euthyphro suggests, Strauss 
thinks that Socrates does not believe in the gods of Greek religion, so he may 
very well have thought that Socrates doubts the divine origin of Chaerephon’s 
testimony.6 At any rate, the Delphic oracle is not, on Strauss’s interpretation, 
the genuine origin of Socrates’s “mission.”7 The real tension between reason 
and revelation will be found not in the tension between Socrates and Apollo, 
but in the tension between Plato and the Bible. 

3  For Strauss’s awareness that Heidegger’s position escapes the formal refutation, see Leo Strauss, 
Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 25–28. On Heidegger’s own 
critique of this formal argument and his full embrace of the radical uncertainty of the philosophical 
enterprise, see esp. Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 1995 [1929–30]), 18–19 [GA 29/30, 26–28]. 
4  Cf. Leo Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1988), 38–39.
5  Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 170. 
6  See Leo Strauss, The Rebirth of Classical Political Rationalism, ed. T. Pangle (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989), 201–2. Cf. Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, 41.
7  See Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, 46–47.
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On this question of “Athens and Jerusalem,” von Wussow argues that the 
tension is ultimately irresolvable and remains for philosophy a problem (e.g., 
264–65). While I agree with this interpretation, he does not seem to see how 
difficult this state of affairs is for philosophy especially: 

How could the mutual nonrefutation of philosophy and revelation 
amount to a refutation of philosophy only? For if the mutual nonrefut-
ability of philosophy and revelation refutes philosophy, it would also 
seem to refute revelation. If revelation cannot refute philosophy—the 
life of free investigation—then revelation is perhaps not the one thing 
needful, and the life of obedient love is not evidently the right life. (277)

The problem, as it has been frequently articulated, is that revelation does not 
need to refute philosophy because it can rest on belief, whereas philosophy, 
the basis of which is supposed to be unassisted reason, cannot accept to be 
grounded on an act of will: “being based on belief is fatal to philosophy.”8 
Von Wussow’s interesting claim that Strauss’s emphatic vindication of the 
“West” appears less “old-fashioned” and dogmatic once the “West” is seen 
in the light of a fundamental tension (283) would only be strengthened if the 
force of that tension would be fully appreciated. 

8  Leo Strauss, Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968), 256.
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Engaging with various scholars, Astrid von Busekist, a professor at Sciences 
Po Paris, has interviewed Quentin Skinner and Richard Sennet and has 
translated Anglo-American texts of political theory into French, including 
Michael Walzer’s article “Anti-Zionism and Anti-Semitism,” Roger Scruton’s 
Conservatism, and most recently Michael Sandel’s The Tyranny of Merit.1 In 
Justice Is Steady Work, Busekist converses with prominent political theorist 
Michael Walzer, professor emeritus at the Institute for Advanced Study 
in Princeton, about his life experience, political activism, and theoretical 
writing. A holistic Walzerian approach to theoretical and practical politics 
emerges out of his arguments and action throughout his long career. 

Originally published in French under the title Penser la justice: Entretiens 
avec Astrid von Busekist, the book aims at introducing francophones to Wal-
zer’s political interventions both within and outside the academic world. Le 
Monde received it, with a piece by journalist and public intellectual Nicolas 
Weil, as a guide for the French progressive Left, which has by now abandoned 
both Marx and religious inspiration.2 That Franco-Jewish reaction should 

1  Roger Scruton, Conservatisme, trans. Astrid von Busekist (Paris: Albin Michel, 2018); Michael 
Sandel, La Tyrannie du mérite: Qu’avons-nous fait du bien commun, trans. Astrid von Busekist (Paris: 
Albin Michel, 2021). Von Busekist’s interviews with Skinner, Sennett, and Walzer can be found, 
respectively, in Raisons politiques 67, no. 3 (2017): 185–203, doi:10.3917/rai.067.0185; Raisons politiques 
79, no. 3 (2020): 93–104, doi:10.3917/rai.079.0093; and Esprit, no. 10 (Oct. 2019): 121–30, doi:10.3917/
espri.1910.0121. 
2  Nicolas Weil, “Penser la justice: Michael Walzer ou la gauche biblique,” Le Monde, March 7, 2020.
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not surprise the reader, as Walzer declares his ambition to present a political 
theory for the Left and to create an international network of active leftists. 
The title Justice Is Steady Work itself, Walzer indicates, refers to a view of 
political affairs from the left (166, 170). The word “steady,” however, points 
to a nonrevolutionary element in Walzer’s thought, linked to his preference 
for small and modest theories over big and pretentious ones (4–8, 46, 120, 
128, 168–70). On one hand, Busekist claims that Walzer is not a conserva-
tive (4, 14). On the other hand, she highlights his appreciation of the cultural 
conservatism of Leo Strauss and his students (126). In any event, Walzer 
used to urge his colleagues, friends, and students to write for Dissent and 
similar intellectual journals “because…the left needs activist citizens” (116). 
In order to oppose oppressive regimes, he proposes to support “the people I 
call ‘comrades abroad,’ the international left—dissidents and all the dissident 
organizations…we can offer both moral and material assistance” (88). 

Accordingly, he tells Busekist about the friends he has acquired in Israel: 
“Our friends from the 1970s (July and I were together on most of our visits to 
Israel) are our friends still…they came from all the left parties…they were all at 
odds with the post-1967 euphoria and against the settlements.…Starting in the 
1980s, we acquired an entirely new set of Israeli friends, not all of them leftists” 
(104). This coalition’s goal is to “support the embattled Israeli left as it struggles 
to oppose the occupation of the West Bank, end the siege of Gaza, and hold 
open the possibility of two states” (167). To Walzer’s credit, he does not pretend 
to be the objective political philosopher. His left ideology led him to write his 
senior thesis about the English Puritans. Manifesting a rare modesty among 
scholars, Walzer confesses: “I was a lefty who wanted to write about revolu-
tions. My French was terrible, my Russian was non-existent, so I was left with 
the English revolution” (27).3 The ideological impetus to his life’s work is not 
concealed; it is mostly, though—as we will see—not always, celebrated.

In nine chapters, an introduction, and a concluding section, the book 
expounds different facets of the Walzerian worldview. Students of political 
theory tend understandably to approach Walzer first as a theorist, and then as 
a politically engaged intellectual. Being a Jewish thinker is merely a bonus in 
Walzer’s career. However, in reviewing and elucidating some of the messages 

3  The same linguistic difficulty comes into view when he says, “Biblical scholarship is so vast, and the 
scholars are so erudite; you have to know six ancient languages, and here I am, I’m reading the Bible 
in English” (147). Another instance of Walzer’s modesty is his admitting not being able to read Kant’s 
and Hegel’s “long books” (127).
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of this book, I will suggest inverting the Walzerian order into Judaism, politics, 
and theory. On this account, I propose to rearrange the chapters accordingly:

a)  Chapters 1, 6, and 9 (“Who Are You Michael Walzer?,” “Israel Pales-
tine,” and “In God’s Shadow and The Jewish Political Tradition”) fall 
mainly under the category of Judaism. 

b)  Chapters 2 and 3 (“Political Activism, Civil Rights, and the Anti-War 
Movement,” and “Dissent”) fall under the category of politics. 

c)  Chapters 4, 5, 7, and 8 (“Thinking about War,” “Cooperation and 
Multilateralism: Nations, States, Sovereignty,” “Political Theory,” and 
“Spheres of Justice”) fall under the category of theory. 

What follows will be limited mainly to the first category.

Judaism is the well from which sprang the emotions, commitments, and 
ideology of the young Michael Walzer. That is one precious insight provided by 
the book, thanks to Busekist’s search for the biographical background of Wal-
zer’s politics. “How has your childhood and your early education influenced 
and nourished your adult life as an American, Jewish, and public intellectual?” 
she asks. Walzer replies: “We should start in the Bronx” (17), and after trac-
ing the origins of his parents and grandparents, he recounts: “I was born in 
1935 in the Bronx. We were living on the Grand Concourse in a huge apart-
ment building with a large courtyard, almost entirely Jewish.…I went to an 
elementary school…and to a Cheder in the afternoon.…[Later] my parents…
hired a private Hebrew tutor.…He taught me the prayers.…I was eight” (18). 
In 1944 the family moved to Johnstown, Pennsylvania, and its Jewish com-
munity, which was plainly Democratic (19, 21). Michael’s parents were “kind 
of Popular Front leftists,” who regularly read left-wing journals, exposing the 
young Michael to socialist and Zionist ideas (20); they were active members of 
Johnstown’s Reform Beth Zion (the House of Zion) congregation and friends 
of Rabbi Haim Perlmutter and his wife (19). Perlmutter pushed Reform Jews 
toward “traditional service” and being “strongly Zionist,” and so is implic-
itly portrayed here to stand for two core principles of Michael Walzer’s own 
thought: tradition and Zionism. 

Later, Perlmutter arranged a full tuition scholarship for Michael at 
Brandeis, a Jewish university with a left-wing faculty, which provided “a good 
education, chiefly Marxist education, but not only that” (24). A left-wing ten-
dency was ubiquitous on the campus, and it was “a natural move” for the 
students “as leftists” to join the civil rights movement (25, 43). His parents, 
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whose friends were all Jewish and who “never set foot in a home of a non-Jew,” 
living in “an entirely enclosed adult community,” were satisfied: “At Brandeis 
I would meet only Jewish girls,” he laughs (26, 24). We find Walzer opposing 
in the name of “Jewish self-respect” a proposal to build at Brandeis three cha-
pels for Jews, Catholics, and Protestants. It did not make sense to him to build 
two chapels for non-Jews who, in his estimation, made up only five percent of 
the university population. “You shouldn’t be bending over backwards as if to 
prove that you are Jewish but not too Jewish,” he explains (25). 

Following his parents’ footsteps, Michael had always been a Zionist. He 
celebrated his bar mitzvah by reading Ki Tisa, the biblical portion of the 
week, in 1948, “a year of high emotion,” only eleven weeks before the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel (19, 102, 156). The thirteen-year-old was critical 
of Moses’s command, after the sin of the golden calf, to kill the idolatrous 
Israelites (Exod. 32:26–28). His first academic article, published in the Har-
vard Theological Review, analyzed the role that this biblical story has had in 
the history of political literature, in medieval and modern times, to justify 
a variety of religious and political persecutions (156). Already in his young 
mind, he judged this action of Moses to be immoral. Despite his initial refusal, 
Michael eventually did read those verses in the synagogue (20). Identifying 
this moral problem and deciding to ritually read the text nonetheless were 
early signs of how Walzer would wrestle with the Jewish tradition: through 
interpretation, not repudiation. 

In his writings Walzer puts a lot of effort into tracing and articulat-
ing protoliberal, secular, and democratic ideas within the Jewish political 
tradition—arguably sophistically. Recognizing this feature of his thought, 
Busekist rightly asks: “I wonder whether there is some ‘wishful thinking’ on 
your part? Isn’t the ‘almost democracy’ of ancient Israel exactly what you 
want to discover?” (148–49, 11–12). Here Walzer’s reply is, surprisingly, no. 
“Mostly the position I stress in my own interpretation is very far from my 
own political position” (149). Elsewhere he writes that his series The Jewish 
Political Tradition “is in no way apologetic.”4 

This is perhaps the only moment when Walzer refuses to admit what he 
affirms of his political theory in general: “I think of my academic engage-
ment as a continuation of my political engagement”; and again, “Each of my 
books has a political purpose” (117, 119). A hint is nevertheless given in the 
discussion of the great danger that Walzer finds in the religious revival in 

4  Michael Walzer, “The Political Theory License,” Annual Review of Political Science 16 (2013): 8.
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Israel. He goes so far as to harshly accuse large numbers of religious Israelis 
of reflexively hating non-Jews, an unsubstantiated claim (152, 110). As a cure, 
however, he proposes that it is morally and politically necessary for Israeli 
seculars to engage with religion appreciatively. They should be “studying the 
old texts and arguing from them and with them,” rather than repudiating 
religion altogether (152–53, 162, 117). In other words, the problem will be 
solved by liberalizing the orthodox Jews, a goal he explicitly shares with the 
late David Hartman, who had endorsed the idea of the multivolume project 
Jewish Political Tradition (160). Is this not an exact description of what Walzer 
denies he is doing in studying the Jewish political tradition? Walzer claims 
that, unlike political scientists, political theorists have a license to promote 
their political views in their academic work (116). Why does he not claim the 
same license when interpreting the Jewish tradition?

Busekist cites—without providing the source or context—a self-defini-
tion of Walzer as an “American political scientist who happens to be a Jew” 
(37). If we learn anything from this book, it is that neither is true. American 
he surely is. Political science, however, he believes is not a discipline, and its 
scientific part he abhors (24, 31). More importantly, far from being a side note 
to his life’s work, the Jewish tradition is rather constitutive.
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In this dense work written with a sense of urgency, Pierre Manent continues 
his exploration of the genesis of the modern individual by tackling what he 
holds to be one of its great initiators, if not its principal initiator: Montaigne. 
He engages in a genuine and vigorous Auseinandersetzung with the author of 
the Essays, one that carries with it a merciless critique of contemporary indi-
vidualism and its alleged father. Unfortunately, we will not be able to dwell 
on this aspect of the work, which makes it so topical and which has made its 
reception difficult among contemporary readers not inclined to practice self-
examination. We will limit ourselves here to the analysis that Manent offers 
of the birth of the individual unbound by the law in Montaigne’s Essays, 
without even seeking to test the truth of this daring interpretation. Our aim 
is more modest here: to provide a possible reading of this work—a work that 
presents a deceptively smooth surface. 

To understand the Montaignian figure of the individual, we must 
examine Montaigne’s break with both ancient philosophy and Christianity. 
According to Manent, Montaigne is one of the great Reformers at the dawn 
of the modern age, and he is even more radical in his desire for Reformation 
than is Calvin or Machiavelli. The latter two would indeed have remained 
attached by a thousand ties to what they rejected, whereas Montaigne has 
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established a completely different relationship to truth and life, arising from 
a more complete rejection of ancient authorities (17, 134, 147–48, 126–28, 
153–54). This is why Manent settles without hesitation the classic question 
whether Montaigne was a defender of the ancients or a precursor of the mod-
erns, or even a subtle mixture of the two: he is without a shadow of a doubt a 
modern, even the first of the moderns. 

Montaigne is, first of all, a modern, for he provided a very personal ver-
sion of the moderns’ rallying cry: “Relief of our wretched human condition!” 
Of course, he does not at all propose making man master and possessor of 
nature to relieve our condition, as Bacon or Descartes would subsequently do, 
but rather making himself master of his soul (23–24). Even if such a proposi-
tion seems to be in conformity with what the ancient sages have always said, 
it nevertheless takes a totally different shape under the pen of Montaigne. 
This mastery of the soul does not appear in him, as it did for the ancients, 
as a constant effort to order one’s soul to a higher external good. Nor is it a 
question of opening one’s soul to divine grace in order to let oneself be healed 
and guided by it. Both of these attitudes are rejected, because they always risk 
making the soul lose its “seat,” as Montaigne would say. The main fault of 
ancient philosophy and of the Christian religion was therefore to stretch the 
soul too much by making it aim at goals that were too high for it. Montaigne 
agrees on this point with Machiavelli, but he will draw from it a different 
conclusion: Montaigne’s enterprise will consist not in disposing the soul to 
the conquest of fortune and nature, but rather in bringing it back to itself 
by relaxing its spring and by curing it of the imaginations which make it 
overflow out of itself (91–92). 

We can see from this that the “mastery of the soul” desired by Montaigne 
in no way overlaps with what is traditionally understood by this term. As 
Manent says: “This mastery of the soul does not derive, as in Greek philoso-
phy, from a power of ordering. Rather, it is a power of transforming, or of 
transforming itself, a metamorphic power, a poetic power. It is not a matter 
of rediscovering and actualizing an underlying order, but of giving form to 
something that does not have form or can take on a thousand forms: ‘Of the 
many thousands of attitudes at its disposal, let us give it one conducive to our 
repose and preservation’” (24; see also 87–89, 102–3). Montaigne thus wants 
to bring us back to ourselves in order to make us find rest in ourselves. Now, 
if we have a thousand ways, a thousand forms at our disposal, what does it 
mean to find oneself at home in oneself? For Montaigne, one must find one’s 
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own “master form” if one is to find oneself at home. But how can one find his 
master form among all the forms and metamorphoses of the self?

Manent describes with great subtlety this Montaignian dialectic of the 
master form and the thousand forms that the self and the life can take. Any 
reader who dives into the Essays and loses himself in them cannot but ratify 
at first the observation of Montaigne that “truly man is a marvelously vain, 
diverse, and undulating object” (Essays 1.1, quoted at Manent, 14). He will 
often come out of his reading with the conviction that nothing solid can be 
said about man or the world, because everything is delivered to the power of 
change and becoming. Montaigne seizes the being not in its rest, but in fugi-
tive moments of passage from one state to another. Perhaps no philosopher 
before Montaigne insisted as much as he did on the mobility, the fluidity, the 
infinite plasticity of the human self. Nothing is thus fixed in man, if it is not 
the continuous movement of his self (154–57). 

If it is indeed the case, wouldn’t the principle—“to loyally enjoy his 
being”—proposed as a goal of life by Montaigne be entirely summed up in 
the passive contemplation, in the “nonchaloir,” in front of what the chances 
of life have made of us (27–30, 67–68)? Yes, in part; but Manent notes that 
this immersion in the flow of the fleeting selves that constitute us does not 
prevent Montaigne, as we indicated above, from searching for his “master 
form”: “There is no one who, if he listens to himself, does not discover in 
himself a form all his own, a master form, which struggles against education 
and against the tempest of the passions that oppose it. For my part, I do not 
feel much sudden agitation; I am nearly always in place, like heavy and inert 
bodies” (Essays 3.2, quoted at Manent, 55). Each of us thus carries in himself 
a master form that defines him and that constitutes a solid rock on which the 
self is built. This master form cannot be assimilated to a nature which would 
be common to all human beings: it is rather what specifies us most deeply as 
individuals. Each of us carries a unique formula that defines him. This is why 
our greatest duty would be to obey this master form and our greatest mistake 
would be to believe that we can reform it by adjusting ourselves to models 
outside of it (112). In short, we always lose ourselves by trying to be more than 
ourselves and it is pointless to repent for our past sins (61–63).1 

1  Manent’s critique of Montaigne is similar in many respects to Pascal’s critique of the philosopher. 
As in several of Manent’s works, it is difficult to know whether this Pascalian-inspired critique, there-
fore one of Christian origin, is more decisive and stronger than the critique from the point of view of 
ancient political philosophy that one can find at key moments in the work. 



 6 0 2  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 47 / Issue 3

This condemnation of repentance and penitence fits very well into the 
overall Montaignian strategy, revealed by Manent, to relax the soul’s ten-
sion revealed by Manent. It would be vain to want to find a law or a rule to 
our conduct since the individual is at the same time too changeable and too 
fixed in its master form (161–62). Moreover, the effort to aim too high in con-
forming to a rule external to us is doomed to failure, because it will come up 
against the indistinguishable mixture of fluidity and solidity proper to one’s 
self. No single formula can suit the moral conduct of human beings; each 
must determine for himself the formula that is appropriate to him (155–57). 
One can certainly admire the great actions and the human beings who have 
been modeled from a pattern higher than ourselves, but it is useless, even 
perilous, to try to imitate them. 

Here we arrive at the heart of Manent’s interpretation: Montaigne invites 
us to find our own form, or to give ourselves a form in the absence of any 
predetermined form. It is only in loyalty to oneself and, by extension, to life 
that Montaigne’s desired true wisdom can be found. The ultimate goal of 
this wisdom is the withdrawal of the soul in a kind of passive nonchalance. 
In Manent’s terms, Montaigne turns the individual from an active agent, 
capable of conforming himself to an external rule, into a passive subject who 
takes pleasure in contemplating himself as he is without thinking of reform-
ing himself. And Manent concludes, visibly annoyed by this “becoming 
subject” of the Montaignian individual: “Thus, while the acting human is this 
intermediate being between the animal and God, who cannot exist except by 
acting, the subject is this animal-divine which seeks repose in a sentiment of 
itself which delivers it from the burden of action, from the burden of human-
ity” (113; see also 92, 117–18). 

At this point, one will understand better the mysterious subtitle of 
Manent’s work: Life without Law. According to Manent, Montaigne was the 
most radical reformer of nascent modernity because he proposed the pos-
sibility of a life removed from law. The wars of religion and the discovery of 
the New World confirmed his skepticism concerning the possibility of defin-
ing a unique and objective human Good. Since it is futile and dangerous to 
aspire to a single law, it is preferable to convince human beings to embrace a 
spirit of tolerance and to defuse in them the imaginations that drive them to 
fanaticism (127–28). The best way to achieve this result is to show that there 
is no such thing as a Good above human beings, and that each person can 
find in himself the rule of his conduct. Life without law will then appear far 
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preferable to the endless struggles that human beings have always engaged in 
for the monopoly of the definition of the good and of the law. 

Manent implies that Montaigne’s project of freeing the individual was 
a conditio sine qua non for the advent of political modernity constituted by 
the modern state and human rights (175–77). Montaigne did not imagine the 
modern state or explicitly formulate the idea of human rights, but he did give 
birth to the individual who would live within this political form or, more 
precisely, who would see in it the instrument that would allow him to live his 
life as he wished. In fact, the modern state in its liberal form is ultimately at 
the service of the untied individual, to whom it even guarantees a right to live 
an apolitical existence if he so desires. However, this modern liberal formula 
can be fully implemented only if individuals are intimately convinced that 
the essence of human life cannot be defined by an external order, be it natural 
or divine, but can be found in their own master forms. 

If this is the case, the modern liberal regime presupposes the existence 
of Montaignian individuals, that is to say, untied individuals who aspire to 
live without law or who recognize as the only law what would guarantee their 
aspiration to accomplish their “master forms” (178). This is why the apolitical 
figure of the Montaignian individual is in fact the most political of all: it is 
an essential part of the modern liberal order that succeeded in creating a 
political community from the unbinding of individuals. However, one can 
ask with Manent if this order does not rest on a precarious equilibrium and if 
it does not risk disintegrating in favor of a more and more radical untying of 
the individuals. Or, in other words, does not Montaigne’s “living according 
to nature,” that is, “according to our own nature,” threaten the Law necessary 
to any genuine human political community? 
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Pierre Manent’s Natural Law and Human Rights: Toward a Recovery of 
Practical Reason is a fresh addition to the branch of natural law theory that 
identifies the crises of the Western world with the fulfillment of moder-
nity, rather than its failure. The modern world, on this view, runs on the 
exhaust fumes of a slowly disintegrating inherited moral tradition. Alasdair 
MacIntyre once phrased it as follows: “the language and the appearances of 
morality persist even though the integral substance of morality has to a large 
extent been fragmented and then in part destroyed.”1 Manent covers similar 
ground in a similar spirit, but presents his critique of moral modernity in 
terms of the alternative between natural law and human rights. This dualistic 
and polemical framing enables him to craft a refreshingly uninhibited diag-
nosis of some of the central pathologies of contemporary life and politics. 
He also develops several original and interesting ideas about the genesis of 
modern political thought. It is less clear, however, that Manent succeeds in 
matching the scope and rigor of MacIntyre’s challenge to modernity, or his 
presentation of the natural law thesis. 

Manent’s particular method of argumentation is to bring into relief a 
series of intolerable paralyses and vacuities at the core of modern social and 
political life. These are traced to the foundational ideas of Machiavelli, Luther, 
and especially Hobbes. The positive aspect of the argument maintains that 

1  Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2007), 5.
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the only path forward lies in the recovery of the Thomistic doctrine of natural 
law. This all depends on Manent’s very broad construal of natural law, which 
is conceived to flow from the inescapably normative aspects of human nature, 
and therefore also to serve as the motive and end of all practical reasoning. 
Hence arises Manent’s central but opaque claim that without the natural law, 
there can be no human action at all. 

I will sketch some critical points in Manent’s argument and then offer a 
reflection on the strengths and weaknesses of this dense and bracing little book.

Living without Natural Law

The human need for natural law, Manent argues, is evident in the series of 
paralyzing dilemmas to which its denial condemns us. The first and greatest 
of these arises from our devotion to an indeterminate human freedom and 
equality. Since the principles of equality and freedom apply equally to indi-
viduals and to cultures, we in the Western world vacillate in accepting and 
denying the universalism of human rights. “Depending on whether we look 
‘elsewhere’ or ‘here,’ either we utterly reject the idea of a universal norm, or 
we eagerly appeal to it” (2). This embarrassment has seeped into daily life in 
proportion as “people have arrived here from ‘elsewhere’ in large numbers” 
(3). The equality of cultures and the equality of individuals both follow from 
the denial of natural law, yet radically undermine one another. The result is 
a “divided state of mind” and “an insurmountable perplexity that tends to 
paralyze collective action” (5, 7). 

Western cultural paralysis is, according to Manent, the late and inevi-
table outgrowth of the “state of nature” doctrines that displaced the natural 
law tradition at the dawn of modernity. Hobbes and his successors embraced 
a reductionist understanding of human nature. The natural human being 
was no longer understood as reasonable, or sexed, or possessed of definite 
capacities. Human beings generally ceased to be viewed as determined or 
commanded by nature; instead, the individual was conceived as a bundle of 
natural desires, a mere unit of organic striving or “conatus.” What took on 
the name of “natural man” is an “individual-living-being,” a desiring vector 
of no particular essence. Just because in the modern conception the natural 
man has no definite qualities, he is burdened with the mission “to recompose 
all the significant elements of the human world in order to make them con-
form to the idea he has of himself” (12). One might say that, for Manent, the 
Baconian conquest of nature entails the spiritual and moral indeterminacy 
of Sartre’s existentialism.
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Manent presents same-sex marriage as the preeminent symbol of the 
modern denial of human nature. On one hand, since natural law is rejected, 
sexual difference is not admitted to be normative or natural. On the other 
hand, and as a result, every kind of sexual orientation is naturalized. “The 
difference between the sexes undergoes a major loss of authority, a diminutio 
capitis” (15). Same-sex marriage therefore carries a metaphysical meaning; 
it “inscribe[s] into positive law the thesis according to which the just and 
legitimate human order excludes all reference to a natural norm or purpose.” 
Furthermore, the civil law becomes actively antagonistic to all normative 
prescription: “The law opening marriage to same-sex couples is a positive law 
whose intention targets the very meaning of the human order.” We are liv-
ing in the midst of a heedless experiment “whose consequences yet to come, 
public as well as private, will no doubt be commensurate with the audacity or 
imprudence of what has been done” (17).

Why Natural Law Was Rejected

As mentioned, Manent blames the eclipse of natural law on the “state of 
nature” doctrines of the early moderns. The way was paved for this innova-
tion by the eclipse of the “practical” point of view (understood in the old 
Aristotelian sense) by the “theoretic” point of view (understood in the mod-
ern mathematical sense). Practical reason—that is, every species of moral 
deliberation—depends on the existence of natural ends. Properly human 
action involves a practical reasoning internal to the moral agent, answer-
ing to these natural ends. The monolithic efficient causality of early modern 
science and philosophy destroys the practical perspective, leaving only a 
“theoretical” perspective. This purely “external” or third-person perspective 
on human action measures actions by their external effects rather than their 
inner meaning. “Action” in the sense of reasoned moral action ceases to be 
the focus of political theory or political life, which now devotes itself to the 
wholly external problem of “organization” (24). In sketching this distinction 
between the practical and theoretical, Manent presents the familiar natural 
law argument with a radical if puzzling twist. Action properly so called is 
possible only from an internal perspective, and only in relation to a “rule” or 
“norm” or “law” (these terms converge for Manent).

Recognition of the natural law is therefore the condition of having a prac-
tical or moral perspective at all. Natural law provides at once the motive and 
the end of action. Nor does it matter whether we speak of “natural or divine 
law,” since these are equally “commandments produced by no one.” Internal 
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recognition of this nonhuman law—Manent means morality as such—is 
therefore identical with conscience. Manent blames Machiavelli for replacing 
conscience, the interior fear of transgressing “the commandments of natural 
law,” with the simple animal fear of death (30). “Cutting through the knot 
where the fear of death is interwoven with the fear of the law, he isolates in 
all its purity .  .  . the power of fear—its shaping and founding power” (33). 
Conscience is thus defined as fear of the natural law. Luther popularized and 
extended this Machiavellian denial of both natural law and conscience. He 
preached the principle of “faith alone” as a means of overcoming his bad con-
science. Thus the Protestant Reformation effected on a broad popular basis 
the demise of conscience as a guide to action that Machiavelli had pioneered 
for the few and the great. Today the result of this scientific or Protestant rejec-
tion of natural law, or conscience, is evident: we are in the position of “no 
longer knowing from what or for what we have ‘liberated’ ourselves” (41). 

Man as the “Being with Rights” and the Rechtstaat

The denial of conscience and the appeal to animal fear are the root principles 
enabling Hobbes to found the modern state. Hobbes accordingly conceives of 
human beings from a purely external perspective, as merely “individual-liv-
ing-beings” populating a hypothetical state of nature. In this anarchic state, 
all men are said to have an equal right to everything—jus in omnia. Human 
rights emerge from the rejection of the limitations inherent to natural law. 
And man emerges newly defined as “the Being with Rights” (46ff.). But a 
right to everything is meaningless, Manent argues, since everyone else has 
the same right. Notwithstanding the inner meaningless of man’s existence 
as “the Being with Rights” (as opposed to the “political animal” or “God’s 
Creature”), the rights-bearing being can be passively formed into a citizen of 
the modern state. The modern state is not properly a political order, any more 
than human rights are properly a morality: “Modern natural right does not 
properly found a political philosophy, but a doctrine of the state” (54).

The modern state founded on the doctrine of human rights is of a pecu-
liarly unsatisfactory character. The citizen, a mere “individual-living-being,” 
is deprived, as mentioned, of an internal standard or “rule of action” (57ff.). 
On the other side, the transference of the putatively natural jus in omnia to 
the sovereign leaves the sovereign with “no motive of his own” (58). To an 
already long list of converging terms—natural law, rule, norm, conscience, 
action, practical reason—Manent now adds the ideas of command and obe-
dience. Lacking an interior motive, the sovereign falls short of genuinely 
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commanding action. Command and obedience differ from the merely pas-
sive organization of the modern state insofar as the motive of command is 
practical, which for Manent means motivated by the natural law. The preemi-
nent motive of modern citizens—simple animal fear of death—makes their 
obedience passive, so that they, too, fail to act even in the sense of reasoned 
obedience. Moral reasoning evaporates: “since, in the new collective order, 
no one acts in the proper sense . . . there is no point being concerned with the 
internal rule of action” (59). 

This politics without action—without true command or obedience—
does not simply leave the social sphere alone (as liberals have often claimed), 
but persistently undermines it.

The immense machine of the state is busy emptying the social world of 
all commandment, busy producing a world without commandment, 
or with no other commandment than that of the state, which does 
not command in the proper sense—busy producing a human world in 
which no one either commands or obeys, in which each person is, as 
it were, reduced to the condition prior to action, a condition in which 
there is no rule available for guiding or concretizing action, such a rule 
being the condition of the distinction between one who commands 
and one who obeys. (61)

In other words, the modern state attempts to abolish all authority but its own, 
while its own authority has no inner motive—in Manent’s terminology it is 
theoretical rather than practical—answering to no possible reasoning about 
human ends. The state dissolves social bonds by attacking the “intermediate 
authorities”—Manent uses Tocqueville’s term for substate authority—that 
threaten its dominance. This began historically with the nobility and is now 
finishing with the traditional family. 

As long as the state continues to function, citizens are compelled, no less 
than in the past, to obey laws and prevailing social norms. Modern life is itself 
an “opaque condition where mutilated and confused notions of commanding 
as well as obeying blend together.” Eschewing all explicit and true authority, 
the state commands without commanding, while the citizen is given over to 
a “general disposition to let himself be shaped, a disposition that is not really 
obedience since it never encounters a sincere and complete act of command-
ing” (68). The state’s paradoxical attempt “to give members of society only 
those commands necessary to lead a life without law” (72) does not, as liberals 
hoped, produce a creative individual autonomy. Manent savages this concept 
as incoherent. The actual result is passivity, confusion, and finally, anarchy: “At 
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the end of its course the modern state produces a social state that asymptoti-
cally approaches the state of nature as presupposed in its construction” (62).

The modern law was supposed to serve the primary purpose of secur-
ing the individual’s rights, but the exercise of all such rights presupposes the 
solicitude of a political order already established by law. There must first be 
an institution, before rights claims may be laid on it. There is therefore an 
infinite need and a permanent incentive to expand the scope of rights with-
out limit, to capture institutions for one’s own benefit. This is not an arbitrary 
excess, but inherent to any regime in which the common sphere takes form 
exclusively through the assertion and counterassertion of rights. 

Because rights have no basis in normative nature, but follow from the 
collective mediation of an original right to all things, self-revelation and the 
revelatory act of “coming out” replace genuine political action. Since rights 
respond to passions, what is considered most heroic in this society is to 
thrust private desire into the public sphere. “Is it not the case that to remain 
in secret, or merely discreet, is unjustly to disavow the law that cares for your 
rights?” Although the modern state has not the explicit harshness of the older 
forms of political order, no private feeling is left in peaceful obscurity, and 
no private judgment is exempted from public control. The regime of human 
rights entails that the self-revelations of some are thrust on others, and the 
“new law summons them to prove that they find nothing to remark in what 
they are forced to notice” (79).

What, Then, Is to Be Done?

To restore humanity, Manent calls for the recovery of practical reason. 
He observes that the beginning of order is not an-archic individualism, as 
Hobbes thought, but the “archic” command. “Command is action itself, its 
core and essence” (114). Counterintuitively, Manent insists that command is 
itself also a reasoning on law. Command, action, practical reason, and natu-
ral law all depend on the balancing of three universal and normative human 
motives: “the pleasant, the useful, and the honest (the just, the noble)” (101). 
These are “objective components of human nature,” and only because of these 
common motives are human understanding and communication possible. 
All these notions, including the noble, Manent takes to be unchanging and 
universally accessible. An Islamic terrorist, for example, seeks to serve his 
own idea of the noble, but “his relation to the idea is gravely distorted” (104). 
“Natural or divine law,” that is, the law “commanded by no one,” operates, 
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apparently indistinguishably, in “the Greek conception of reflective choice as 
well as the Christian conception of free will” (87). 

Manent thus mutually defines his key concepts of natural law, command, 
obedience, rule, norm, action, conscience, free will, and practical reason. 
Only in obedience to the command of natural law is man truly an agent. 
Only an agent exercises practical reason. Only practical reason raises us by 
our consciences above the passivity of the animal fear of death, on which the 
modern state was founded. The way to recover natural law is “to hold together 
the idea of a human bond, of a common action, and of a commanding law.” 
This, Manent states bluntly, “can today be understood, formulated, and 
proposed in a coherent manner only within the Catholic Church, especially 
when this church is instructed by Saint Thomas” (129).

Evaluating Manent’s Retrospective Way Forward

Manent’s historical-philosophical accounting of modernity contains at least 
two very important insights. First, that conscience entails a peculiar kind 
of fear that the Machiavellian and Hobbesian emphasis on the fear of death 
directly displaces. Second, that the modern state undertakes to abolish com-
mand and obedience, and to replace social as well as political authority with 
an ultimately nihilistic theory of natural right, according to which one’s 
legitimate obedience is supposed to follow only from one’s own command. 
These insights underwrite the genuine force of Manent’s impassioned attack 
on modernity; they point to the urgent civilizational need that we rehabili-
tate authority outside the framework of rights. 

At the same time, the quick association of Machiavelli and Luther, on 
one hand, and of Aristotle and Catholic dogma, on the other, fails to advance 
the intelligibility of the natural law thesis. Manent even briefly proposes the 
confusing idea that the root cause of the Machiavelli-Luther revolution was 
biblical Christianity itself. Christianity, he writes, “overdetermined” man by 
separating his political and religious natures (cf. 54–57). This sort of truncated 
argument falls dramatically short of the depth of Alasdair MacIntyre’s treat-
ment of the differences between Christian and pagan virtue, and his account 
of the root causes of “moral modernity.” One need only compare Manent’s 
passing conflation of natural and divine law, or of Christian and pagan vir-
tue, with MacIntyre’s frank admission that “Aristotle would certainly not 
have admired Jesus Christ and he would have been horrified by St. Paul.”2 

2  MacIntyre, After Virtue, 184.
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MacIntyre also proposes a detailed account of the role of Stoicism in the 
invention of “natural law,” a concept which, after all, is not obviously present 
either in Greek philosophy or the Bible. It is not so much that MacIntyre 
establishes the natural law thesis, as that he shows, as Manent does not, what 
would truly be required to do so. Manent’s near total identification of natural 
law with practical virtue lacks even the Aristotelian concept of habit, which 
Thomas Aquinas acknowledges as the reason “the way of virtue does not fall 
under the command of the law.”3

The contemporary and diagnostic aspect of the work is altogether more 
praiseworthy. Manent’s use of same-sex marriage as the symbol of spiritual 
disorder is liable to offend some, even as others will rejoice that in France, 
for the time being, such ideas are still publicly entertained. The main limita-
tion of this symbol is that it does not quite get all the way to the root of what 
Manent means to say. Same-sex marriage represents for Manent the denial 
of sexual difference. But this denial, if it can be traced to any particular mod-
ern movement, must surely be traced to feminism. It seems doubtful that 
either homosexual marriage or the current wave of transgenderism could 
have existed if the way had not been paved by the broadly feminist denial of 
essential sexual difference. Feminism is by far the most revolutionary and 
successful movement toward abstract equality and freedom of the past cen-
tury, and the one most at war with Manent’s conception of innate human 
difference. Does Manent think that feminism follows from Hobbes? Why, 
in a theory of human rights, does this most powerful example of the human 
rights doctrine receive no mention?

Among the most incisive of Manent’s observations are those relating to 
the collapse of healthy authority in the modern world. It is a correct and pro-
found observation that simple command and simple obedience have fallen 
into odium and total disuse, and that they consequently persist only in adul-
terated and hypocritical forms. One can observe this just as well in modern 
modes of child rearing as in corporate bureaucracy. The human being is in 
no sense liberated by being managed rather than ruled, as Tocqueville long 
ago warned us. The disappearance of command and obedience even from 
the private or social sphere represents a central and alarming feature of the 
contemporary condition that is too rarely discussed. Manent’s explication of 
the way the doctrine of human rights produces a society at once confessional 
and inquisitorial is similarly brilliant and horrifying. When a politics that 

3  Thomas Aquinas, Treatise on Law (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2000), 78.
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promises individual freedom begins to invade the private sphere as much 
as ours has done, to protest is a human duty. Few are doing so with as much 
tenacity and courage as Manent.

Manent’s book is short, dense, and combative. It paints in very broad 
strokes; this is both its virtue and its vice. There are few if any recent books 
providing as stark an analysis of the present loss of sanity. And if Manent has 
fallen short of pointing the way forward, he has perhaps done no worse than 
fail to accomplish the impossible. 
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