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Overcoming the Powerful Prejudice against Xenophon: A
Debate between Leo Strauss and Friedrich Schleiermacher*
I r a j A z a r fa z a
Siemens Stiftung, Munich
iraj.azarfaza@gmx.de
Xenophon ist mein spezieller Liebling, weil er den Mut gehabt hat, sich als
Idioten zu verkleiden und so durch die Jahrtausende zu gehen—er ist der
größte Gauner, den ich kenne—ich glaube, dass er in seinen Schriften genau
das tut, was Sokrates in seinem Leben getan hat.
—Leo Strauss to Jacob Klein, Feb. 16, 1939 (GS 3:567)

Leo Strauss’s rediscovery of Xenophon as a philosopher is one of his significant contributions to the history of philosophy.1 The last stage of that
rediscovery is found in his long-standing attempt to raise “the problem of
Socrates,” which led to his interpretations of Xenophon’s Socratic writings.2
In the introduction to his Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse, Strauss claims that
*This essay was made possible in part by a scholarship from the Carl Friedrich von Siemens Foundation, which I used during a research stay at Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München between
December 2020 and June 2021. It has also benefited from the careful attention of some friends and
colleagues: Peter Minowitz, Hannes Kerber, Laurenz Denker, Majid Moradi-Sedeh, and a friend of
Strauss and Xenophon who prefers to remain anonymous, who generously took upon themselves the
tasks of critic and editor. I also sincerely thank Heinrich Meier for inviting me to attend his seminars
at Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München and the lectures at the Carl Friedrich von Siemens
Foundation in Munich.
The first Strauss scholar to mention that rediscovery is Seth Benardete. In his “Memorial Speech
for Leo Strauss” in 1974 (published in Archeology of the Soul, ed. Ronna Burger and Michael Davis
[South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s, 2012], 375–77), Benardete says that Strauss “approached the ancients
without the blinkers of modern classical scholarship—a sign of this was his rediscovery of Xenophon
the philosopher—for he knew that such scholarship had taken from the start the side
of the moderns” (375).
1

After finishing his book Thoughts on Machiavelli, Strauss delivered six public lectures between
October 27 and November 7, 1958, at the University of Chicago, entitled “The Origins of Political
Science and The Problem of Socrates: Six Public Lectures” (posthumously published in Interpretation
23, no 2. [Winter 1996]: 17–85), in which he raises “the problem of Socrates” for the first time. In
2
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of the sources handed down Xenophon’s Socratic writings are “the primary
source for our knowledge of Socrates.”3 He knows, if not better than, at least
equally as well as any contemporary classicist how disputable that claim is. In
fact, he admits that Xenophon as the primary source “is rendered powerless
by the powerful prejudice which emerged in the course of the nineteenth century and is today firmly established” (XSD 83, emphasis added). Even after
almost fifty years after Strauss’s last studies on Xenophon, that prejudice is
still, if not to say firmly, established. This is one reason why those earlier
studies dedicated to Strauss’s Xenophon, and more recent studies that were
made possible by Strauss’s opening of the horizon, have not been studied, let
alone understood, sufficiently.4 Thus it is necessary to encounter that prejudice as a prolegomenon to Strauss’s rediscovery of Xenophon.
In the first part of the following essay, I will give a brief genealogy of the
prejudice. Since in the final analysis it is rooted in Friedrich Schleiermacher’s
epoch-making lecture titled “Über den Werth des Sokrates als Philosophen”
these lectures, Strauss justifies his return to the problem of Socrates after Nietzsche, who had attacked
the worth of Socrates as the founder of rationalism, in the following way: “The problem of Socrates
is ultimately the question of the worth of the Socratic position. But it is primarily a more technical
question, a merely historical question. Socrates never wrote a line” (138–39). Thus, Strauss dedicated
his lectures to the three primary sources of our knowledge of Socrates to answer that “technical”
or “historical” question: Aristophanes, Xenophon, and Plato. Years later, he expanded the part on
Aristophanes in his book Socrates and Aristophanes (New York: Basic Books, 1966; repr., Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1980) and the part on Xenophon in his two books Xenophon’s Socratic
Discourse: An Interpretation of the Oeconomicus (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970; repr.,
South Bend: St. Augustine’s, 1998) and Xenophon’s Socrates (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1972). In 1970, Strauss delivered another lecture under the name of “The Problem of Socrates” (published as “The Problem of Socrates” in Interpretation 22, no. 3 [Spring 1995]: 321–38). In this lecture,
he attempts to reveal how understanding the “historical” aspect of the problem of Socrates contributes
to understanding its “philosophical” aspect. The absence of the part on Plato in Strauss’s publications
is partially alleviated by the central chapter “On Plato’s Republic” in his book The City and Man
(Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964; repr., University of Chicago Press, 1978), his The Argument and the
Action of Plato’s “Laws” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), and finally his “On Plato’s
Apology of Socrates and Crito” and “On the Euthydemus,” the second and third chapters of Studies in
Platonic Political Philosophy, ed. Thomas L. Pangle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).
Strauss, Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse, 83. This work will henceforward be cited
parenthetically in text as XSD.
3

Of studies on Strauss’s Xenophon, I should mention Christopher Bruell’s “Strauss on Xenophon’s
Socrates,” Political Science Reviewer, no. 14 (1984): 263–318, and the third and the fourth chapters of
Laurence Lampert’s The Enduring Importance of Leo Strauss (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2013). Among those studies that Strauss’s opening of the horizon made possible, I should refer to Eric
Buzzetti’s Xenophon the Socratic Prince: The Argument of the “Anabasis of Cyrus” (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014); Thomas L. Pangle’s The Socratic Way of Life: Xenophon’s “Memorabilia” (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2018), and his Socrates Founding Political Philosophy in Xenophon’s
“Economist,” “Symposium,” and “Apology” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020). I should also
mention Dustin Sebell’s recent book Xenophon’s Socratic Education: Reason, Religion and the Limits
of Politics (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021).
4

Overcoming the Powerful Prejudice against Xenophon

5

(On the worth of Socrates as philosopher) (1818), in the second part I will
closely reread that lecture in order to expose how the prejudice took form.
In the third and last part I will attempt to retrieve Strauss’s response to the
prejudice and thereby to its originator, Schleiermacher.
1. A Brief Genealogy of the Powerful Prejudice
against Xenophon
The prejudice against Xenophon cannot be sufficiently understood unless one
turns to the problem to which Xenophon is expected to give a solution, that
is, “the Socratic problem.”5 Most twentieth-century classicists concur that
neither Aristophanes’s Clouds nor Xenophon’s Socratic writings but rather
Plato’s dialogues are the only source that counts for both our historical and
philosophical knowledge of Socrates. In the case of Aristophanes’s Clouds,
it seems clear to them that it is an irrelevant representation of Socrates.
Aristophanes capitalizes on Socrates’s character in order to attack his
contemporary sophists. One can easily see the seemingly unbridgeable gap
between Aristophanes’s Socrates and Plato’s or even Xenophon’s. By identifying Socrates with the sophists or the pre-Socratic philosophers who were
notorious in Athens, Aristophanes seems to be an enemy of Socrates.6 Only
a casuist of exceptional gifts would take sides with Aristophanes over Plato
or Xenophon to solve the Socratic problem. Nonetheless, in his Socrates and
Aristophanes, Strauss assessed this understanding of Aristophanes and his
Socrates as uncritical and viewed Aristophanes’s caricature of Socrates as not
too unrealistic. For according to Plato and Xenophon, Socrates underwent “a
conversion from youthful contempt for the political or moral things…to a
mature concern with them.” Aristophanes’s Clouds caricatures the young or
pre-Socratic Socrates, who is totally unaware of the danger of his thought or
teachings for the city and his own precarious situation in the city.7 Responding
to those who put aside the Clouds as an attack from an enemy, Strauss claims
that “an attack may be justified and an enemy may be fair.” To vindicate that
claim, Strauss brings up the “friendly conversation” between Socrates and
Aristophanes along with Agathon at the end of Plato’s Symposium, which
The “Socratic problem” or the “Socratic question” is a term designating the difficulty of distinguishing between the historical Socrates and the accounts of Socrates in texts written by Socrates’s
contemporaries. That difficulty arises from two facts: first, that Socrates never wrote; second, that
the remaining sources that speak about Socrates are not in agreement.
5

In his defense before the trial, Plato’s Socrates traces all accusations against himself back to
Aristophanes’s Clouds (Apology of Socrates 18d; cf. 19c).
6

7

Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes, 314. Cited henceforward in text as SA.
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supposedly took place “seven years after the first performance of the Clouds.”
Also, analyzing the genre of comedy, Strauss indicates that the portayal in
Clouds, far from being a distortion, is a thought-provoking image of Socrates
the philosopher. For “the philosopher is necessarily ridiculous in the eyes of
the multitude and therefore a natural subject for comedy” (SA 4–5).
In the case of Xenophon, one faces both an easy and a difficult problem.
It is easy because no one can overlook his Socratic writings as irrelevant or
simply distorted. Indeed, as Strauss asserts, “He is the only historian among
Socrates’ contemporaries…who vouches for the authenticity of at least some
of his Socratic conversations” (SA 4). Still, it seems that he has been short on
credibility as a historian. One might say that if Xenophon the historian were
approved, there would be no need to find the historical Socrates in Plato,
a search that ultimately led to an external division of Platonic dialogues.
However that may be, for the contemporary classicists Xenophon’s Socrates
is superficial, unlearned, very conservative, and commonsensical, and lacks
the Platonic Socrates’s ironic delicacies. More importantly, they do not find
in Xenophon’s Socrates the philosophical complexity or depth of Plato’s
Socrates. Naturally, they believe that the difference is rooted in the capabilities of Plato and Xenophon themselves: Xenophon’s Socrates is what the
simplistic, uneducated, unphilosophical Xenophon remembers of Socrates.
Even W. K. C. Guthrie, who rates Xenophon to be a classic example of “a gentleman in the old-fashioned sense of the term” and admires his “clear, easy,
straightforward attic prose,” points out that “on the debit side we must put a
certain literal-mindedness and tendency to prosiness, a pedestrian outlook
which is sometimes frankly dull, and little sign of any capacity for profound
philosophical thought.”8 Bertrand Russell describes Xenophon with much
less reservation: Xenophon was “a military man, not very liberally endowed
with brains, and on the whole conventional in his outlook.” In Russell’s view,
Xenophon’s ideas of Socrates, “far from being subversive, were rather dull
and commonplace.” He thinks that Xenophon’s defense of Socrates “goes too
far, since it leaves the hostility to Socrates unexplained.” He ridicules those
who simply accept whatever Xenophon says of Socrates on the grounds that
Xenophon “had not the wits to think of anything untrue”: “A stupid man’s
report of what a clever man says is never accurate, because he unconsciously
translates what he hears into something that he can understand.”9 Guthrie’s,
W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 3, Socrates, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1971), 14–15.
8

9

Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1945), 82–83.
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Russell’s, and many other English classicists’ interpretations of Xenophon
were in turn under the influence of those of John Burnet and A. E. Taylor.
For the sake of brevity and clarity, I will focus on the case of Burnet. Burnet
reminds us of two important facts about Xenophon: first, “that he was very
young, and Sokrates already an old man, when he knew him, and that he left
Athens never to return about three years before Sokrates was put to death.”
This apparently means that Xenophon’s Socratic writings must have been
based on other reports of Socrates rather than Xenophon’s own acquaintance. Second, Burnet maintains that Xenophon’s most important Socratic
writing, the Memorabilia, “is an apologia, and must be judged by the canons
of criticism applicable to such writings.” With respect to the first matter, with
corroboration from some evidence from Plato’s dialogues, Burnet comes to
the conclusion that “Xenophon got the greater part of his information about
Sokrates from the dialogues of Plato.” With respect to the second, Burnet
explains that Xenophon’s portrayal of Socrates must have been historically
distorted, “for apologetic reasons.”10
However, what lies behind Burnet’s observations on Xenophon is that he
prefers Plato to Xenophon not because Xenophon was very young and did not
have enough time to know Socrates since he left Athens forever three years
before Socrates’s execution—for Plato was about three years younger than
Xenophon and therefore about the same age when he heard Socrates for the
last time. Thus, if the young Plato was capable of knowing Socrates well, why
not Xenophon? Burnet, too, must have had second thoughts on Xenophon’s
capability to understand Socrates in comparison to Plato’s. Moreover, even
Burnet observed that Xenophon sometimes violates canons of apologetic
writing and betrays some of Socrates’s features that explain the city’s hostility toward Socrates. For example, despite his denial of Socrates’s practicing
natural philosophy at the beginning of the Memorabilia, Xenophon reveals at
the end of the Memorabilia that Socrates was not uninstructed in at least two
branches of natural philosophy: geometry and astronomy (Mem. 4.7.3–5).
Besides, Xenophon alludes to Socrates’s notorious phrontistērion (“think
tank”) while reporting what Socrates says to Antiphon the sophist: “I spend
my time with them [my friends] unrolling the treasures of the men of old,
which they have written down in books and left behind them” (Mem. 1.6.14).
According to Burnet, Xenophon’s literary discrepancies have no other reason
than that “he feels at once that he has gone too far” in defense of Socrates.
Xenophon is too stupid to deliberately hide the heterodox Socrates in his text.
10

J. Burnet, Greek Philosophy, vol. 1, Thales to Plato (London: Macmillan, 1914), 119–21.
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Behind the unanimity evident in the scholarly consensus depreciating
Xenophon’s Socrates there lies in fact a single document that proved historically decisive: Friedrich Schleiermacher’s lecture “The Worth of Socrates as
Philosopher,” published in 1818.11 Here, Schleiermacher put forward for the
first time two arguments that speak against Xenophon. First, Xenophon
was a statesman not a philosopher. Hence, he was not able to gain access to
Socrates’s core of thoughts as a philosopher. Second, his apologetic approach
did not allow for a comprehensive account of Socrates’s life. He was restricted
to those features of Socrates’s life that justified his innocence in the trial. In
order to help uproot the powerful prejudice against Xenophon that dominated later scholarship, we should therefore turn to Schleiermacher’s lecture
and consider his arguments in the context.
2. The Origin of the Powerful Prejudice against
Xenophon: Schleiermacher’s “The Worth of Socrates
as Philosopher”12
It is not the philosophical worth of Xenophon but the philosophical worth of
Socrates that is the subject matter of Schleiermacher’s lecture. In this lecture,
Schleiermacher asks the central question of “wherein Socrates’ philosophical merit consists.” In order to answer that question, he raises “the Socratic
problem” (without using the term) and thereby assesses Xenophon as one of
the sources of our knowledge of Socrates. On one hand, following most of his
contemporaries, Schleiermacher admits that Socrates begins a new chapter
in the history of Greek philosophy. On the other hand, he takes issue with
the traditional explanation of that beginning, which is reflected in Cicero’s
remark about Socrates in his Tusculanae disputationes: “If we would confine
ourselves to the well-known statement, that Socrates called philosophy down
“Nearly a century after Schleiermacher’s seminal article and in the space of only a few years,
scholars in France (Robin 1910); England (Taylor 1911; Burnet 1911 and 1914); and Germany (Maier
1913) published in rapid succession and completely independently from one another studies that were
so critical of Xenophon’s Socratic writings that it was no longer clear what merit could possibly be
attributed to the author of the Memorabilia. The consensus that emerged during this period is neither
accidental nor a coincidence, and in fact represents the end result of the movement launched by
Schleiermacher a century earlier.” Louis-André Dorion, “The Rise and Fall of the Socratic Problem,”
in The Cambridge Companion to Socrates, ed. Donald R. Morrison (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2011), 5. Cf. Xénophon: Mémorables, vol. 1, Introduction générale et Livre I, ed. L.-A. Dorion and
M. Bandini (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2000), XIII n. 2.
11

F. Schleiermacher, “Über den Werth des Sokrates als Philosophen,” in Abhandlung der philosophischen Klasse der königlich preussichen Akademie aus den Jahren 1814–1815 (Berlin, 1818), 50–68;
English trans., “The Worth of Socrates as Philosopher,” in Platon: The “Apology of Socrates,” the “Crito”
and part of the “Phaedo,” ed. W. Smith (London, 1879), cxxx– clx. In this essay I refer to the English
translation, abbreviated WSP.
12
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from heaven to earth, that is, to houses and market places, that he proposed
social life as the object of research in the room of nature: still the influence
thus ascribed to him is far from salutary in itself, for philosophy consists not
in a partial cultivation either of morals or physics, but in the co-existence
and intercommunion of both, and there is moreover no historical evidence
that he really exerted it” (WSP cxxxi; Tusculanae disputationes 5.10). In fact,
Schleiermacher believes that it was Pythagoras who laid the foundation of
ethical philosophy before Socrates. Hence, Socrates’s philosophical merit,
which makes a Haupteinschnitt (incisive break) in the history of Greek philosophy and separates the earlier schools and philosophers from the later
ones, should not be restricted to ethics: “we must also ascribe to him some
element of a more strictly philosophical kind than most writers do, though as
a mere beginning it needs not to have been carried very far toward maturity”
(WSP cxxxvi). To do so, Schleiermacher dedicates the bulk of his lecture to
“the new revision” of the case of Socrates. He hopes to prove that both posterity (such as Cicero) and Socrates’s contemporaries did Socrates injustice,
the former by denying his truly philosophical worth and reducing his philosophical merit to morality in place of nature, and the latter by denying his
political worth and imputing to him imaginary offenses against the city. In
other words, Schleiermacher already believes that the philosophical and the
political worth of Socrates coincide, not to say that the former justifies the
latter: there is no essential tension between philosophy and the city.
In the first step, Schleiermacher has to confront the question of who
the historical Socrates was or, as it was to be called a few decades later, “the
Socratic problem.” To answer the question, he wonders whose accounts of
Socrates one should believe: Xenophon’s or Plato’s. He admits that since
Plato never introduces himself as a historian of Socrates, albeit with a few
exceptions, one should turn to “a work of mere narrative…such as Xenophon’s conversations really present.” Nonetheless, Schleiermacher seems to
take for granted and confidently expects his audience to accept the fact that
“Xenophon was a statesman but no philosopher…[whereas Socrates] may
have possessed some really philosophical elements which Xenophon was
unable to appropriate to himself, and which he suffered to pass unnoticed.”
In addition, he gives another justification for discrediting Xenophon’s portrayal of Socrates: “Xenophon was an apologetic narrator, and had no doubt
selected this form for the very purpose, that his readers might not expect him
to exhibit Socrates entire[ly]” (WSP cxviii). Schleiermacher believes that if
Socrates’s contemporaries had only heard of Socrates through Xenophon’s
unphilosophical narrations, one could not have understood how politically

10
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ambitious men like Critias and Alcibiades, on one hand, and those who were
prepared for the theoretical studies such as Plato and Euclides, on the other,
held their conversations with Socrates in so high esteem. Schleiermacher
sensed that there is something more to be found in the historical Socrates that
is not reflected in Xenophon’s narratives. One might justifiably ask, however,
whether Xenophon does not conceal the true Socrates. Could he not have
practiced esotericism? Schleiermacher finds this possibility absurd: “Nor can
it be supposed, that Socrates held discourses in public such as Xenophon puts
into his mouth, but that he delivered lessons of a different kind elsewhere,
and in private; for this, considering the apologetic form of Xenophon’s book,
to which he rigidly confines himself, he would probably not have passed over
in silence.” Thus, when Schleiermacher raised the possibility that Xenophon
may have portrayed “the forenoon” or exoteric Socrates, while Plato may have
imitated the “the afternoon” or esoteric Socrates, he had already found it too
absurd to be rejected. Similarly, the possibility that both Xenophon’s and
Plato’s accounts, despite all their differences, present the exoteric and conceal
the esoteric Socrates also seems even too absurd to be raised, let alone to be
rejected by Schleiermacher. What solution does Schleiermacher then commit
himself to? How does he understand Xenophon’s portrayal of Socrates? Schleiermacher gives an interesting example that exposes his position on Xenophon
more clearly. Imagine a person who has converted a lofty poem to prose and
destroyed its spirit such that even the greatest poets cannot restore that lost
poetry. That was the deed of Xenophon: he “translated [philosophical matters]
into the unphilosophical style of the common understanding, an operation in
which the philosophical base is lost.” Just as one can find a sign of the spirit
of the lost poem in some passages where the decomposer’s hand gets tired
of decomposing the poem to prose, one can likewise see a sign of the philosophical base of Socrates in those passages where Xenophon’s hand got tired of
translating the philosophical into the unphilosophical. Schleiermacher thinks
that this is the case in Xenophon’s writings, albeit that “the scarcity of these
passages shows that Xenophon understood his business” (WSP cxl–cxli). With
that gentlemanly lampoon Schleiermacher alludes to the defect or “the blank”
that Xenophon has left in his Socratic writings: since Xenophon’s Socratic writings are unphilosophically almost perfect, they are philosophically imperfect
and of “the blank.” In order to fill up the blank, he suggests, we need to turn to
Plato’s dialogues methodologically. The safest method that we should employ,
Schleiermacher continues, is to follow the question: “What may Socrates
have been, over and above what Xenophon has described, without however
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contradicting the strokes of character, and the practical maxims, which Xenophon distinctly delivers as those of Socrates?” (WSP cxlii).
To answer this question, Schleiermacher finds himself obliged to go
beyond not only Xenophon but also Plato. He puts Socrates in the historical
context:
In the former of these cases [that is, pre-Socratic philosophies] it must
be confessed, that the idea of science as such is not yet matured, perhaps has not even become the subject of consciousness, for science
as such can be conceived only as a whole, in which every division is
merely subordinate, just as the real world to which it ought to correspond. In the latter case [that is, post-Socratic philosophy], on the
contrary, this idea has become a subject of consciousness; for it can
have been only by its force that the particular inclinations which confine each thinker to a certain object, and split science into insulated
parts, have been mastered. (WSP cxliv)

Accordingly, Schleiermacher explains how in pre-Socratic philosophies three
branches of knowledge (dialectics, physics, and ethics) are either studied separately or combined indistinguishably: dialectics and physics in the Eleatics
and ethics in the Pythagorean school. In post-Socratic philosophy, by contrast, all three branches are united under “the idea of science.” Awareness of
the idea of science paves the way for post-Socratic philosophies to distinguish
knowledge from opinion, specify the language of science, and give dialectics
predominance. In this way, Schleiermacher sets the scene to present Socrates
as the turning point with whom the idea of science is awakened, and which
simultaneously separates and connects pre- and post-Socratic philosophies.
Schleiermacher supposes that if Socrates claims that owing to the services
to god, to justify the celebrated oracle, he reveals that what others believe
they know is in fact not knowledge, then it was impossible that he himself
would simply stop at the same level, that is, at the awareness of ignorance.
For, Schleiermacher adds, “there was a step beyond this which he must have
taken, that of knowing what knowledge was.” For this reason, when Socrates
explains “the nature of non-science” (anepistēmosunē), he begins with two
assumptions: first, that “science is the same in all true thoughts”; second, that
“all science forms one whole.” According to Schleiermacher, in this, “the central point in the character of Socrates, we may reconcile Plato and Xenophon,
and can understand the historical position of Socrates” (WSP cxlv–cxlvii).
But Schleiermacher’s attempt to establish Socrates as the first epistemologist
is faced with (at least) two interrelated difficulties in Xenophon’s Socratic
writings, as he himself recognized. First, Xenophon strongly affirms that

12
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Socrates’s subject of studies is “the human things” or, in Schleiermacher’s
term, “ethics,” and not the idea of science (Mem. 1.1.16). Second, he explicitly
denies that Socrates practiced “physiology,” which apparently means that
Socrates’s drive for knowledge did not include one of the important branches
of knowledge (Mem. 1.1.11)
Responding to the first difficulty, Schleiermacher tries to determine the
connection between ethics and dialectics in Xenophon’s Socrates. He refers
to the passage in the Memorabilia where Xenophon states that Socrates did
not merely keep to refuting others’ opinions but attempted to demonstrate
his own position through ethical or commonly agreed-upon statements by
the many (Mem. 4.6.15). From this passage, Schleiermacher deduces that in
Socratic dialectics ethical statements are essentially justifiable only as means
and not as ends. To put it precisely, in Socratic dialectics ethics is secondary
and accidental:
And propositions, if there were such, which all held to be certain, must
have appeared to him the most eligible, in order that he might show
in their case, that the conviction with which they were embraced was
not knowledge; since this would render men more keenly sensible of
the necessity of getting at the foundation of knowledge.…Hence too,
we may explain the preponderance of the subjects connected with
civil and domestic life in most of these conversations. For this was
the field that supplied the most generally admitted conceptions and
propositions, the fate of which interested all men alike. But this mode
of proceeding becomes inexplicable, if it is supposed that Socrates
attached the chief importance to the subject of these conversations.
(WSP cxvlii)

Thus, Socrates’s use of propositions connected to human life (civil or domestic) in his dialectics is only pedagogic. Since these propositions are “held
to be certain,” Socrates finds them useful means for his dialectics in order
to prove “the necessity of getting at the foundation of knowledge” for his
interlocutors. Still, Schleiermacher believes that the Xenophontic Socrates’s
dialectics were nevertheless imperfect and in need of a Platonic addition to
become a “method.” Schleiermacher therefore introduces the two principles
of collection (sunagōgē) and division (diairesis) from Plato’s Phaedrus (266b):
“to first know how correctly to combine multiplicity in unity, and again to
divide a complex unity according to its nature into a multiplicity, and next
to know what notions may or may not be connected together” (WSP cxlix).
Schleiermacher emphasizes that “the construction of all Socratic dialogues”
whether reported by Plato or by other contemporary companions of Socrates,
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including Xenophon in the Memorabilia, “hinges without exception on this
point,” on the art or method of dialectic. Finally, Schleiermacher refers to
Aristotle’s statement on Socrates as the ultimate evidence: “For two things
may be fairly ascribed to Socrates—inductive arguments [epaktikous logous]
and universal definition [horizesthai katholou], both of which are concerned
with the starting point of science [archēn epistēmēs]” (Metaph. 1078b27–30).
In Schleiermacher’s view, Socratic dialectics is a kind of inductive argument
which, by applying the two principles of collection and division, achieves
universal definitions as the starting points of science. To sum up, by separating Socratic dialectics from “ethics” and revealing the idea of science as its
main subject, Schleiermacher seems to overcome the first difficulty.
The second difficulty is more serious. For how could Socrates be considered
an epistemologist despite excluding the most important branch of knowledge,
that is to say, phusiologia or natural philosophy? Xenophon declares that the
mature Socrates not only put natural philosophy aside, but he also made fun
of his predecessors, pre-Socratic philosophers and the sophists, who studied
the cosmos, by calling them “madmen.” Socrates believed that they were
inquiring into the realm belonging to the gods and disregarding the realm
that belongs to human beings, “the human things.” Schleiermacher’s response
to the more serious difficulty is surprisingly simple and easy:
But this statement must manifestly be taken in a sense much less general, and quite different from that which is usually given to it. This is
clearly evinced by the reasons which Socrates alleges. For how could
he have said so generally, that the things which depend on God ought
not to be made the subject of inquiry, before those which depend on
man have been dispatched, since not only are the latter connected in a
variety of ways with the former, but even among things human there
must be some of greater moment, others of less, some of nearer, others of more remote concern, and the proposition would lead to the
conclusion that before one was brought to its completion, not even the
investigation of another ought to be begun. (WSP cli, emphasis added)

According to Schleiermacher, then, one should not take Socrates’s denial
of natural philosophy here too generally. Still, even Schleiermacher does
not deny that apparently Socrates was not so interested in the particular
sciences including natural philosophy. How, then, should one understand
Socrates’s lack of interest in the particular sciences? In response, Schleiermacher says that in the first place Socrates should not be identified with the
case of “a merely metaphysical thinker” who is “attracted toward all sciences,
as was the case with Kant”; because “this [case] happens under different
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circumstances, and a different mental constitution from that of Socrates.”
Schleiermacher means that if Socrates is identified with someone like Kant,
that lack of interest will result in the denial of Socrates’s philosophical merit;
however, if Socrates’s different circumstances and different mental constitution are considered, his philosophical merit will appear: Socrates “made no
excursions to points remote from his center, but devoted his whole life to
the task of exciting his leading idea [of science] as extensively and as vividly as possible in others; his whole aim was that…this foundation might
be securely laid, before he proceeded further” (WSP cli–clii). It goes without
saying that Schleiermacher’s whole argument is based on considering the
“different circumstances and different mental constitution” of Socrates: in
the beginning of the history of philosophy, which means in the more primitive circumstances and thereby with a more primitive mental constitution,
Socrates dedicated himself to founding the idea of science; later metaphysical thinkers such as Kant, who arise under more advanced circumstances
and with a more advanced mental constitution, could develop Socrates’s task
into the multiplicity of sciences. In fact, by putting Socrates in the context
of the history of philosophy viewed as a progressive and perfective process,
Schleiermacher simultaneously put Socrates at a lower level than Kant and
secured his philosophical merit as the awakener and founder of the idea of
science. Despite the fact that Plato did descend into the particular sciences,
he still, in Schleiermacher’s view, dealt more with the principles of the idea
of science; for “the law of progress” demands that prior to any blind progress
full attention must be paid to “the establishment of principles.” It is Aristotle
who, after Socrates and Plato, that is, after the founding of the idea of science,
“first revels in [the particular sciences’] multiplicity” (WSP cliii). To sum up
Schleiermacher’s response, Socrates’s denial of natural philosophy means, in
fact, to prioritize the more primitive studies required for founding the idea
of science through the art of dialectics. Socrates rejected natural philosophy
for temporal reasons: he occupied a primitive historical situation; he did not
reject science in principle.
At the end of his lecture, instead of ascribing some isolated ethical theses
to Socrates as historians of philosophy frequently did at that time, Schleiermacher goes in search of that teaching that has a “speculative” significance,
that systemizes all studies of Socrates as the founder of the idea of science
and dialectics. To do so, he turns to the Platonic dialogues as his source and
at the same time takes into consideration the above-mentioned remark of
Aristotle, “who confines Socrates’ philosophical speculations to principles.”
Accordingly, he states,
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the first point therefore to examine would be, whether some profound
speculative teachings may not have originally belonged to Socrates,
which are generally considered as most foreign to him, for instance,
the thought which is unfolded by Plato in his peculiar manner, but is
exhibited in the germ by Xenophon himself (Mem. I. 4. 8.), and is intimately connected with the great dialectic question as to the agreement
between thought and being: that of the general diffusion of intelligence throughout the whole of nature. With this one might connect
the assertion of Aristocles (Euseb. Prsep. XI. 3.), that Socrates began
the investigation of the doctrine of ideas. (WSP cliv)

Schleiermacher admits that one cannot simply presuppose that the doctrine of ideas and other doctrines which are put forward by Plato’s Socrates
belonged to the historical Socrates. Nevertheless, the fact that Plato easily
put these doctrines in the mouth of Socrates shows that they could well be
the necessary conclusions of the speculative teaching or thought of Socrates
himself—namely, “the general diffusion of intelligence throughout the whole
of nature.” And Schleiermacher’s reference to Xenophon’s Memorabilia as
additional evidence apparently confirms again that even in Xenophon’s
unphilosophical writings one can find “the germ” of Socrates’s philosophical base. Schleiermacher’s argument to revive the philosophical merit of
Socrates not only challenged the traditional understanding of Socrates as
the founder of political philosophy, but, more importantly, opened a new
horizon in which Xenophon is established merely as a corroborative source
of the Socrates who should be approached from Plato or even Aristotle. From
the more advanced Plato and Aristotle one could more easily locate scarce
passages where Xenophon’s hand tires of translating the philosophical into
the unphilosophical and find thereby the philosophical base of Socrates that
is lost in the “blank” Xenophon left.
We are now in a better position to understand both how the powerful
prejudice against Xenophon was originally formed at the beginning of the
nineteenth century and how disputable Strauss’s claim is when he finds
Xenophon as the primary source of our knowledge of Socrates. The question
now is this: Did Strauss respond to it and thereby to its originator, either
directly or indirectly? If so, what was that response?
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3. Retrieving Strauss’s Response to the Powerful
Prejudice against Xenophon: A Debate with
Schleiermacher
Strauss never directly responded to the prejudice against Xenophon that
originated from Schleiermacher’s lecture published in 1818. Even so, it is not
impossible to retrieve his response from his extensive studies on Xenophon’s
Socratic and non-Socratic writings.13
Schleiermacher’s interpretation of the case of Socrates is a classic instance of
the kind of interpretation that Strauss placed under the name of “historicism.”
Beginning in the late 1930s, Strauss dealt with historicism, its assumptions, its
roots, and its genesis in modern philosophy, first in The Political Philosophy of
Hobbes (1936), then in On Tyranny, dedicated to the interpretation of Xenophon’s Hiero (1948), then in Natural Right and History (1950), and finally in
What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies (1959).14 Historicism begins
with the assumption that “all human thought is ‘historical.’”15 Its thesis, as
Strauss formulates it, is that “all understanding, all knowledge, however limited
and ‘scientific,’ presupposes a frame of reference; it presupposes a horizon, a
comprehensive view within which understanding and knowing take place.” In
the final analysis, that horizon, from a historicist’s perspective, is nothing but
History, “history divorced from all dubious or metaphysical assumptions.”16
Regardless of the question whether History itself is considered comprehensible, whoever interprets a historical text in terms of the historicist thesis puts
the text within the horizon of which he supposes that the author himself was
not aware. Schleiermacher thus put Xenophon’s and Plato’s texts within the
context of the “history of philosophy” in order to understand their thoughts
better than they themselves could. The claim that “the idea of science” had not
13
Strauss’s studies on Xenophon: “The Spirit of Sparta and the Taste of Xenophon,” Social Research 6
(1939): 502–36; On Tyranny: An Interpretation of Xenophon’s “Hiero,” rev. ed., ed. Victor Gourevitch
and Michael S. Roth (New York: Free Press, 1991); Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse: An Interpretation
of the Oeconomicus (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970); Xenophon’s Socrates (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1972); “Xenophon’s Anabasis,” Interpretation 4, no. 3 (1975): 117–47.

In the sixth chapter of The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis, titled “History,”
Strauss articulates how “historicizing philosophy itself” is rooted in the politicization of philosophy in
Hobbes’s political philosophy. In the “Introduction” to On Tyranny, he briefly mentions “the problematic character of historicism,” its fundamental assumption, and its peculiar way of interpretation (25).
Then, in the first chapter of Natural Right and History, “Natural Right and the Historical Approach,”
Strauss presents a comprehensive study of historicism, its assumption, and its genesis. Finally, in the
first two chapters of What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies, Strauss turns to historicism as
“the serious antagonist of political philosophy” (26).
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become the subject of consciousness before Socrates in the early history of
ancient philosophy and did become the subject of consciousness after Socrates
in the late history of ancient philosophy led Schleiermacher to reread, reinterpret, and “reconcile” Plato’s and Xenophon’s Socrates as the true Socrates:
Socrates was the founder of the idea of science in the history of philosophy. For
Schleiermacher, that is “the worth of Socrates as philosopher.” This allowed
Schleiermacher to take a bird’s-eye view from which he found Xenophon’s
text imperfect or, as he says, “blank”: Schleiermacher fills up the blank first
with Plato, then with Aristotle, and finally with the history of philosophy.
Accordingly, he believes that he is able to give a possibly comprehensive and
systematic interpretation of the case of Socrates. However, one may wonder
whether he does not give a systematically comprehensive interpretation of
his own view about Socrates. Does his understanding of the history of philosophy as a systematically comprehensive frame of reference not lead to his
systematically comprehensive interpretation of Plato’s, Xenophon’s and even
Aristotle’s thought about Socrates? Does he not reduce the historical Socrates
to his understanding of the “history of philosophy”?
Strauss, in contrast, makes a clear distinction between historicism and his
position as a historian of thought: “Yet there is a fatal disproportion between
historicism and true historical understanding. The goal of the historian of
thought is to understand the thought of the past ‘as it really has been,’ i.e., to
understand it as exactly as possible as it was actually understood by its authors.”
Strauss attempts, therefore, to understand Xenophon in the first place in the
light of “what he himself says, directly or indirectly, and as little as possible
on extraneous information, to say nothing of modern hypotheses.”17 Hence,
when Strauss turns to Xenophon’s Socratic writings to raise and answer the
problem of Socrates, he rereads the text in terms of Xenophon’s intention and
not as a text which is expected to confirm the interpreter’s assumptions. To
clarify Strauss’s hermeneutics, it is necessary to add that by “rereading the
text in terms of Xenophon’s intention” I do not mean that Strauss ascends
from Xenophon’s text to his “mental process” while composing the text: this
is Schleiermacher’s approach, to reconstruct “the intention of the will of the
author” imaginatively, as he did in the case of Xenophon by comparing him
with a decomposer of a lofty poem. In contrast, Strauss turns to Xenophon’s
text in order to find the devised indications that betray Xenophon’s deliberate
intention in composing the text. What makes Strauss emphasize “the true historical understanding” even more in the case of Xenophon is his rediscovery
17
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of Xenophon’s particular way of writing after at least two hundred years of
misunderstanding.18 First in “The Spirit of Sparta and the Taste of Xenophon,” Strauss reveals that Xenophon is one of those who practice the art of
writing between the lines. This means that Xenophon deliberately composes
his texts on the exoteric and esoteric levels for two different addressees. Thus,
readers such as Schleiermacher who reject the possibility of esotericism, or
more precisely “exotericism,” close, in advance, the doors of initiation into
the texts written by the authors such as Xenophon.19
For instance, one of the two difficulties Schleiermacher had with Xenophon was his denial that Socrates practiced natural philosophy. At the
beginning of the first book of the Memorabilia, Xenophon declares that
Socrates “did not converse about the nature of all things in the way most of the
others did—examining what the sophists call the cosmos.” Socrates, he adds,
criticized those who worried about the things of this sort and called them
“madmen.” Why? Because they got stuck in a dilemma without knowing it:
“some are of the opinion that being is one thing only, and others that it is an
infinite multitude; and some that everything is always moving, and others
that nothing ever moves; and some that everything comes to be and perishes, and others that nothing ever comes to be or perishes” (Mem. 1.1.11–14).
Schleiermacher’s “historical sense” prevents him from accepting the denial in
that general sense. He does so without producing even one piece of evidence
from Xenophon’s works—after all, why should he bother giving evidence
Among those who still appreciated Xenophon’s way of writing before the nineteenth century,
Strauss names J. J. Winkelmann (1717–1768) and Machiavelli (1469–1527). Winkelmann praised
“‘the noble simplicity and quiet grandeur’ of the writings of ‘the unadorned great Xenophon’ and
who found grace, i.e., that which reasonably pleases, in Xenophon as distinguished from Thucydides
and therefore compared Xenophon to Raphael while comparing Thucydides to Michelangelo.” As
to Machiavelli, Strauss just mentions his “silent judgement” in favor of Xenophon (XSD 83–84).
However, in his Thoughts on Machiavelli, he delicately reveals how Machiavelli’s “silent judgment”
is, in fact, an appreciation of Xenophon. For Machiavelli, “the representative par excellence of classical political philosophy is Xenophon, whose writings he mentions more frequently than those of
Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero taken together or those of any other writer with the exception of Livy.
Xenophon’s Education of Cyrus is for him the classic presentation of the imagined prince. At the same
time Xenophon is that writer who for Machiavelli has come closest to preparing his questioning of the
imagined prince” (Leo Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958], 291).
18
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from Xenophon’s text if Xenophon is known to be a naive, unphilosophical
author? Schleiermacher claims that Xenophon’s denial should be understood
to be “much less general.” Schleiermacher’s bird’s-eye view misses the fact
that Socrates’s dichotomy is a false dilemma. For the contradictory concept
of “one” is “multitude” and not “an infinite multitude.” Therefore, there is
an implicit but logically valid third option: finite or numerable multitude.
Strauss found that option between the lines: “This would seem to imply that
according to the sane Socrates the beings are numerable or surveyable; those
beings are unchangeable while the other things change, and those beings do
not come into being or perish while the other things come into being and
perish” (XS 7; see also XSD 150). In other words, being is not one, but many.
However, that many is not “infinite” but finite or numerable, unchangeable,
nongenerative and noncorruptive. When Xenophon writes that Socrates “did
not converse about the nature of all things in the way [hēiper] most of the
others did,” he really means it: from the pre-Socratic perspective, the whole
is a collection of homogeneous parts which are reducible to one archē (water,
apeiron, air, or fire) or many archai (four elements, or atoms) which in turn
could be movable or not, generative and corruptive or not. Yet, it seems that
the sane Socrates starts from “common sense”: the whole is a collection of
heterogeneous parts—common sense finds heterogeneous parts first on the
aesthetic (sensible) level: this cat is other than that dog; this horse is other
than that man. Through his “what is” questions, however, Socrates ascends
from the heterogeneity on the aesthetic level to the heterogeneity on the
noetic (intelligible) level. “What is” questions point to the “essence” of each
part which forms different kinds of beings. These kinds or “ideas,” as the
Platonic Socrates calls them, are those true beings which are many but not
infinite, which are immovable and nongenerative and noncorruptive. Since
individuals are innumerable, movable, and generative and corruptive, they
are not truly “beings” at all. This is the way Xenophon’s Socrates’s new physiology comes close to the Platonic Socrates’s “theory of ideas”: Socrates as the
founder of idea of science is accessible even in Xenophon. Hence, there is
no fundamental difference between Plato’s and Xenophon’s Socrates on that
point. The difference is that Xenophon “points” to what Plato “articulates”
(XSD 161). From this perspective, Xenophon’s Socrates seems more exoteric,
that is, more belonging to the outer circle of philosophers, more political,
than Plato’s. Or Plato’s Socrates seems more esoteric, that is, more belonging to the inner circle of philosophers, more philosophical than Xenophon’s.
Still, even Plato is extremely cautious about calling Socrates a physiologist;
the Platonic dialogues never present Socrates as a physiologist. In Plato’s
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Apology of Socrates, Socrates denies being in possession of the divine wisdom of physiologists and sophists (18b–c). In the Phaedo, Socrates confirms
that as a young man he used to be “wonderfully keen on that wisdom which
people call the inquiry regarding nature [peri phuseōs historian].” However,
propounding his turn, or more precisely his “second sailing” (deuteron ploun),
Socrates announces that he ceased practicing physiology a long time ago
(Phaedo 96a6–8, 99d). Moreover, Socrates is silent for the bulk of the Timaeus
listening to the non-Athenian physiologist Timaeus deliver a long speech
on the origin of the cosmos. Therefore, in spite of being more esoteric than
Xenophon’s Socrates, even Plato’s Socrates is still exoteric. Taking Strauss’s
point of view, the seemingly absurd possibility of understanding Plato’s and
Xenophon’s thoughts about Socrates, which Schleiermacher simply put aside,
appears the most serious and profound one: both Plato’s dialogues and Xenophon’s Socratic writings are exoteric.20 This is the reason why neither Plato nor
Xenophon presented their philosophical conversations with Socrates.21 Having disclosed Socrates the physiologist, Strauss concludes that “Socrates did
worry about the nature of all things and to that extent he too was mad; but
his madness was at the same time sobriety: he did not separate wisdom from
moderation ([Mem.] III.9.4)” (XS 7). According to Strauss’s reading, Xenophon denies that Socrates is a physiologist on the surface of the text because
phusiologia is the example of impiety par excellence—the supreme example of
encroachment upon the realm belonging only to the gods. Yet he “points” to
Socrates’s physiology between the lines.22 This way of writing is itself the best
Schleiermacher, in contrast to his successors, was well aware of the tradition of exotericism. Indeed,
his “unusually able argument” against that tradition set the stage for his successors to overlook it altogether (Persecution, 28). In “Exoteric Teaching,” Strauss discusses Schleiermacher’s refusal to interpret
Plato as an exoteric writer. Having admired Schleiermacher for his “five or six extremely important
and true remarks about Plato’s literary device,” Strauss highlights the stumbling-block on which
Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics falls. Schleiermacher recognizes “only one Platonic teaching” with “an
infinite number of levels of understanding of that teaching.” He assumes that the way leading from the
inattentive reader of Plato to his attentive reader is a “continuous” one. Referring to Plato, however,
Strauss shows that that way is noncontinuous or “presupposes a real conversion,” to put it Platonically,
a periagōgē. Moreover, the multiplicity Schleiermacher sees in Plato is in fact a duplicity, addressing
two different kinds of audience: philosophers and nonphilosophers. This duplicity explains why the
process of understanding Platonic dialogues is in need of a turn or a conversion (279–81; see Hannes
Kerber, “Strauss and Schleiermacher on How to Read Plato: An Introduction to ‘Exoteric Teaching,’”
in Yaffe and Ruderman, Reorientation, 203–14).
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Strepsiades in the Clouds (Mem. 1.3.8–13; cf. Clouds 655, 688, and Strauss, “Origins of Political
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the Xenophontic exotericism, Strauss writes: “We have noted more than once in the Memorabilia and
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example of linking wisdom to moderation. What is dismissed by Schleiermacher and considered a kind of literary discrepancy in Burnet’s view is in
fact Xenophon’s art of exoteric-esoteric writing—writing between the lines.
Schleiermacher’s other difficulty was that Xenophon restricts the subject matters of Socrates’s studies to the human things, presenting Socratic
dialectics merely in connection with the ethical or political things, whereas,
in Schleiermacher’s view, the subject matter of Socratic dialectics is the idea
of science while the connection between his dialectics and ethics or politics
is at bottom secondary and accidental. As we saw in the previous section,
Schleiermacher offers a passage from the Memorabilia to substantiate his
claim (WSP clvii; Mem. 4.6.15). However, Strauss’s close reading of that passage reveals how arbitrarily Schleiermacher reads the text. In the context of
that passage, Xenophon makes a distinction between two types of interlocutors of Socrates: those who can contradict him, and those who cannot. To the
first group, Socrates leads the discussion up to “the hypotheses” (or ideas)
to expose “the truth” about which they disagree with him. To the second
group, Socrates himself initiates the discussion and proceeds via “what is
most agreed upon,” thereby producing by far the most agreement among his
interlocutors. For the second group he takes Odysseus, “the safe orator,” as
his model, since Homer describes Odysseus as successfully establishing his
argument through the opinions of human beings. Strauss divides Socratic
dialectics into non-Odyssean and Odyssean: the former based on “hypothesis” leads to “the truth,” the latter based on “generally accepted opinion” leads
to the most “agreement.” Schleiermacher simply disregards the doubleness
of the Socratic dialectics, taking the second type to prove that the connection between dialectics and generally accepted opinions is only pedagogic:
through the generally accepted opinions, Schleiermacher observes, Socrates
can better prove that his interlocutors’ convictions are not “knowledge,”
because “this would render men more keenly sensible of the necessity of getting at the foundation of knowledge.” That reading is in notable contrast to
Xenophon’s intention, as Strauss discloses it: the second type of the Socratic
dialectics, the Odyssean, uses generally accepted opinions to persuade most
interlocutors and produces the most “agreement” among them, not to refute
elsewhere that the item which is literally in the center is of special importance. It was a rule of forensic
rhetoric to discuss the strong points of the defense in the first part and in the last part and the weak
points in the center, i.e., when the attention of the listeners is flagging. The weakest points are the most
important in a speech or book that presents an unpopular or forbidden view in the guise of a perfectly
innocent or ‘orthodox’ view; in such a book the innocent things come to sight first and last; such
books are to some extent products of forensic rhetoric” (XS 58).
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their opinions and provoke them to search for “the foundation of knowledge.” This is the reason why Strauss calls the Odyssean dialectics “rhetoric”
(XS 122–23). Schleiermacher is not sufficiently aware of Socrates the rhetor.23
Still, the question remains: What exactly is the connection between Socratic
dialectics and his study of the human things? After Socrates’s turn or return
to common sense, Strauss responds, Socrates finds that “the things which are
‘first in themselves’ are somehow ‘first for us’; the things which are ‘first in
themselves’ are in a manner, but necessarily, revealed in men’s opinions.”24
When Xenophon says that Socrates’s subject matter is the human things, or
Plato’s Socrates says that after his “second sailing” he takes refuge in “logos,”
both mention the starting point of Socratic dialectics: Socratic dialectics
starts from that part of the whole in which the whole partially appears: “the
things which are first for us,” or human opinions. Hence, the connection
between Socratic dialectics and the human things is primary and essential.
Socratic studies of the human things is not a branch of knowledge next to
phusiologia but the foundation of any kind of phusiologia, cosmologia, and
even ontologia. Neither Pythagoreans nor any other pre-Socratic appreciated
such an ontological significance for the human things: for Socrates “human
things are the clue to the whole.”25
While Schleiermacher wonders whether he should believe Plato’s or rather
Xenophon’s Socrates, he totally overlooks Aristophanes’s Socrates in regard
to the Socratic problem. The main reason why he disregards Aristophanes is
his insufficient awareness of Socrates’s turn: both Plato and Xenophon cautiously admit that Socrates underwent a conversion from a youthful passion
for natural philosophy to a mature concern for political philosophy (Oeconomicus 6.12–13, 11.3; Phaedo 96a6–8, 99d–e; cf. SA 4, 314). The only source
of the young or pre-Socratic Socrates is Aristophanes’s Clouds, whereas the
Platonic dialogues and Xenophon’s Socratic writings commonly portray the
mature Socrates. Once one considers Aristophanes’s portrayal of the young
Socrates as a teacher of rhetoric and physiology, all the differences between
Plato’s and Xenophon’s Socrates become secondary. Both present Socrates in
sharp contrast to Aristophanes: their Socrates denies being a teacher of rhetoric (or a sophist) and of physiology (as a pre-Socratic); he deals mostly with the
human things. Therefore, the root of Schleiermacher’s two difficulties with
Xenophon admits that one of the accusations against Socrates was that he recited a notorious
passage of the Odyssey in which Odysseus treats outstanding men and ordinary ones in two different
ways (Mem. 1. 2.58).
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Xenophon’s Socrates, in the final analysis, should be found in the profound
change in Socrates himself, Socrates’s turn. Instead of criticizing Xenophon for
denying that Socrates was a physiologist and for claiming that Socrates’s studies are restricted to the human things, Schleiermacher should have observed
“the circumstances or the reasons” that caused Socrates to undergo a turn
from natural philosophy to political philosophy. Besides, since it is the mature
Socrates who brings philosophy down from heaven, Schleiermacher’s overlooking the turn in Socrates prevents him from taking seriously the traditional
understanding of Socrates as the founder of political philosophy. Strauss,
on the other hand, in his Socrates and Aristophanes, considers Socrates the
founder of political philosophy and therefore looks for the circumstances
or the reasons that paved the way for founding political philosophy: Aristophanes’s attack on pre-Socratic Socrates reveals that there is an essential
tension between philosophy and the city. Philosophy will be unable to protect
itself against its enemies unless it becomes political philosophy. Besides, in
the central chapters of his Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse, Strauss delicately
describes how political philosophy was actually founded (XSD 153–66).
Even if we could prove that Schleiermacher’s interpretation of Xenophon
is insufficient, we cannot simply claim that we have overcome his prejudice
against Xenophon. His prejudice is revealed in two of his claims: first, that
Xenophon is not a philosopher; second, that he is only an “apologetic narrator” of Socrates. A response to the first should be postponed as it requires
rereading and reinterpreting all of Xenophon’s Socratic (and non-Socratic)
writings. Nevertheless, we can already be sure that Strauss’s rediscovery of
Xenophon’s exotericism has rendered questionable the basis of the first claim
by reinterpreting Xenophon’s way of writing. As to the second, we respond as
follows: Schleiermacher would perhaps be right if Xenophon had written only
the Memorabilia to describe Socrates. Even Strauss admits that Xenophon’s
Memorabilia is an apology of Socrates’s justice.26 However, Strauss adds that
Xenophon composed three other Socratic writings, which are not devoted to
Socrates’s justice but “to Socrates tout court or to Socrates even if he transcends
justice”: Socrates’s speeches in the Oeconomicus, Socrates’s (playful) deeds in
Symposium, and Socrates’s (silent) deliberation in the Apology of Socrates to
By refuting two main accusations against Socrates, the first part of the Memorabilia (1.1–2) proves
that Socrates had never committed crimes or acted against the law. The second part (1.3ff.) shows how
Socrates was “benefiting his companions.” Since the habit of benefiting people is identified by Xenophon with justice in the broad sense of the term, Strauss concludes that the “Memorabilia as a whole
is devoted to proving Socrates’ justice,” in the narrow and the broad senses of the term. Therefore, the
Memorabilia does not portray Socrates tout court but only his justice.
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the Jury (XSD 85–86). By disregarding those three writings, Schleiermacher
overlooks “Socrates tout court.” Conversely, Strauss devotes two books to the
interpretations of those three writings along with the Memorabilia in order to
retrieve the entirety of Socrates as Xenophon intended him to be understood.
Despite the fact that Schleiermacher does not take notice of Socrates
as the founder of political philosophy, of the Socratic turn, of the Socratic
Odyssean dialectics or his rhetoric, and of his new physiology, one cannot ignore the significance and the seriousness of his interpretation of the
Wirkungsgeschichte (usually rendered “history of effects” or “reception history”) of Socrates. Schleiermacher is right in finding that the idea of science
“becomes the subject of consciousness” for Socrates. As we showed above,
Strauss also implies that Socrates is the founder of the idea of science. But
the question is: How does that idea exactly become the subject of Socrates’s
consciousness? How does Socrates come to that idea? Schleiermacher does
not need to raise, let alone to answer, these questions because he understands
Socrates only within the horizon of the “history of philosophy.” In Schleiermacher’s view, the “worth” of Socrates as a philosopher is rooted in his most
significant effects on or reception in the history of philosophy. Therefore, he
loses sight of Socrates as an individual philosopher outside of that history.
However, Strauss can explain the circumstances or the reasons that made the
individual Socrates turn to the idea of science: Aristophanes’s attack caused
Socrates to undergo a change or turn from philosophy to political philosophy; this turn led to Socrates’s discovery of the heterogeneity of the whole and
ultimately to founding the idea of science. To put it more clearly, it is not the
so-called historical self-consciousness that makes the idea of science the subject of Socrates’s studies. It is rather Socrates’s “self-knowledge,” a knowledge
that is indebted to Aristophanes’s attack.
Moreover, Schleiermacher is right to search for a “speculative” teaching of Socrates, that is, “the general diffusion of intelligence throughout the
whole of nature.” Not only does Strauss consider Schleiermacher to be on
the right track in that respect, but he also comes to his aid in the middle of
his interpretation of the Oeconomicus: “Socrates’ most comprehensive teaching, his teaching which transcends the human things, deals with the order of
the whole cosmos, the order that serves the benefit of men and is due to the
god’s oikonomein,” which Strauss calls “teleotheology” (XSD 148). According to that teaching, god as the manager of (the house of) the cosmos brings
order to beings, putting them in the right place, in order that human beings
benefit from them (XSD 148n5). Strauss does not leave it at that. Again, he
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goes beyond the historical effect of Socrates. Having counteracted “the amazing neglect of the Oeconomicus on the part of those who are concerned with
‘the Socratic problem’”—on the part of those, like Schleiermacher, who could
not see how the “speculative” teaching of Socrates is originally formed in the
conversation between Socrates and the perfect gentleman (Ischomachus)—
Strauss enumerates three theological difficulties with that teaching, extracted
from Xenophon’s text, and the first of them suggests that Socrates himself was
aware that his teleotheology was not theoretically (or “speculatively”) tenable.27
Strauss tempts us to wonder “whether the Xenophontic Socrates was not, like
the Platonic Socrates, dissatisfied with the simple teleology—anthropocentric or not—which at first glance seems to supply the most rational solution
to all difficulties, and turned for this reason to the ‘What is. . .’ questions
or to ‘the separating of beings according to kinds’” (XSD 148–49). In other
words, is it not true that Socrates, whether Platonic or Xenophontic, does not
make any kind of teleological assumptions in his quest of separating things
according to kinds or ideas? Is it not true that Socrates’s ontology does not
presume any kind of cosmology? And is it not true that Socratic rationalism,
which is revealed in his teaching, is nothing but his “philosophic politics” to
embellish philosophy with the perfect gentleman’s principles, that is, with the
highest theological-political standards of the political community? Strauss’s
account of Socrates’s turn in the Oeconomicus discloses just how Socrates
deduces his teaching from the way of life of the perfect gentleman, and how
he learns from the art of cosmetics of the perfect gentleman’s wife to dress up
his thought in that teaching. Indeed, Strauss makes us distinguish between
what Socrates thought and what he taught: the former is the result of his
non-Odyssean dialectics being addressed to the few, the philosophers of the
future; the latter is the result of his Odyssean dialectics being addressed to
many or to those potential gentlemen of the future who can form the many.
From this perspective, Xenophon’s exotericism is nothing but a repetition of
Socrates’s way of philosophizing, his double dialectics, in writing.
The first difficulty is rooted in the disagreement between Socrates’s natural theology and his teaching of teleotheology: “In the Memorabilia, Socrates says that the divine has no needs; can there be
‘economy’ if there are no needs?” In other words, how is it possible that the god as the perfect being,
who has no need, may oikonomein cosmos, whereas oikonomia as Socrates defines it in the beginning
of the Oeconomicus is the art of “increasing one’s household,” and “to need the art of increasing one’s
household bespeaks a defect” (Oec. 2.2–4; cf. XSD 101–2)?
27
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Abstract: This essay aims to illuminate Dante’s intentions as theological-political poet—the
first modern prophet. Close reading of several cantos in Paradiso, which on the surface
defend core Church dogmas, offers support for Ernest L. Fortin’s thesis that Dante aspired to
set Christendom on a new, nontheocratic foundation. Following the Islamic sages who held
religion to be subordinate to political philosophy, the poet uses the established Christianity
to inaugurate a new humanism under the aegis of Wisdom. Beatrice is Dante’s figure for
divine Wisdom. In canto 5 she hints that her pupil should write a “Third Testament” to
replace the Church’s Magisterium. In canto 6, their interview with Justinian alerts him to the
dogmatism and bigotry that his epic must overcome. In canto 7, Beatrice purports to demonstrate, in Scholastic style, the necessary Atonement of Christ. But, employing the expression
sanza mezzo (without mediation), she consecrates Dante as a new Mediator and prepares the
way for his scripture-like masterpiece.

Near the close of his pathbreaking study, Dissent and Philosophy in the Middle
Ages, Ernest L. Fortin offers an eloquent summary of Dante’s mission to
rescue Christendom.
[The poet] has a decided edge over the philosopher in that he alone
can move entire nations, educate the tastes of his fellow countrymen,
redirect their affections, and, without their being aware of it, charm
them into acquiescing in the vision of beauty and harmony that he
wishes to accredit. The task was a gigantic one: it called for a special
kind of poetry that would destroy prejudice by building on it and
forge a viable consensus out of the membra disjecta of a disintegrating
Christian society. That logical contradiction of the modern period,
philosophical poetry, became the privileged instrument by means of
which, as the legislator of legislators, [Dante] sought to effect an intellectual revolution designed to instill new vitality into the hollow shell
of imperial rule.1

Ernest L. Fortin, Dissent and Philosophy in the Middle Ages: Dante and His Precursors, trans. Marc
LePain (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2002), 174.
1

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.

28

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 1

Dante, poet and Florentine citizen in exile, understood his political intervention at the highest level, beyond public office or even intellectual
leadership. His aims were those of a “legislator of legislators” who reshapes
the human spirit through language, contemplating nothing less than civilizational transformation. The Comedy would be “the charter of a regenerated
Christendom.”2 Dante was the first philosophical poet among the moderns—
we think of Cervantes, Blake, and Goethe. Or, to use a term that Dante would
have used for himself, he was the first modern prophet.3
Modern prophecy—philosophical poetry: Fortin calls such literary
intervention a “logical contradiction,” for Dante’s undertaking is extremely
paradoxical. The most momentous religious revolution is somehow to be
imperceptible as such. His “gigantic” task entails redirecting people’s affections, winning them over “without their being aware of it.” His poetry would
destroy prejudice—this is Fortin’s most paradoxical point: “destroy prejudice
by building on it.” The people are drawn to the poet’s new vision of beauty
without recognizing how new it is or how far-reaching. Dante’s revolution
touches all members of the social order; yet at the same time it conceals the
secret of its power.
This paper will study this central paradox in Dante’s art by considering an extended episode in the Comedy. It aims to show how the poet’s
world-historical mission becomes a topic in the poem itself, when he treats
of his own emergence as a prophetic voice. A close reading of cantos 5–7 of
Paradiso offers a glimpse of how Dante’s ambition—the revolutionizing of
Christendom—comes to self-awareness. The challenge of these cantos lies in
the fact that they present a perfectly credible statement of Christian dogma.
They embrace essential themes: fidelity to the Church, the providential rise of
the medieval theocracy, and the Atonement or vicarious sacrifice of the Son
of God. But I submit that the apparently unimpeachable orthodoxy of these
cantos conceals a revolutionary manifesto. Precisely where his traditionalism
seems beyond dispute—where he pays homage to the creed that has bound
the people together—there the poet reenacts his initiation into his great subversion and his great philanthropy. Cantos 5–7, read with a skeptical eye,
reveal implied meanings that strongly support Fortin’s thesis about Dante’s
refounding of Christendom. We shall see how the standard moral theology
2

Ibid., 175.

See, for example, Dante, Epistola VIII, to the Italian cardinals, in Dantis Alagherii Epistolae, ed.
Paget Toynbee (Oxford: Clarendon, 1966), 143–47; and Marco Santagata, Dante: The Story of His Life,
trans. Richard Dixon (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 276–301.
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makes way for his prophetic calling (canto 5); how he exposes the fault line in
medieval Europe’s theocratic foundation (canto 6); and how divine Wisdom
in the person of Beatrice consecrates his election, declaring him illuminated
sanza mezzo—“without mediation”—and likening his spiritual journey to
the career of the Christian savior (canto 7).
Part 1. Some Background for Approaching Paradiso 5–7
The idea that the true poet receives direct revelation from supreme Wisdom
permeates all of Dante’s writings. Andrew Frisardi discovers it already in
the Vita Nova (1294), in its first canzone on the intelletto d’amore. Dante
has had the essential breakthrough: he conceives pure Being as transparent to the inspired mind, which is capable of perceiving “unmediated…the
essential unity of things”—that is, sanza mezzo.4 The allegory of attaining
such knowledge animates all of Dante’s thinking and will lead him to attribute to his epic a “scripture-like authority.”5 However ambiguous, however
open to interpretation his neo-Platonic emanationist language may be,6 the
poet’s self-appointed prophetic role places him near if not in the camp of the
radical Aristotelians, the Islamic thinkers following Alfarabi and Avicenna.7
Andrew Frisardi, translator’s introduction to Vita Nova, by Dante Alighieri (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2012), xxiv. Dante’s The Banquet is his most explicit initiation into the
philosophical life (both the ethical and contemplative phases) employing the poetic figure of courtly
love. See Dante: “Convivio”; A Dual-Language Critical Edition, ed. and trans. Andrew Frisardi (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
4

5

Frisardi, introduction to Vita Nova, xxiv.

One of the difficulties in interpreting Dante is the calculated ambiguity of his “neo-Platonic”
imagery of emanation from the Godhead. Students of Dante speculate about the status of such a representation of Active Intellect. Is this divine radiance a bona fide metaphysics “explaining” the ultimate
causes of knowing; or is it merely an expedient, poetic way to describe the speculator’s mental elevation? Perhaps part of the metaphysical poet’s charm lies in his leaving undecided what (if anything)
lies “behind” his expressions for illumination, just as Aristotle did when first speaking of it in De
anima III.5. In any case, amalgamation of Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysics was not uncommon
in medieval thought, thanks partly to the pseudo-Aristotelian Liber de causis. See Andrew Frisardi,
introduction to Dante: “Convivio,” xxvi; and Avicenna, “A Treatise on Love by Ibn Sina,” sec. 1, “On
the Power of Love as Pervading All Beings” (“The never-ceasing existence of this love…is therefore a
necessity”) (Avicenna, “A Treatise on Love by Ibn Sina,” trans. Emil Fackenheim, Medieval Studies 7
[1945]: 213).
6

Cf. Frisardi, introduction to Vita Nova, xxxi–xxxii, xxxvi–xxxvii. See also On Monarchy, I.iii.3,
I.iv.1, in The De Monarchia of Dante Alighieri, ed. and trans. Aurelia Henry (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1904). The Islamic connection is most obvious when we consider Dante’s placement of Avicenna
and Averroes among the sages in Limbo; Averroes “the great commenter” culminates a list that is
not simply chronological (Inf. 4:144). Likewise, Siger of Brabant, the Latin Averroist, appears as the
culminating figure in the circle of the Sun, introduced by Thomas Aquinas. Dante’s portrait of Siger
is undeniably sympathetic (Par. 10:136–38). Regarding the Averroist affirmation of the integrity of
philosophy (free of dogma), Ruedi Imbach even states that “per Dante il vero paradigma del filosofo è
Sigieri di Brabante,” in Dante, la filosofia e i laici (Genoa-Milan: Marietti, 2003), 212.
7
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These philosophers recognized the superiority of learned intellect to obedient faith.8 They understood religions as the mediated expressions of teachers
with exalted human gifts.9 Such prophets—here the resemblance to Dante’s
profession is striking—are in immediate contact with the Active Intellect or
God.10 They interpret Truth for the peoples through images and parables as
the times require.11 Avicenna, for example, declared the esoteric meaning
of “Paradise” to be the soul’s dwelling in the realm of pure Intellect.12 To
the Islamic sages, and to Maimonides who followed them, the differences
in religious cult reflected mere differences in historical conditions.13 In a
similar spirit, Dante leaves the reader of the Comedy to infer, from consistent
hints, that he understands his epic as prophecy, a regeneration of religion
demanded by the times. The famous first line suggests it. We find ourselves
in a “dark wilderness.” Christendom is ravaged—the “direct path has been
lost”—and the poet must find the new way (Inf. 1:1–3). His quest is endorsed
by heavenly authorities, all intriguingly female, following the customary
assignment of feminine gender to Wisdom in the Bible.14 Only near the end
of his journey, in Paradise, does he fully recognize the unmediated illumination that signifies his prophetic destiny, as our reading will try to show.15

See Alfarabi, “The Political Regime,” trans. F. Najjar; and Averroes, “The Decisive Treatise,” trans.
G. Hourani, both in Medieval Political Philosophy, ed. Ralph Lerner and Muhsin Mahdi (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1963), 34–35 and 181; Alfarabi, “The Book of Religion,” sec. 4–5, in The
Political Writings, ed. and trans. Charles Butterworth (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001), 91,
96–97; and Ernst Bloch, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Left, trans. Loren Goldman and Peter Thompson (New York: Columbia University Press), 6–37.
8

See Jon McGinnis, Avicenna (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 147–48, 250; and Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1963), II.36–38, 369–378.
9

Alfarabi, “The Political Regime,” 37; and Avicenna, “On the Proof of Prophecies,” trans. Michael
Marmura, in Lerner and Mahdi, Medieval Political Philosophy, 113–14.
10

Alfarabi, “The Attainment of Happiness,” 1:55, in Alfarabi, Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, trans.
Muhsin Mahdi, rev. ed. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1962), 44–45; and Avicenna, “Healing:
Metaphysics X,” trans. Michael Marmura, in Lerner and Mahdi, Medieval Political Philosophy, 99–101;
and Fortin, Dissent and Philosophy, 32.
11

12

Avicenna, “On the Proof of Prophecies,” 119–20.

Gregory Stone, Dante’s Pluralism and the Islamic Philosophy of Religion (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 94. Cf. Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, III.32, 525–31.
13

14

Sophia in Greek or Sapientia in Latin. Cf. Frisardi, introduction to Convivio, xxxiii.

John Freccero read the Comedy as setting aside the Convivio, which affirms the independence of
philosophy from religious doctrine. See his Dante: The Poetics of Conversion (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1986), 3, 186–94. If our reading of Paradiso 5–7 has merit, it makes such a conversion
(for which the Comedy alone can be evidence) a function of the rhetorical surface.
15
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Dante’s superseding of religious mediation is what gives his writing its
faintly modern tone. For he endeavors to promote both the independence
of philosophy from Christian dogma (Convivio, 1307?) and the establishment of a purely secular imperial authority (De Monarchia, 1313?).16 Thomas
Aquinas and his teachers had contributed decisively to the recovery of philosophy in the West. However, Thomas’s solution to the potential conflict of
Faith and Reason was conservative by comparison, subordinating Reason
to Faith, ascribing infallible status to the doctrinal decisions of the Church
and placing supramundane constraints on politics and philosophy.17 The
academic tradition that makes Dante the disciple of Thomas and takes the
Comedy to be the “Summa in verse”18 has consistently glossed over the wild
ambiguity of the dialogues the poet stages in the afterworld, scenes that
confound any judgment of what is orthodox and what is heretical. Even
the great medievalist Étienne Gilson, who established what appeared to be
Dante’s “deviations” from Thomas, underestimated how deep the poet’s and
the theologian’s differences might go.19 By contrast, scholars like Fortin and
Convivio, II.xii, III.xi, IV.vi, xxii; and On Monarchy, I, III esp. xv–xvi. In the Convivio Dante offers
a moving description of the ancient history of philosophy as the love of wisdom. Philosophy is understood as having its own integrity and thus offering a complete happiness not contingent on biblical
faith. The implication is that its blessings are parallel or superior to those of religion. His glancing
references to Solomon (III.xi.12) and the New Testament (IV.xiii.8; IV.xxii.15) assert (or pretend)
that even scripture implicitly recognized philosophy as an enterprise of the highest dignity. It would
appear that those who experience natural curiosity as pointing to revelation and the afterlife do so
from a lack of intellectual fulfillment (Convivio III.xv.8). Frisardi argues in his introduction to the
Convivio (xlvi–xlvii) that Dante agreed with Thomas that intellectual blessedness is only complete in
the afterlife. But the emphasis in the texts he cites is not on a celestial satisfaction in the theologian’s
sense. It is on the superiority of the contemplative life to the active life. Dante appears interested in
religious doctrines largely to the extent that he can integrate them into his personal experience and
poetic imagination.
16

He opens the Summa Theologica with the assertion that the truths of faith are “more certain” than
those attainable by reason, since they are derived from the divine knowledge. “Some happen to doubt”
them only because of the “weakness of human intellect.” Summa Theologica, selected topics, in Introduction to St. Thomas Aquinas, ed. Anton Pegis (New York: Modern Library, 1948), 9. Thomas fails
to clarify how it is a matter of intellect at all if faith is above reason. He grounds the superiority of his
science of theology on idiosyncratic uses of such terms as “certitude” and “knowledge” (I. Q. 1, a. 5).
We shall see, in Dante’s portrait of Justinian (Par. 6), how Dante’s irony presents the presumed knowledge of the theologians and their authority over secular rulers. His emancipation from Christianity
as ideology, which we read in cantos 5–7, prepares him for his encounter with the official “Christian
philosophers” in the circle of the Sun. The extended speech of Thomas Aquinas there, rich in irony
and ambiguities, calls for a substantial separate study.
17

A Thomist epithet. Cf. Dominic Brouck, “The Summa in Verse,” May 12, 2014, www.dominicanajournal.org.
18

Étienne Gilson, Dante and Philosophy, trans. David Moore (New York: Harper & Row, 1963 [1939]).
He states, for example, that Dante could “not for one moment doubt” that the church and papacy
exist to lead us to “the beatific vision in a blessed eternity” (214). Our reading, with Fortin, raises
serious doubts about whether this is Dante’s most deeply held conviction. Compare the provocative
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Gregory Stone recognized that Dante resolved the medieval disputes between
Faith and Reason simply by assuming the poetic license to soar above them
while appearing to reconcile all parties.20 He felt free to refashion the Faith
according to his own lights while preserving the veneer of doctrine. Fortin,
Stone, and others have sensitized students of Dante to the exoteric method of
writing,21 a method foreign to Thomas but familiar to the Islamic sages who
used it to disguise a free metaphysical stance that transcended any particular
religious orthodoxy.22 Certainly poetry provides a natural disguise for a writer’s higher teaching.23 Dante gracefully hints at his superiority to religious
convention on the Comedy’s first page when he says that the Sun—that is, the
Good—leads men aright by every road (mena dritto altrui per ogne calle: Inf.
1:18)—by all spiritual paths. We shall argue that this equitable disposition is
also indicated by his questioning of the Christian historical narrative that
incriminated the Jews. Many features of Dante’s radical vision make sense
once we recognize that, for him, religions are historically contingent forms of
mediation between humanity and Wisdom.
conclusion of Steven Berg, “An Introduction to the Reading of Dante: Inferno, Cantos I–VII,”
Interpretation 35, no. 2 (Spring 2008): 147–48.
In the Comedy Dante’s defense of philosophy must be continually inferred by the skeptical reader.
His impressive, explicit defenses are mounted in his Convivio and De Monarchia I and III. There
too one must make inferences, for example, that Dante regards the contemplative life as complete in
itself and philosophy as independent of theology. The Averroist Siger of Brabant, says Ruedi Imbach,
is Dante’s model of a philosopher (Imbach, Dante, 212). See notes 7, 16, and 17. But, on the surface,
the Comedy purports to be all things to all people, to arbitrate what look like so many tensions and
conflicts in late medieval civilization—in short, to reconcile all parts of society in a “vision of beauty
and harmony” (Fortin).
20

Fortin, Dissent and Philosophy, and Stone, Dante’s Pluralism. See also the contributions of Paul
Stern, Dante’s Philosophical Life: Politics and Human Wisdom in “Purgatorio” (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Marco Andreacchio, “Dante’s Statius and Christianity: A Reading
of Purgatorio XXI and XXII in Their Poetic Context,” Interpretation 39, no. 1 (Winter 2012): 55–82,
and “Unmasking Limbo: Reading Inferno IV as Key to Dante’s Comedy,” Interpretation 40, no. 2
(Fall 2013): 199–219; Steven Berg (cited in notes 19 and 32); and Jacob Klein, “On Dante’s Mount of
Purgation,” in Lectures and Essays, ed. Robert Williamson and Elliott Zuckerman (Annapolis, MD: St.
John’s College Press, 1985), 241–60.
21
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See notes 7–12 above.

Lorenzo Valli argues that the twelfth-century Troubadour poets evolved a secret language in which
to exchange heretical ideas, thus exhibiting the natural link between exoteric political writing and
poetic symbolism, both central to Dante’s project. See Valli, Il linguaggio segreto di Dante e dei “ fedeli
d’amore” (Milan: Luni Editrice, 1994) and www.labirintoermetico.com. Islamic philosophers doubtless contributed to the Troubadours’ imaginative innovation, Avicenna in particular. Cf. Avicenna, “A
Treatise on Love by Ibn Sina,” trans. Emil Fackenheim, Medieval Studies 7 (1945): 208–228. Andrew
Frisardi discerns Avicenna’s influence in “The Young Dante and the One Love: Two Lectures on the
Vita Nova,” Temenos Academy Papers 36 (2013), separate binding, 4–6. Also, on Dante’s poetic or
suprapolitical idealism, see Fortin, Dissent and Philosophy, 79–80; and A. P. d’Entrèves, Dante as a
Political Thinker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952), 63, 74.
23
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Harold Bloom offers an insightful description of Dante’s prophetic
ambition that happens to encapsulate Fortin’s thesis. The poet intended his
Comedy to be a “Third Testament.”24 To appreciate Bloom’s formulation, one
need only remember that a tertiary revelation was latent in Catholic tradition
in the so-called Magisterium, a compendium of mandatory beliefs handed
down by church councils to separate the faithful from the heretics. Notoriously, this authority came into crisis throughout the thirteenth century. With
the revival of philosophy, persecutions for heresy were stepped up, especially
after the condemnations of 1277.25 This is one symptom of the disintegrating
Christian society that Dante’s poetic refounding sought to allay. Yet the Third
Testament thesis is not just an impression formed by Bloom and later Christian poets,26 nor is it an exaggeration. As we shall see, the idea that Dante
felt called to compose a richly layered scripture,27 completing the canonical
books of the Bible, explains obscurities in Beatrice’s discourse in canto 5.
Finally, we should call attention to the literary strategy that Dante uses in
Paradiso and that he has hidden in plain view. The pilgrim’s interviews with
the saints can suddenly appear to follow the deflationary formula of classical comedy.28 Dante the eager student listens to his catechism and receives
the most authoritative theological instruction. Then, playing the naif, he
responds, in effect: “That’s great. But I have one little question.” Dante the
pilgrim always has one little question. In this way Dante the poet can appear
to assimilate dogma while camouflaging his dissent. The tactic is designed
to raise doubts in the minds of inquisitive readers, doubts that those mostly
enchanted by the poetry are unlikely to entertain. Our reading explores the
skeptical opportunities this dialogical drama offers.
Traditional readers also fail to see Beatrice as a part of a potentially comic
device. Everyone knows her as Dante’s old flame, the secret sweetheart whose
early death led to her transfiguration into his muse in La Vita Nuova (1294).
Harold Bloom, “The Strangeness of Dante: Ulysses and Beatrice,” in The Western Canon (New
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1994), 76–77.
24

Fortin, Dissent and Philosophy, 41; Dante and Heterodoxy: The Temptations of 13th Century Radical
Thought, ed. Maria Luisa Ardizzone (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014),
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But in the Comedy—this bears repeating—she is in command as Wisdom
personified. Consider this passage from Dante’s earlier text Convivio or The
Banquet. He is commenting on the symbolic meaning of a glorious lady who
appears in one of his poems in that treatise:
It should be understood that the eyes of Wisdom are her demonstrations, with which the truth is seen with utmost certainty, and her smile
is her persuasions, in which the inner light of Wisdom shows beneath
a veil. And, in these two things, that sublime pleasure of blessedness is
felt, which is the greatest good in Paradise. (Convivio, III.xv.2)

It does not require extensive biographical argument to recognize this feminine icon as the predecessor of Beatrice in the Comedy. Here (and as already
mentioned) Dante is in intimate contact with Sapientia, the feminine companion of God in the biblical books attributed to Solomon.29 Note how this
lady’s symbolic meaning is double. Her eyes and her smile represent two
degrees of access to truth, the intellective and the imaginative. Each type of
soul presumably experiences the blessedness of Paradise in its own way. In
the Comedy, Beatrice is the fanciful figure who speaks to all hearts in pious
or poetic images. But the philosophical reader has to remember that she herself is an image, an image of Dante’s direct engagement with Active Mind.
That is why, for example, she possesses the sometimes amusing, mysterious
power of reading his thoughts telepathically.
Thus, Beatrice herself as Wisdom can speak over the heads of the saints
and theologians. The potential for irony (and comedy) here is considerable, as
few may suspect “Dante’s girlfriend” of very radical views. Perhaps we should
not abandon all sense of humor at the gate of Paradise as the standard commentaries would have us do. But the comedy is always humane; for again, only
the reader’s growing curiosity and intellectual daring reveal the metaphysical
jest. In the interest of provoking that curiosity, I hope to show how this female
Doctor of the Church, whom Dante has invented, represents the personal illumination that leads to his writing his Third Testament, the Comedy.
Part 2: Beatrice on Breaking a Covenant
At the opening of canto 5, Beatrice explains to Dante what he experiences as
he ascends further into Paradise, that is, the realm of Active Intellect.30 As his
29
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On Paradise as symbolizing the sage’s experience of Active Intellect see note 12 above and Stone on
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mental vision is perfected, he senses a power that moves him toward good,
unlike any earthly force (5:2).31
You need not wonder as it comes from light
Of perfect vision, which the more it sees,
The deeper does it journey into good.
I already see the eternal rays’ splendor,
Pouring their light into your intellect. (4–8)

Her emphasis on the primal agency of this light could not be stronger. “Once
seen, it alone always [sola e sempre] kindles love” (9). She distinguishes this intellectual sight from the soul’s passion when it is distracted by lesser goods.
Should something else deflect
Your love, it is no more than a vestige,
A trace of that first light you don’t suspect [mal conosciuto]. (10–12)

Put in other terms, the Active Intellect is literally active—knowledge is
directly motivating—whereas the inclinations produced by images and
opinions are relatively passive, the soul being subject to their mediation.32
This distinction between the self-conscious lover of wisdom and the person
of more common attachments will inform Beatrice’s main discourse in this
canto. Its topic is religious vows and their modification. On the surface, she
lays out the conditions for changing a promised offering. But her instruction
permits another inference. Heaven’s rules of sacrifice make allowance for the
sage whom it inspires to change the religion itself.
The topic arises, like all movement here, from a question in Dante’s
mind. As divine Wisdom, Beatrice intuits it directly: “You’d like to know if
a soul can offer alternative service [altro servigio] for a broken vow” (13–14).
The question refers to their encounter in the sphere of the moon with Piccarda, the nun who was abducted from her convent and forced into marriage.
But Dante has a vested interest in the possibility of “alternative service.” The
subliminal idea that emerges concerns his change in status from layman to
prophet, one whose service will be to write an epic poem that remakes the
established Christianity.
Beatrice understands a vow to denote immediate, that is, unmediated,
consent between the will and God (27). But only the lover of wisdom who,
like Dante, has purified his soul in Purgatory and freed his mind can make a
Translations (with regular modifications to reflect the Italian more closely) are from Dante, Paradise, ed. and trans. Anthony Esolen (New York: Modern Library, 2007).
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vow in full confidence. A promise to God means something different to the
pilgrim who knows his essence as intellect (23) and to those unfree wills that
remain under external restraints. She elaborates the distinction when she
acknowledges an objection from her disciple: his reason cannot “swallow”
the practice of the Church granting dispensations to those who made and
broke unbreakable pledges (36–39). She tells him to “remain at the table” to
receive more substantial food—that is, the more recondite teaching (39–42).33
The giving of dispensations has to allow for weak promisers, the souls who
do not seek knowledge. Later, as examples of such imprudent actors, she will
cite Jephthah and Agamemnon. They made pious vows that they should have
taken back, rather than sacrificing their daughters out of ignorance (65–69).34
The implication appears to be that vows are mutable in the light of wisdom about what is best. How is what is best determined? Beatrice explains
how one evaluates a change in the terms of a sacred pact. Significantly, her
solution is twofold, accommodating the two different types of blessedness.
She enunciates two rules permitting practical substitutions in such a contract.
One is the obtaining consent from the Church. The other is broader: she says
that every change in the sacrifice is “foolish” (stolta: 58) that does not increase
one’s responsibility in the proportion of four to six (60). Implicitly, the second rule must be the superior one; the rational, arithmetic principle (four
to six) measures any pledger’s integrity. Enlightened judgment then takes
precedence over that of the institution. Technically, Wisdom might judge the
decisions of the Church as “foolish.” The implication may be greater than we
realize. We naturally ask, Why does Beatrice thinly disguise the proportion
2:3 as 4:6? The answer appears to lie in her assimilation of the concept of
the vow to that of the covenant (covenanza). She declares that every covenant
is fixed unless (or until) it is fulfilled (43–47). This qualification conjures up
the two biblical covenants, represented by the Old and the New Testaments.
Christianity, the “new” covenant, claims to “fulfill” God’s former pact with
the Hebrews. Is the new covenant in turn to be fulfilled by another? This hint
at the possibility of a third dispensation or “Third Testament” becomes the
implicit theme of the next part of Beatrice’s speech.
She mentions significantly that wise and simple people weep when they
hear about Agamemnon’s foolish worship, his religious cult (colto: 72). This
Beatrice is echoing 1 Cor. 3:2. On the exoteric character of Paul’s epistles, see Elaine Pagels, The
Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of the Pauline Letters (Philadelphia: Trinity, 1975), esp. 53–94.
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reference is significant because it leads her into a brief reflection on comparative religion. From condemning Agamemnon’s cult she proceeds to
admonish “Christians” (Cristiani: 73) as a class and as if to exclude present company. Christians, she says, participate in a sacrificial economy. She
admonishes them to be serious; they should be wary of bargaining with
God, relying on sacraments to wash away their sins. Of course, she adds, the
Church is their best bet. Now comes the point of her two-to-three clue and
her mention of covenants: the Christians, she says, have the Old and New
Testaments, and—a third gift—they have the pope, the pastor of the Church
(77). Here any connoisseur of irony must suspect that Beatrice is pulling our
leg. The Old and New Testaments, yes; but we have to marvel at hearing that
the pope, as number three, completes the two bibles. For Dante has virtually
nothing nice to say about the papacy after it became a political institution
in the fourth century; he effectively damns every pope from the previous
millennium.35 Beatrice is encouraging her disciple—by artful innuendo—to
envision his own third dispensation to surpass the teachings of the Magisterium.36 She has made the very submission to the Church appear to be optional,
one possible choice among all the mutable and mediated forms of salvation.
There can be little doubt that Beatrice has discreetly put the authority of
the Church on the table. Otherwise she appears to bring up out of nowhere
the possibility of alternative forms of redemption. Suddenly she is talking
about temptations to give up the Christian faith:
Let [the Church] suffice for your salvation.
If bad covetousness [mala cupidigia] shouts anything else [altro],
Be men, not silly sheep who cannot think! [pecore matte]
Don’t give your Jew [’l Giudeo di voi] good reason to deride. (78–81)

In short, you do not want to go looking for a faith outside the Church because
the Jews will mock you. Her argument makes the decision a matter of cult
rivalry rather than adherence to a true way. She begs the question, assuming
the very motive that the apostate must disdain—the Christian’s historical
contest with his Jew (81). We surmise that Beatrice has offered a satirical
confirmation to the multitude of believers while signaling to Dante a superior course.
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Notice how she extends her warning to Christians by an odd extension
of her simile.
Don’t be like the lamb that leaves its mother’s milk,
and scampers in simple delight,
fighting with itself at its pleasure! [seco medesmo a suo piacer combate]
(82–84, my italics)

This image obviously warns the average “lamb”; but it conceals a curious
provocation. A lamb will typically play-fight with another lamb, but not with
itself. And, of course, we would expect it eventually to leave its mother—here
Beatrice’s metaphor for the Church. The comparison surreptitiously invites
us to imagine a spirited creature discovering freedom and pleasure in selfcombat—in lieu of vulgar sectarian rivalries. This renegade sheep is not
sheepish if it pursues a joyful dialectical struggle, like this fictional exchange
between Dante’s character and Beatrice, the figure of Wisdom. Again, she is
inviting her pupil to seize upon the noble freedom embodied in her rule for
calculating sacrifices and to rethink his allegiance to the papal order.
Hence her denunciation of the “bad covetousness” (mala cupidigia) that
calls someone to find an “alternative” to the established faith (79)—echoing the
earlier mentioned “alternative service” (13)—can hardly be taken at face value.
One need only ask what the good covetousness might be, la buona cupidigia, a
healthy greed with a higher purpose. The Italian word cupidigia, like the English word greed, usually has a negative connotation, but not always. Dante will
use the related adjective—cupido—to describe his eagerness to ask another
question, before he notices his guide herself absorbed in contemplation.
Beatrice spoke exactly what I write, and then she turned,
all-desiring [tutta disïante], to where the world enjoys its fullest life;
Her quiet and transfigured countenance
Imposed a silence on my avid wit [mio cupido ingegno].
(85–89, my italics)

Dante’s intellectual covetousness, the desire that calls him to find an alternative path—his altro servigio—is not bad after all. It merely calls for discretion.
To participate in this prophet’s initiation, the reader has to follow the trail of
his “avid wit.”37

We thus observe the continuity between “dissimulative” writing and philosophical pedagogy
described by Paul Stern in Dante’s Philosophical Life, 17. Also see 179–91: modern individuals are
potential prophets, in Dante’s sense, to the extent that they are ardent lovers of wisdom.
37

Sanza Mezzo: A Reading of Dante’s Paradiso Cantos 5–7

39

Part 3. Justinian’s Political Theology
Beatrice has instructed Dante about the objective assessment of vows in
order to liberate him for an original act of prophecy. Her related lesson about
the relativity of religious cults will become even more pertinent as the couple
goes forward. At the end of canto 5, they ascend to the planet Mercury where
they will be lectured by the Christian emperor Justinian, the sixth-century
codifier of Roman law. There is little doubt that for Dante Justinian represents
an ideal of universal justice. His famous Code advanced the equity among all
parts and classes of the empire.38 But it also consolidated Christianity as the
empire’s official religion and imposed severe sanctions on non-Christians
as heretics.39 Justinian interests Dante the political poet not only for his
reputation for conquest and the rule of law, as we shall see, but also for his
emblematic role in the creation of Christian theocracy.
The clues that Justinian’s conception of justice is unfortunately compromised, from Dante’s point of view, are not hard to find. The emperor himself
volunteers that he is relegated to Mercury, a minor planet, because he was
motivated by honor and fame (6:114). He finds himself among righteous
souls that were nonetheless distracted from the pure light of truth. We are
reminded of Beatrice’s discrimination in canto 5 between higher and lower
passions when he confesses,
But when desire is set on things below,
It wanders from the road, and so the rays of
True love mount with less life in the flame. (6:115–17)

One wonders if a deficiency does not lie in Justinian’s self-satisfied description of justice as a tallying of rewards against merits (118–20). He openly
admits to lacking an independent voice: the Roman Eagle makes him speak
(82). Is this a symptom of an intellect with a limited horizon of ideas? For he
displays a strong identification of the secular and sacred domains. He makes
no distinction between his service to Rome and his service to Heaven; to
him, heavenly support and worldly glory are one. Linguistically, he cannot
differentiate between a sign from God (27: segno) and the Roman standard
(32: segno): he carries the Roman segno and he is pleased that God gave him
a segno to complete his work. Here Beatrice’s curious instruction to Dante
when they first arrived on Mercury takes on new significance. She told her
38
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disciple to believe the Mercurians as if they are gods (5:123). Why the suggestion of a perfunctory act of pagan reverence? She seems to have been warning
her pupil about a resemblance of the first Christian emperors to the Roman
type who identified respect for their rule with allegiance to the official imperial cult. We know from Dante’s treatise On Monarchy that the confusion
of sacred and secular authority constituted the original sin of medieval
theocracy. Here in Paradiso 6 he seems to put before our consideration the
entanglement of spiritual and temporal power in Justinian’s career.40
Without question, the Mercurian is a supreme exemplar of the active
life. But under the new Christian dispensation, his weakness in speculative
virtue makes him relatively submissive to religious authority.41 Lacking independence of mind, Justinian has no particular insight into the orthodoxy
by which he unites his empire. Observe how he recounts his tutelage in the
doctrine that becomes the test of true belief during his reign.
I held there was in Christ, before I strove
to do this work, one nature and not two,
and was content [contento] in such belief.
But the blessed Agapetus, who was high Shepherd,
persuaded me with his words to the sincere faith.
I believed him, and what was in his faith, I now see clearly,
even as you see every contradiction to be false and true. (13–21)

Again his words reveal more than he realizes. At first, he is convinced of the
one-nature theory of Christ and is “content.” But he is content subsequently
to believe Pope Agapetus about the two-nature theory of Christ. He claims to
see this new opinion (a resolution of the Second Council of Constantinople)
as Dante sees an analytically necessary truth. But his talk about two competing theological doctrines being like logical contradictories misses the mark.
The cases are not comparable, and even if they were, Dante knew from Aristotle that not all contradictory statements are simply “false and true.”42 The
poet displays obliquely the naive analogy Justinian makes between a philosopher’s perception of truth, on one hand, and the decisions of church councils
Of Christian emperors Justinian only mentions Charlemagne, who received his title from the pope
after rescuing him from the Lombards (Carlo Magno, vincendo, la [Santa Chiesa] soccorse: 94–96). In
On Monarchy III, Dante refutes the papal claim for hegemony founded on the “Donation” of Constantine and on Charlemagne’s submission. On the theocratic situation in the Western Empire, see Fortin,
Dissent and Philosophy, 161–64.
40
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made into first principles of theology, on the other. Justinian believes what
he is told to believe and assumes it reflects the highest, most indubitable
knowledge. He assumes the equivalence of theological dogma with Dante’s
vision of Wisdom. But his cognitive confidence is secondhand—a mediated
certitude. The poet thus has Justinian prefigure one of the fateful features of
the later medieval theocracy: the Church’s standing in for Truth by systematizing its Christian creed, elevating that system into the supreme science,
and enforcing it with vigor.
Under Christianity, the presumption of one victorious faith is further
entwined with a universal vision of history. Here too the emperor’s religious
dogmatism is inseparable from his pride in conquest. His narrative of Rome’s
military triumphs passes seamlessly into a cosmic drama of the Almighty
defending His honor on the stage of human events.
But what the Roman standard that makes me speak
Has ever done or was to do, through all the mortal
Realms that lay in its command,
Appears of little or no significance
if you look with clear vision and pure love [con occhio chiaro e con
affetto puro]
at what it accomplished in the third Caesar’s [Tiberius’s] hand.
For the living Justice that inspires me
Granted to that third hand I speak of
The glory of doing vengeance [far vendetta] for its wrath…
[Soon afterward, the Standard] ran with Titus to wreak vengeance
[far vendetta]
Upon the vengeance of the ancient sin. (82–93, my italics)

In plainer language: Emperor Tiberius had the “glory” (unbeknownst to
him) of having Christ crucified under his reign. That presumably satisfied
God’s “vengeance” for humankind’s original sin. Not long after, the Roman
Eagle (under Titus) had the honor of destroying the Temple, thus executing a
second divine vengeance, now against the Jews for being the instruments of
the first. Justinian looks upon history “with pure love” (so he says) and sees a
god reacting like a human monarch. His “clear vision” beholds no absurdity
in what he supposes to be divine strategy: vengeance for vengeance in the
name of love.
Readers have taken Justinian’s views to be those of Dante, on the basis of
this text (read as the “accepted” Christian account of history) and its superficial similarities to Dante’s political writings. Like Justinian, he regarded
the establishment of Roman law across the known world as the work of
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Providence (Monarchy II; Convivio IV.v). But Dante, the “legislator of legislators,” thought beyond Justinian and conceived the emperor’s role as the
independent secular arbiter of all factions, including religious sects.43 Thus,
in the next canto (as we shall see) Dante the pilgrim will raise a “little question” that subtly takes issue with Justinian’s treatment of the Jews. Further, in
his early writings, Dante never referred to Roman vengeance upon the Temple, let alone as a form of “glory for God.” Even correcting for our modern
mafioso associations of the word “vendetta,” he could not be here endorsing
Justinian’s usage of the term. Dante exposed the civic culture of vendetta in
Inferno 29 and repudiated it in Purgatorio 17.44
Thus he seems to be raising canto 5’s lesson in the history of religions to a
new level, exposing one of the sources of the medieval theocratic ideal. Himself
a conscious world-historical innovator, Dante certainly knew the magisterial Christian interpretation of history, Augustine’s The City of God, with its
triumphalism and vilification of Jewry.45 In canto 7, he will portray Beatrice
instructing him, as her disciple, in how to break out of this parochial tradition
and expound a higher, genuinely universal ethos from the scriptures.46
Part 4. Beatrice Opens the New Way
Let us review our steps through this part of Paradise. In canto 5, Beatrice
instructed Dante in the higher theory of sacrifice, a study meant to free him
for his service as poet-legislator. In canto 6, they listened to Emperor Justinian, who unwittingly exposed the dogmatism and prejudice in the political
43
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theology of Christendom. Now, in canto 7, in the effort to correct that theology, Dante and Beatrice will confer about Justinian’s speech as candidly as
they dare. Commenters overrate Justinian, and so they underestimate Beatrice’s intervention. Justinian was preoccupied with the sign; Beatrice will
go so far as to show that the dogma of exclusive salvation through Christ
and the Church is but a sign of the truth.47 Beneath that dogma she uncovers
the infirmity of the human condition and its remediation by the “good of
intellect.” Her disclosure of the exoteric character of Christian doctrine will
further clear the path for her disciple’s prophetic task. Dante is to feature
himself as the embodiment of a new universal myth for humanity.
Already on the first page of canto 7 the reader’s suspicions might be
aroused, for it features a sendup of the papal infallibility that Justinian had
relied upon. Beatrice remarks,
According to my infallible [infallibile] opinion, I see the question of how
a just vengeance should be justly punished plunges you in thought.
(7:20–22)

The only true “infallibility” here is in the flawless mind-reading that Beatrice
practices as the feminine figure of Wisdom. What she discerns in this case is
Dante’s unease about Justinian’s anti-Jewish narrative of God’s wrath. Dante
is asking why the Jews should be punished for carrying out the necessary
sacrifice of Christ (22). Beatrice tells her disciple to brace himself as she is
going to make him a gift of a great teaching (di gran sentenza: 24). The reader
has to decide if she is about to affirm (infallibly) the received tradition or if
something genuinely new is afoot.
Beatrice presents a dynamistic version of the Fall and Redemption. Human
nature “turned from the path of truth and its own life” (39), that is, from the
Maker that rendered it good. That nature was justly corrected, though by a
“person” who “contracted” it as alien and suffered unjustly (40–45). Her formulation, metaphysically equivocal, gives no support for Justinian’s idea that
Heaven took vengeance on humankind and on the Jews. She merely recognizes
that God and the Jews had different perspectives on Christ’s death.

Dante’s prima facie zeal (perhaps his ruse) to read purely secular, speculative meanings into biblical
stories is evident in Convivio IV.xxii.13–18, where he describes the angel’s instruction to Jesus’s three
female followers (to leave the empty tomb and go into Galilee) as a covert recommendation of the
contemplative life, in which the three ancient ethical schools of philosophy—Epicureans, Stoics, and
Peripatetics—are reconciled.
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From one act therefore different things issued;
To God and to the Jews one death was pleasing.
The earth trembled at it and the heaven opened. (46–48)

No word of divine punishment for collective crime. Instead Beatrice distinguishes the viewpoints of theology (heaven) and politics (earth) as Justinian
did not. Her chiasmus—God-Jews / earth-heaven—rectifies his conflation of
categories, sacred and secular. Thus, she concludes, Dante should no longer
find it hard to understand “when people say [quando si dice] that a just vengeance was avenged afterward in a just court” (49–51, my italics). She has
discreetly distanced herself from the emperor and his theocratic bias.
Approaching the larger question of mankind’s punishment, Dante
presses her—always by telepathy—on why the Savior’s Atonement was necessary. Beatrice divines,
You still can’t see why God should want us
To be redeemed only in this mode [pur questo modo].
(56–57, my italics)

Her pupil has now touched the core doctrine of theocracy, the exclusive
mediation of Christ and the one true faith: “only in this mode.” No one is
saved outside the Church. Extra ecclesiam, nulla salvus!48 What follows is a
long Scholastic argument in the style of Anselm of Canterbury’s treatise Cur
Deus Homo (Why God became man), explaining the divine logic behind the
Atonement or vicarious sacrifice of Christ. Anselm’s argument runs thus:
Man’s redemption had required either God’s free pardon or Man’s giving
satisfaction for his sin. Man was too limited to give satisfaction, so God had
to accomplish both, in effect. The gift of the Son fulfilled both justice and
mercy (115–20). The Father paid himself back for Adam’s offense. Anselm
gave Scholastic rigor to Justinian’s crude idea of revenge as restorative justice,
while emphasizing the divine generosity that offsets it (113). He formalized the Western Church’s answer to Dante’s question (“Why this mode of
redemption?”) as can be traced in Beatrice’s speech.49

The doctrine had recently been given extreme form by Pope Innocent III (1208), the Fourth Lateran
Council (1215), and the despised Pope Boniface VIII in his bull Unam Sanctam (1302).
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However, she keeps insisting that we pay attention to her subtlety (89, 96).
If we do, we may notice the insinuations and loopholes in her argument. She
begins mysteriously, hinting again at the division in her audience.
This decree is hidden…unto the eyes of everyone
whose nature, in the flame of love, is not yet adult.
(58–60, my italics)

As always, she is covertly speaking to her disciple who has attained intellectual maturity. We eavesdroppers must be on the alert. She echoes the view of
Alfarabi and Maimonides that religion is instruction for the people, couched
in image and symbol.50 Speaking of the Atonement doctrine with the cross
as its “sign” (il segno), she alludes to Justinian’s captivation by signs and his
inadequate understanding:
Verily, inasmuch as one gazes
long at this sign and discerns little,
I will say why this mode [of salvation] was worthiest.
(61–63, my italics)

Beatrice will puncture Justinian’s theology and disclose a different wisdom
behind the Christian mystery.
She goes on to offer a more ample account of redemption. Her emphasis
is not on the mythical features of the story; she does not begin with Adam,
the “man who was not born” (26). Instead she starts with what sounds like a
naturalistic account, a quasi-Aristotelian or Platonist account, of the human
condition.51 The divine Goodness emanates light and love. As it is without
envy, we might surmise that it is also free of revenge.
Bounty divine, which in its goodness burns,
Spurns every envy and flashes forth in love
To unfold the beauties of eternity.
All it distills without a medium [sanza mezzo]
Is infinite: for when it stamps its seal
The imprint cannot alter or remove;
All it rains down without a medium [sanza mezzo]
Is wholly free: not subject to the might
Of any new-made thing or starry wheel. (64–72)

We observe a particular repetition. Twice in four lines Beatrice uses the
words sanza mezzo—without intermediary—to define the unfailing contact
Cf. Alfarabi, “The Attainment of Happiness,” 45; Avicenna, “Healing: Metaphysics X,” 101; and
Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, II:38, 377.
50

51

On Neo-Platonism, see note 6 above.
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with the Goodness that instills freedom. We mark this expression because,
while her surface argument will gesture toward the Son of God, who had
no intermediary but intercedes for humankind, her speech also describes
Dante’s parallel rescue mission. She will signal his worthiness as prophet and
mediator at the close of the canto, anointing him with these same words:
sanza mezzo. The theme of dissolving every middle term between humanity
and Wisdom has now been made explicit.
Her new dispensation continues. Under the divine rain, there is a human
Fall; but it takes place in each life and generation. The soul loses contact with
divine Intellect. Sin steals human beings’ liberty and dignity (79, 82).
Your nature, when it sinned utterly in its own seed,
Was exiled from dignity as if from Paradise [come di paradiso].
(85–87, my italics)

On this account, Paradise is metaphorical, standing in for Active Intellect;
and the way of return from exile exists in principle—a permanent possibility.
She continues:
The human creature does not restore its dignity
Unless [se non] it fills with righteous pain
That void that it has filled with bad pleasures. (82–84)

Active in its own recovery, the human soul has to fill the emptiness caused
by sin. It must fill it with just suffering instead of with pleasure following its
inclination. Beatrice’s statement is broad, so broad that it easily fits the inner
movement depicted in the epic we are reading wherein Dante goes through
Hell in order to retrieve the “good of intellect.” His spiritual odyssey now
appears as a possible allegory for human redemption.
Next comes a speech that she warns us in particular not to underestimate
(89). It will rise above the very question “Why this way?”—“Why Christ’s
sacrifice?”—above its obvious sectarian presumption. First she replies with
an Anselm-like statement that Man could only be saved by one of two ways,
God’s pardon or Man making satisfaction (92). Then she changes that formula, referring to “God’s own ways” (103), which could be “one or both” (105).
Finally she leaps to the unanticipated conclusion that “all God’s ways” (110)
lift Man up—as if to drop any special reference to Christianity and affirm
that every saving action is divine.52 Beatrice might appear to corroborate
Anselm’s solution, but she has utterly ignored its caricature of God, demanding
52

Again, cf. Inf. 1:18 where Dante stated that the Sun leads all people aright on every road.

Sanza Mezzo: A Reading of Dante’s Paradiso Cantos 5–7

47

repayment and defending His honor. On the contrary, she says it behooved
God (a Dio convenia) to restore humanity (103). She further shifts the focus
from Christ’s sacrifice to the universal, human need of help. God’s essential
purpose was always to stir Man’s own saving powers. The divine generosity
of giving itself—think emanation of Active Intellect—was “to make man sufficient to raise himself” (per far l’uom sufficiente a rilevarsi) (116). God gives
help in a variety of ways, all ultimately so that Man can become autonomous.
Hence, again her description of the human situation finds an echo in the
whole poem.
Man in his limitations had not the power to satisfy,
for not being able to sink [ir giuso: go down] with humility, obeying
then,
Since he, disobeying, thought instead to rise [ir suso: go up].
This is the reason man was prevented from satisfying [the condition]
by himself. (97–102)

In other words, Man could not recover from his original pride because he
was too proud. He could not learn the true way, going down in order to go
up. Beatrice’s insinuation is now obvious: she is not just explaining Christ’s
legend as a reversal of the Fall; she is describing Dante’s legend too. For the
sinking way is the way Virgil showed him. Virgil’s instruction at the beginning of Inferno fits her rule for a man’s self-redeeming. Dante had to submit
to Virgil’s guidance at her behest. He had first to be told to go down, not try
to mount up (Inf. 1:91). People are in a hurry to be exalted. (Cf. Par. 19:48).
But the true way of redemption is the superhuman inspiration to descend,
like all classical heroes braving the Underworld, descending into the dark
regions of the psyche before ascending to the universal light. Virgil’s role was
to foster Dante’s achievement of autonomy, to make him capable of embracing Wisdom directly and on his own. In Purgatory 27 he could finally declare
Dante lord of himself.
Granted, the generality of humankind is not capable of this freedom; they
rely on the perpetual intercession of the Son. The Son’s was the revolutionary
act, Beatrice says, that pleased “the Divine Goodness that imprints the world”
(110, imprenta). But that expression refers back to the eternal human condition, the mind irradiated by the Light. She had stated:
Goodness Divine flashes forth love…
To unfold the beauties of eternity.
All that it distills without a medium [sanza mezzo]
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Is infinite, for when it sets its seal
The imprint [imprenta] cannot alter or remove. (64–69)

She thus suggests that the “Son of God” names one extraordinary realization of
the unchanging divine “imprint.” She calls Christ’s act the most magnificent of
all time (112), as if a maximum on a scale of such occurrences. Indeed, if his act
were part of a unique divine plot, a simple logical necessity as propounded by
Anselm’s theory, then why did it take thousands of years for its most dramatic
execution (cf. 29)? It appears that the saving formula was not a mere matter of
divine logic but a matter of the experiences endured by human agents in time.
The vision of the supernal Light that animates Dante arises (if rarely) in the
turmoil of history, like all great prophetic missions. Given Beatrice’s assertion
that the point was always for Man to save himself (116), one cannot avoid the
inference that Dante’s heroic journey retraces a Christ-like philanthropy. Hence,
while her argument alludes to the advent of Christ (though never by name), she
has made a place in her scheme for Dante and his dramatic psycho-metamorphosis. Dante too has harrowed Hell and ascended the mountain of Purgatory
to be crowned in freedom. The Church, its sacraments, and correct belief do
not figure into Beatrice’s schema of salvation. But she has incorporated Dante’s
“alternative service” (5:13), the down-and-up trajectory traced by his poem that
leads to his present physical apotheosis.
And his arrival in this paradise of Intellect is essential to her teaching. Its
significance is implied in her answer to her pupil’s final question: What about
the corruption of the elements? Beatrice explains that all earthly forms arise by
secondary processes and so are corruptible. But you, she says, by recalling the
First Creation where Adam and Eve were formed from dust and divine breath
(147)—“you can further argue your resurrection” (puoi argomentare ancora vostra resurrezion: 145–46). Superficially, she is inviting more theological ingenuity,
encouraging rational defenses of the belief in the coming of the incorruptible
body. But her phrase “you can argue your resurrection” also recommends to
Dante how to frame the “argument” of his prospective epic. He has metaphorically died and returned to life; and now, she reminds him, he stands before her
in the flesh in Paradise. Only “the angels…and the sincere land in which you
are,” she says, were created to be as they are in their entire existence (130–31,
my italics). Dante has touched Eternity; he has reached the complete realization that is possible for the living sages.53 At the dramatic level—exemplified
53
Cf. Averroes on the philanthropic doctrine of resurrection in Stone, Dante’s Pluralism, 46–48.
Dante agrees with Averroes that arriving at Active Intellect, contact with beings as they are, is the
nonallegorical meaning of Eternity. He defends blessedness attained by intellect in Convivio,
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by his recovery of the “good of intellect”—his poem demonstrates the salvation
that has always been possible in principle. For his future followers, his journey
discloses the personal and universal meaning of the Christian allegory.
As for traditional believers, Beatrice leaves them free to take her account of
redemption as referring to a unique middle way (mezzo): Christ the Mediator,
the Savior who uniquely rose from the dead, according to traditional teaching.
But the ambiguity, the radical openness, of her rhetoric is striking. Her poetic
daring shines through her speech’s pseudo-Scholastic complexity. Beatrice has
argued, not for a particular prophet or mediator, but for the way Dante has traveled to become his own prophet and mediator. She has used the symbolism of the
Christian cult to announce a redemption outside it, presenting herself (eternal
Wisdom), Virgil, and Dante as the guides. To reiterate Fortin’s paradoxical formulation, Beatrice has built on a prejudice in order to destroy it.
Her conclusion must be emphasized: God’s outpouring is ever the same. It is
ultimately directed at the power of human beings to raise themselves (116). Thus
her discourse consistently affirms the intimate bond of the human soul to Active
Intellect. Plants and brutes are animated by the created lights, she says (139–41).
But human minds have direct access to the divine Light, even if most of them
remain blind to it, as she told us in canto 5. Love of the primal Good is the true
agent of salvation and, when fully conscious, that passion is without intermediary—sanza mezzo. In conclusion, she says to Dante and all future initiates:
But the peak of Beneficence inspires
Your living soul without intermediary [sanza mezzo],
And so enamors it that it desires
Her evermore. (142–45)

Under the watchful gaze of the saints, Beatrice—eternal Wisdom—has canonized Dante as the prophet of the new dispensation for this life and given
her imprimatur to the poem of philosophic pilgrimage known as the Comedy.
III.xv.7–12. Following Stone, one can see that Dante’s allegory, not unlike Koranic scriptures, allows
for a belief in a physical afterlife. But the relatively “spiritual” presentation of the afterlife in Christian
teaching means that Dante has to obfuscate his philosophical teaching by picturing disembodied
spirits enjoying their just rewards, like Justinian in canto 6. That is the “moral” sense of Dante’s
polysemous text; while his recovery of the “good of intellect” coincides with the “anagogical” sense,
as explained in Convivio, II.i.3–9. Such a radical reinterpretation of scripture is in line with Dante’s
translation of Gospel images into philosophical ideas, e.g., Convivio, IV.xxii.14–18. Similarly, we find
the author digressing in Convivio II.viii to assure his readers of the universal agreement of religious
traditions on a literal afterlife (note his characteristic pluralism), only to return in II.ix to the “main
discussion” concerning his present, personal immortal union with Lady Philosophy. The radical
meaning of resurrection should not surprise skeptical readers at this point of Dante’s journey after
myriad dead souls have marveled at his reaching their dwelling while in his body.
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The Unfolding Plan of “Maxims and Arrows” in
Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idols*
Th o m a s L . Pa n g l e
University of Texas at Austin
tpangle@austin.utexas.edu
Abstract: The first section of the last work whose publication Nietzsche himself supervised
is often referenced, and a few of its individual items quoted and interpreted; but its overall
intended plan, and thus its unfolding teaching, have not received adequate exegesis. I show
that the ordered sequence which comes to light from such an exegesis provides a vividly illuminating foretaste of some of the most important dimensions of Nietzsche’s “transvaluation
of all values,” viewed here from the more contemplatively playful, “philosophic,” perspective
that Nietzsche assumed as he took a kind of holiday from the “serious” grandiosity of his
Antichrist and Ecce Homo.

Twilight-of-Idols or How One with the Hammer Philosophizes (Götzen-Dämmerung oder Wie man mit dem Hammer philosophiert—henceforth TI),1
begins by confronting the reader with a set of 44 very brief and rather puckish utterances whose order or underlying plan is enigmatic. A challenge is
thereby issued to the reader.2 Entitled “Maxims and Arrows” (Sprüche und
*I thank Interpretation’s three anonymous reviewers for helpful suggestions, corrections, and challenges.
“The work that” has “received the least interpretation within Nietzsche-forscwhung.…Let us draw
attention to this interpretative shortage.” Jorge Luiz Viesentiener, “Nietzsche’s Götzen-Dämmerung: An
Interpretative Horizon,” in Les Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche: Lectures du “Crépuscule des idoles,” ed. Céline
Denat and Patrick Wotling (Reims: Presses Universitaires de Reims, 2014), 243, 246; see also 260.
1

Babette Babich has stressed the need, in interpreting each of Nietzsche’s aphorisms, for a “musical sense” by which “one keeps both its subject matter and its development as part of a whole. Thus
positions, statements at variance with one another are not simple contradictions but contrapuntal.”
Babich, Words in Blood, Like Flowers (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), 109. Duncan
Large recognizes that the first section of TI is “not so much unsystematic as studiedly anti-systematic”
and “systematicity and coherence are two different things.” Large, introduction to Twilight of the Idols
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), xiii. See similarly Tracy Strong, “Hammers, Idleness, and
Psychologists,” introduction to Twilight of the Idols, trans. Richard Polt (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett,
1997), xi. In Daniel W. Conway, Nietzsche’s Dangerous Game: Philosophy in the Twilight of the Idols
2

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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Pfeile), this collection is reminiscent of the “fourth chapter” of Beyond Good
and Evil (henceforth BGE), which comprises a similarly enigmatic and
puckish collection, of 125 such brief utterances3—and which opens with a
reflection on what it means to be a teacher. But as the title of this latter collection indicates (“Maxims and Interludes”), in BGE we are thus challenged
by a sort of intermezzo in a book of chapters comprising longer aphorisms.
In TI, in contrast, Nietzsche as teacher greets his reader-students at the start
in this provocatively challenging spirit.
We learn from Nietzsche’s autobiography Ecce Homo (written a bit later)
that “without losing even one day” after the completion of TI, Nietzsche
“attacked the tremendous task of the Transvaluation”4—the first volume of
which was completed as The Antichrist. Then, Nietzsche tells us, he went back
and wrote the “Foreword” (Vorwort) to TI, “on the day” (as he says at the end
of that Foreword) “when the first book of the Transvaluation of All Values
came to an end.”
The Foreword
Nietzsche introduces TI by declaring it a “recreational recuperation” (Erholung), from the “immeasurable responsibility,” of the “destiny of a task,”
which “compels one at every moment” to “run into the sun to shake off the
weighty, all-too-weighty seriousness.” TI is not, then, merely a recreational
recovery. It expresses a constant dialectical necessity of Nietzsche’s mature
project as a whole: for “no thing succeeds, in which high spirits [Übermut]
have no share”—especially the high spirits of war, which has “always been
the great shrewdness [Klugheit] of all spirits who have become too inward,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), the first section does not receive much attention.
Andreas Urs Sommer, Kommentar zu Nietzsches Der Fall Wagner, Götzen-Dämmerung (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2012), is preoccupied with tracing the Nachlasse precursors, and finding external sources,
for Nietzsche’s published writing, and does not attempt to discern any order in the first section. Nor
is any such attempt made in Les Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche; or in Pietro Gori and Chiara Piazzesi, Crepuscolo degli idoli: Introduzione, traduzione e commento (Rome: Carocci, 2012), 134–49. Brian Leiter,
“Friedrich Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idols,” Topoi 33, no. 2 (2014): 549–55, passes over what he terms
“the suggestive, albeit brief aphorisms gathered under the heading ‘Maxims and Arrows,’” and goes so
far as to demote this section from being a “chapter” of the work, turning the second section into “The
first chapter of Twilight—‘The Problem of Socrates.’”
“Sie ist die kürzeste Form des Aphorismus, unter Nietzsches Formen philosophischer Schriftstellerei die am stärksten verdichtete, am schwierigsten aufzulösende und darum vielleicht die
philosophisch interessanteste.” Werner Stegmaier, “Grenzen der philosophischen Erkenntnis im
Nihilismus und Nietzsches Kunst der Sentenz (Thesen),” in Les Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche, 365.
3

Umwertung—a coinage of Nietzsche’s (who spelled it the older way, Umwerthung): for an instructive “philological analysis” and guide to the literature, see Duncan Large, “A Note on the Term
‘Umwerthung,’” Journal of Nietzsche Studies 39 (2010): 5–11.
4
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too deep.” Nietzsche proceeds to reveal a Latin “maxim” (ein Spruch) that has
for a long time been his previously undisclosed “motto” (Wahlspruch): “the
spirits increase, manly virtue [virtus] grows green [virescit], by wounding.”
Then, in a buffo tone, Nietzsche proclaims that TI “is a great Declaration of
War”—but, unlike in the grimly serious Antichrist, we have here a more lighthearted declaration, of a more cheerful sort of war (the “hammer” turns out
to be used “like a Stimmgabel,” a sort of diagnostic tool or tuning fork).5 This
will be a war that “is delightful” for “me, old psychologist and pied piper.”
This will be a war initiated by “sounding out idols”—and “this time not idols
of an age, but eternal idols,”6 than which there are “none older, none more
convincing, none more inflated”; and “also none more hollow,” which “does
not prevent their being the most believed in.”
Nietzsche’s employment of the term “eternal” may well be sarcastic; but
it may also point to the question whether some of these idols may not survive
even after being “sounded out” by Nietzsche. Are these “eternal” idols not
rooted in, and thus revealing of, what previous thinkers would call human
nature—or at least, what has in and through history become truly embedded
in humanity? The word Dämmerung refers to both dusk and pre-dawn:7 might
not the twilight of the “eternal” idols be followed by the dawn of these “eternal”
idols, in some form? Does not “Transvaluation” entail the sublation (Aufhebung), rather than the extinction, of some of the Great Tradition’s values?
Placing the “Maxims and Arrows” in the Order
of the Twilight of the Idols as a Whole
TI is divided into eleven unnumbered sections. The longest by far is the ninth,
entitled “Skirmishes/Raids [Streifzüge] of One Who Is Untimely.” This title
Strong very helpfully suggests (“Hammers, Idleness, and Psychologists,” ix–x) that we “note that
when a tuning fork is used to strike a hollow object there is resonance from both the object and
the fork”—the latter “sounding a true note.” See similarly Sommer, Kommentar, 222; and Peter
Georgsson, “Nietzsche’s Hammer Again,” Nietzsche-Studien 33 (2004): 342–50—responding to
David S. Thatcher, “A Diagnosis of Idols: Percussions and Repercussions of a Distant Hammer,”
Nietzsche-Studien 14 (1985): 250–68 and Thomas H. Brobjer, “To Philosophize with a Hammer: An
Interpretation,” Nietzsche-Studien 28 (1999): 38–41. See also Mazzino Montinari, “Nietzsche lesen:
Die Götzen-Dämmerung,” Nietzsche-Studien 13 (1984): 70, and Andrea Spreafico, “Immaginario
bellico e strategia letteraria,” in Les Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche, 298 and 316, as well as Sommer, “Der
Kommentar zu Nietzsches Götzen-Dämmerung,” in Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche, 383–84.
5

In Ecce Homo, discussing TI, Nietzsche clarifies: “not simply the eternal idols, also the youngest of
all, and accordingly the weakest by age. The ‘modern ideas’ for example.”
6

As highlighted by Peter Putz, “Nachwort” to Der Fall Wagner, Götzen-Dämmerung, Nietzsche contra Wagner (Munich: Goldmann, 1988), 184; see also Strong, “Hammers, Idleness, and Psychologists,”
x.
7
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befits the Foreword’s announcement of the polemical character of this writing. Similarly befitting is the second half of the title of the opening section,
“Maxims and Arrows.” As previously indicated, this opening section comes
to sight as the least grave, the most hit-and-run, of the eleven sections. But
as such, the opening section is “contrapuntal” when viewed, or “heard,” in
relation to the final and shortest section.8 For this latter is the most grave of
the eleven sections, thus manifesting the greatest contrast, in spirit and tone,
to the opening—and thereby illuminating how very different is the spirit of
the opening section. The last section is a reproduction of the penultimate
(29th) of Zarathustra’s long series of speeches entitled “On Old and New
Tablets,” which is the most explicitly and emphatically legislative-political
part of Thus Spoke Zarathustra (henceforth Z). The ending of TI thus takes
us back to Zarathustra’s unrealized prophetic-political aspiration to become a
new Moses—an aspiration that Nietzsche himself is now apparently fulfilling
through his “destiny of a task,” the Transvaluation of All Values (The Antichrist
is the most emphatically and doctrinally political of all Nietzsche’s writings).9
And as placed here, at the end of TI, this speech of Zarathustra’s is assigned a
new title, not found in Z: “The Hammer Speaks.” So: at the close of TI, “The
Hammer” declares its independence from its previous usage as a tool for an
explicitly “philosophic” sounding of idols; “The Hammer” merges or ascends
into Zarathustrian world-historical creative legislation (the terms “philosophy,
philosopher, philosophizing,” which appear not only in the subtitle of TI but
over twenty times in the text, never once appear in Z; nor then, of course, in
the final section of TI).10 Addressing his “brothers,” Zarathustra (now = “The
Hammer,” which is no longer sounding like a mere tuning fork) asks:
And if you do not want to be destinies and inexorable ones: how can you
one day with me—triumph?
And if your hardness does not wish to flash and cut and cut through:
how can you one day with me—create?
For all creators are hard. And blessedness must it seem to you to impress
your hand on millennia as on wax,—

See again the passage quoted from Babich, above. As Martin Heidegger remarks of another section
of TI (“How the ‘True World’ Finally Became a Fable”): “die Form, in der Nietzsche diese Geschichte
darstellt, leicht dazu verleigten könnte, sie für einen blossen Scherz zu nehmen, während doch anderes
auf dem Spiel steht” (“Nietzsches Umdrehung des Platonismus,” in Nietzsche, 2 vols. [Pfullingen:
Neske, 1961], 1:235).
8

9

Contrast Conway, Nietzsche’s Dangerous Game, esp. chap. 6.

10

Viesenteiner, “Nietzsche’s Götzen-Dämmerung: An Interpretative Horizon,” 242.
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—Blessedness, on the will of millennia to write, as on bronze,—harder
than bronze, nobler [edler] than bronze. Altogether hard is only the
noblest [Edelste].

The peak ontological11 section of TI, entitled “How the ‘True World’
Finally Became a Fable,” concludes: “INCIPIT ZARATHUSTRA.” This
echoes the final aphorism (#342) of the fourth book and first edition of The
Gay Science (henceforth GS) which begins: “Incipit tragoedia.—”; and which
then reproduces what will be the opening of Z. But: here in “How the ‘True
World’ Finally Became a Fable,” this world-historical moment of the entrance
of Zarathustra—the historical moment at which Zarathustra’s tragedy is
poised to commence—is called “moment of the briefest shadow, end of the
longest error; highpoint of humanity” (i.e., not the highpoint of the future,
super-humanity—see GS, #382 end—but of the human, all-too-human): this
moment, of the entrance of Zarathustra, is the moment of greatest illumination; from here on, into the future, the shadows lengthen again. Humanity
achieves its peak in being more enlightened, more perspicacious and clearsighted, than will be creative super-humanity, or than will be “the philosophy
of the future” (BGE). In the Foreword to TI, Nietzsche says that his great task
“casts shadows on the one who undertakes it—such a destiny of a task compels one to run into the sunlight every moment” and TI is the peak expression
of this constant running back out into the sunlight, into bright illumination
from the inevitable obtenebration inherent in legislative creativity.12 I suggest
that the opening section is the sunniest section of the book: the most clearsighted, the most free-spirited, the most “philosophic.” In it alone do we find
Nietzsche engaging in some severe, self-critical self-questioning; and reporting his indulgence in good-natured laughter, not least at himself.13
The second section of TI explicitly returns to the attack Nietzsche initiated
in his first published philosophic work, The Birth of Tragedy—with Socrates
now seen as exemplifying the looming eternal idol of “the greatest sages,” in
their decadent life-denial. The tenth or penultimate section, entitled “What
I Owe to the Ancients,” again explicitly returns to The Birth of Tragedy, now
to its positive teaching, the resurrection of the Dionysian. So, we have a kind

11

See Heidegger, “Nietzsches Umdrehung des Platonismus,” 231–42.

See TI, “The Problem of Socrates,” #10 end and #11: “the daylight of reason…the most glaring [grellste] daylight.”
12

Gori and Piazzesi, Crepuscolo degli idol, 134: the “Maxims and Arrows” serve to “creare l’atmosfera
ludico-ironica contrapposte al tono polemico della vera e propria ‘guerra’ nietzscheana.”
13
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of mirroring structure:14 it is as if Nietzsche says, “I foreground my debunking of Socrates and what he represents; and yet, after all, I conclude with
an expression of my debt to the ancients”—meaning specifically, Nietzsche
explains, Romans more than Greeks, and Thucydides and the Dionysian
over and against Plato and Socrates. This penultimate section begins with the
words “in conclusion” (Zum Schlusse): so this tenth section is the completion
of “how one philosophizes with a hammer.” The eleventh section, the speech
of Zarathustra, is on another plane. TI as philosophizing with a hammer
would then appear to trace a rather winding, overall ascent from the problem
that Socrates embodies to a renewed, Roman-Thucydidean-Dionysian, antiPlatonic appreciation of the ancients as the prelude to or even the launching
pad for Zarathustrian lawgiving. The first section precedes that ascent. Before
tackling “the problem of Socrates,” Nietzsche steps back to a more comprehensive outlook. The “Maxims and Arrows” is the least seriously polemical,
the most “prankish” (übermutlich), the most “idle” section of the book—and
thus, I submit, the most revealing of Nietzsche’s own, personal, virtues as a
philosophic teacher.
Intellectual Virtues and Vices
Nietzsche begins quite reasonably, by speaking of beginning (#1). He told
us in the Foreword that “this writing is above all a sideways leap into the
idleness of a psychologist” (he originally intended to entitle the TI “Idleness
of a Psychologist”);15 now he spotlights the fact that “idleness is the beginning of all psychology”—which makes psychology, he confesses, something
that is morally very questionable: “What? Would psychology be—a vice?”
Tested by, and testing of, the standards set by some eternal idols, the answer
would seem to be emphatically in the affirmative. In the classical republican
tradition, ancient and modern, “every useless citizen can be regarded as a
pernicious human being.”16 In the Christian tradition, “sloth” is the central
This observation is stressed in a different way by Michael Gillespie, “Nietzsche’s Musical Politics,”
in Nietzsche’s New Seas, ed. Michael Gillespie and Tracy Strong (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1988), 117–49.
14

For this and other circumstances of the writing and publication of TI, see Julian Young, Friedrich
Nietzsche: A Philosophical Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 497ff. and Sommer, Kommentar, 197–214, as well as Heinrich Meier, Nietzsches Vermächtnis: Zwei Bücher über Natur
und Politik (Munich: Beck, 2019), 311–18.
15

Rousseau’s First Discourse, in Œuvres complètes, ed. B. Gagnebin and M. Raymond, 5 vols. (Paris:
Gallimard, 1958–95), 3:18 and context; see also Montesquieu, Spirit of the Laws 4.8 (and context), and
above all Plato’s Laws 807ff. Large (introduction to Twilight of the Idols, xx) goes astray in claiming
that Nietzsche is suggesting “a virtue” of leisure with “a long pedigree stretching back to Aristotle
and Cicero.” Translations such as his of Müssiggang—“leisure,” “leisurely stroll”—obscure the moral
16
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deadly sin (see above all Dante). There is a German proverb, “Müssiggang ist
allen Laster Anfang” (idleness is the beginning of all vice). But, Nietzsche
insists, the traditional civic and religious vice of idleness is the essential
source of the good intellectual work of “us psychologists” (cf. #35).
The tracing of “our” intellectual virtue as psychologists to what is traditional moral-civic “vice” is immediately qualified, however, by the second
“arrow.” For this shot targets “us”—in our imperfect struggle to try to realize
“our virtue” (see BGE, #227). The traditional virtue of courage (Mut) remains
essential as an aspiration for “us,” in the form of the all-too-rare intellectual
courage that “even the most courageous among us only rarely has”:17 “we”
still have trouble summoning the courage, the probity, to confront what is
deeply unnerving about what we “really know.”
After these first two incisive glimpses of his revalued intellectual virtue,
as it applies rather widely (to “us,” even in our deficiency), Nietzsche suddenly
ascends to the “philosopher” (#3). He does so by taking explicit issue with the
political philosopher Aristotle’s teaching in his Politics 1253a27–30. (Or is
not Nietzsche ripping the veil off the political philosopher’s consciously constructed self-idolization?) The truth, according to Nietzsche (and according
to Aristotle’s esoteric teaching?—see Nic. Ethics 1145a2–11, 1177b26–78a3)18
is that the philosopher lives “alone” (allein), in spiritual solitude, being at
once beast and god, subhuman and superhuman (for “the human is by nature
a political animal”—Politics 1253a2–3, 1278b19). The divine solitude of the
philosopher obviously goes with an extreme version of the moral-civic vice
of “idleness.”

gauntlet Nietzsche is laying down at the outset: see similarly Adrian Del Caro et al., ed. and trans.,
The Case of Wagner, Twilight of the Idols, The Antichrist, Ecce Homo, Dionysus Dithyrambs, Nietzsche
Contra Wagner (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2021), 43–45; Scarlett Marton, “Les notions
de vie et de valeur chez Nietzsche,” in Les Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche, 323–24; Stegmeier, “Grenzen der
philosophischen Erkenntnis,” 366–67. As Meier correctly puts it (Nietzsches Vermächtnis, 319), this
arrow targets “den Einwand des Volkes und der Politik, der Vita Activa.”
For Nietzsche’s own struggles in this regard, see the quotations from letters assembled by Stegmaier, “Grenzen der philosophischen Erkenntnis,” 367–68. But by employing the first person plural
here, Nietzsche makes it clear that he is not speaking only of himself or only of the philosopher, in
Nietzsche’s elevated sense (as Meier, Nietzsches Vermächtnis, 319, mistakenly claims), but that he is
speaking of a more widely dispersed intellectual virtue, applying even to nonphilosophers.
17

See also Plato, Sophist 216b–c; Nietzsche in his lecture on Socrates in his course on the pre-Platonic
philosophers took this passage to show that Socrates identified the philosopher as a god (Nietzsche,
The Pre-Platonic Philosophers, ed. and trans. Greg Whitlock [Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
2006], 147).
18
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From this unmasking of the truth about the philosopher as eternal idol
we descend, in the fourth or central of the first seven items, to a critical appreciation of the eternal idol truth, in general, vs. lie. Nietzsche quotes a proverb:
“all truth is simple/one-fold” (einfach);19 Nietzsche retorts: “Is that not a
lie doubly” (zwiefach)? What Nietzsche has in mind as the first of the two
dimensions of the lie, or of the truth that the quoted proverb falsifies, seems
plain: Nietzsche implies that “all truth is not simple/one-fold.” But what is the
second dimension of the quote’s lie, the second level of truth that the quote
falsifies, according to Nietzsche? This is obviously the puzzle with which he
teases us (Sommer, Kommentar ad loc.). We must resist the temptation to
suppose that he means that “there is no truth,” or “no knowable truth,”20 for
in that case there could be no (knowable) lie; and besides, such a statement
is self-refuting or logically absurd. Could Nietzsche mean, as the second
dimension of truth here: no truth is simple?21 But that is itself a simple truthassertion, and thus, again, absurdly self-refuting. Besides, the truth Nietzsche
implies, that “not all truth is simple,” would seem a simple truth statement.
And does not this book teach other important simple truths? For example,
the “very simple” truth, about truth, that Nietzsche pronounces in his discussion of TI in Ecce Homo: “That, which is called on the title-page Idol, is, very
simply [ganz einfach] that, which hitherto was named truth.” On the other
hand, Nietzsche could mean (see the Nachlasse “Maxims of a Hyperborean,”
quoted by Sommer, Kommentar ad loc.), “what is true, is neither one [Eins],
nor again reducible to one [Eins].” However that may be, I suggest that by setting his readers this little logical gymnastic riddle Nietzsche intends to bring
home his unwavering attachment to the intellectual virtue of logic, despite
his famous strictures on reason or rationalism. As he will put it in his attack
on German education (TI, “What the Germans Lack,” #7): “even in the universities, even among the authentic scholars of philosophy, logic as theory, as
practice, as craft, has begun to die out.” Let “one read German books: there is
no more the remotest conception in them, that thinking requires a technique,
There is a Latin proverb: “simplex sigillum veri” (simplicity/ straightforwardness/ oneness is the
seal/sign of true). Schopenhauer invoked this proverb more than once, notably in Parerga 2.15, “On
Religion,” #175, and in his critique of Kant (Über die Grundlage der Moral, part 2, chap. 6 beg.). In
classical Latin, simplex, meaning “oneness” (like the German einfach), can be opposed to duplex (like
the German zwiefach)—as in Terence’s Heautotimorumenos, line 6. The same holds, as Nietzsche
would know well, for the Attic Greek haploos: see, e.g., Aeschylus frag. 176, “simple are the words of
the truth”; also Plato, Cratylus 405c.
19

Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989),
27; cf. Conway, Nietzsche’s Dangerous Game, 224–25.
20

This would be in agreement with Oscar Wilde’s silly figure Algernon, in the first act of The Importance of Being Earnest, A Trivial Comedy for Serious People.
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a curriculum, a will to mastery—that thinking needs to be learned like dancing needs to be learned, as an art of dancing.”
From truth vs. lie, or the virtue of logical thinking, Nietzsche ascends to
“wisdom” (Weisheit, #5), on a very personal note and in a way that highlights
the great difference between wisdom and the eternal idol knowledge, a difference in rank and in rule. Employing the first person singular for the first time,
Nietzsche identifies himself as one who keenly appreciates that “Wisdom sets
also for knowledge limits.” “Many” truths are dangerous, destructive—even
or primarily for one such as Nietzsche himself. (This teaching is not a manifestation of any lack of the virtue of intellectual courage as indicated in #2; it
is a further delineation of that virtue.)
A major source of the limits that wisdom sets is spotlighted by the next
maxim and arrow (#6), which introduces “nature.” (The word will reappear
many times in this work, starting with the section entitled “Morality as AntiNature”; see above all “Skirmishes,” #48–49—“I too speak of ‘Return to Nature.’”
The word occurs only once in Z, in a disparaging quote of the poets, in “On
Poets.” Zarathustra’s silence on nature, otherwise, goes with his total silence on
philosophy). Nature comes to sight here, at the start of TI, as the primitive, carnal individuality that is prior to, and has had to become overlain and disciplined
by, one’s individual “spirituality,” which is “un-nature” (cf. BGE, #9). The latter’s
repressive mastery one needs, from time to time, to escape, to “recuperate” from,
by getting back to “one’s wild nature.” Does not the philosopher, as both beast
and god, understand this better than us nonphilosophers? We may also surmise
that, more generally, a human being’s spirituality must be balanced by an occasional recuperative return to one’s wild carnality in order for the spiritual not to
become an idol—an eternal temptation.
Spirituality conceived as un-nature, in need of balance by carnal nature,
leads naturally to the most purely spiritual being or idol: God the eternal Creator.22 In #7 Nietzsche anticipates or gives expression to the most important
questions that naturally follow upon the teaching about nature in #6, for any
free thinker confronting the Bible (a free thinker in Nietzsche’s sense is ipso
facto not a doctrinaire atheist): “What? Is the human being only a mistake of
God’s? Or God only a mistake of the human’s?” Here we have the two most
fundamental alternatives for understanding our existence and the cosmos, as
formulated for us from the perspective of Nietzsche as our philosophic, free
Not of course the true god, who is the philosopher, and is simultaneously a beast (see also BGE,
#294–95 and The Antichrist, #39).
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thinker, teacher—who, as a good teacher, raises the fundamental questions
but does not yet (see #13) give his own answers.
These first seven maxims and arrows—on the psychologist’s idleness as
rooted in what is morally and civically questionable, on intellectual courage,
on the philosopher, on the logic of truth vs. lie, on wisdom vs. knowledge, on
nature vs. spirituality, and on the questions that follow about God the Creator—adumbrate Nietzsche’s new or revalued teaching on the eternal idols
that are the intellectual virtues.
Social Virtues and Vices
In a second recognizably unified set, this time of eleven, Nietzsche turns from
and on the foundation laid in treating intellectual virtues, to sound the eternal idols of the virtues of human interrelationship—starting with war and
enmity (#8), a relationship that Nietzsche embraced in the Foreword. Speaking again in the first person singular, Nietzsche shares a lesson he has learned
“ from the war-school of life”: “What does not kill me, makes me stronger.”
This echoes the maxim that the Foreword disclosed to be Nietzsche’s personal
motto, taken now in its passive sense.23 These two Nietzschean maxims, when
followed by the next two (ninth and tenth) maxims and arrows, point us to
Nietzsche’s transvaluation of Christ’s commandment, “Love your enemies.”
The transvaluation may be formulated as: “Appreciate your enemies, above all
because or insofar as their wounding can make you stronger, can make your
manly virtue grow.” To intellectual courage is now joined the social courage of the warrior, fighting his enemies, wounding and being wounded, as a
cornerstone of Nietzsche’s revalued social virtues. Later in TI, in “Morality as
Anti-Nature,” #3, Nietzsche will write: “Another triumph is our spiritualization of enmity. It consists in one’s deep appreciation of the value of having an
enemy.” And “in politics, enmity has now become more spiritualized—much
more shrewd, much more reflective, much more sparing. Almost every party
understands that it is in its self-preserving-interest that the opposed party
not lose its strength; the same goes for great politics.” Thus, “something like
a new Reich needs enemies more than friends: in opposition it first feels itself
necessary, in opposition it first becomes necessary.”
This implicit transvaluation of Christ’s commandment concerning enemies is immediately followed by its complement, the transvaluation of the
biblical commandment to “neighbor-love” (#9). The transvalued “principle
23
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of neighbor-love” is: “Help thine own self: then thou wilt be helped by everybody” (jedermann). Self-help is to be primary, but with a view to its social
value, for oneself, in being the way to draw support from all sorts of others,
who will be impressed and attracted by one’s self-sufficiency. We have here
the first mention of love, in “Maxims and Arrows”—but is anything left here
of love other than self-love?24
The tenth arrow goes still deeper, targeting the heart of Christian moral
psychology: “the bite of conscience is indecent [unanständig].” The transvalued conscientious imperative is: “that one against one’s own actions
perpetrate no cowardliness! That one not leave them in the lurch afterwards
[hinterdrein im Stiche läßt]!” The traditional pangs of the guilty conscience
are a crime of self-betrayal, a cowardly failure to accept the psychological
truth about what one truly knows one truly is, at present, and what one had to
be in the past—as revealed not least by one’s base or bad actions. Humans are
and do what cannot be otherwise (cf. TI, “The Four Great Errors,” #2). To own
oneself and one’s own doings is by no means necessarily to admire oneself; it
may entail disgust with oneself, it may well be to face with courage the ugly
truth about oneself—perhaps in order to strive to change oneself by self-overcoming based on deep self-understanding as well as self-contempt. But, no
guilt! No self-ignorant saying to oneself, ”but I could have done otherwise.”
From this foretaste of Nietzsche’s transvaluation of the teachings of the
Christian man-god, Nietzsche turns back to the true man-god, to “the case
of the philosopher” (#11). But here, in this new context of the social virtues,
the divine philosopher is revealed as trying to live, in his solitude, a way of
life that is in truth comically (not tragically!) untenable, because intolerably
burdensome to himself: “can an ass be tragic?” The implication would seem
to be, that the philosopher must sooner or later abandon, at least for a time,
his solitude, must cease to be a divine philosopher in that sense, and become
a legislator or “philosopher of the future.”25

See TI, “Skirmishes of an Untimely Man,” #37: “The strong ages, the noble cultures see in pity, in
‘neighbor-love,’ in the lack of self and self-assurance, something contemptible.”
24

See the opening of Z, and BGE, #210–13 as well as “The Hammer Speaks.” Meier (Nietzsches Vermächtnis, 319) asserts that “die Nummern 1–11 etwa verhandeln die Tugenden des Philosophen…die
ersten elf ‘Pfeile’ beziehen sich hauptsächlich auf den Philosophen”; the most massive of the difficulties with this reading is that it flies in the face of what Meier otherwise stresses: the gulf that Nietzsche
indicates in #3 between the divine philosopher and those who are nonphilosophers (like Prof. Meier,
and us), who can nonetheless participate in and aspire to the intellectual as well as the social virtues
being taught here.
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But Nietzsche immediately stresses (#12) that this does not at all point
to the terribly mistaken political philosophizing and legislating exhibited
by Locke and his followers the utilitarians—who have so deeply corrupted
Anglo-Saxon humanity (cf. BGE, #228 and the Declaration of Independence).
“The human being does not pursue happiness; only the Englishman does
that.” The human as truly human seeks a higher justifying goal or cause,
beyond happiness.
An obvious and massive (and Rousseauian)26 counter to all utilitarianism (and Lockeanism) is romantic love. Accordingly, Nietzsche introduces at
this point the eternal idol that will be the target of more of his arrows than
any other: “woman” (#13). As idol, woman is a creation of man, Nietzsche
asserts—“out of what, then?” (Nietzsche anticipates us asking). His surprising answer: “out of a rib of man’s God—of his ‘ideal.’” The romantic idol
“woman” is rooted, Nietzsche asserts, in the biblical God, the supposed purely
spiritual Creator. (Consider the order of topics in bks. 4–5 of Rousseau’s
Emile.) In “What I Owe to the Ancients,” #4, Nietzsche will say: “Christianity first, with its foundational ressentiment against life, has out of sexuality
made something impure,” whereas the Greeks, “in the Dionysian mysteries,
in the psychology of the Dionysian state,” guaranteed themselves “the eternal return of life,” that is, “the true life as the collective-continuation-of-life
through procreation, through the mysteries of sexuality.” For the Greeks
“all moments in the act of procreation, of pregnancy, of birth awakened the
highest and most solemn feelings.” Above all, “in the mystery-doctrine” the
“pangs of the woman giving birth hallow pain overall”: “that there may be
the eternal joy of creating, that the will to life eternally says yes to itself, there
must also be eternally the ‘agony of the woman giving birth’—all this is what
the word Dionysian means.”
Before continuing his barrage against woman as idol, Nietzsche abruptly
(and at first, puzzlingly) turns—back to himself, in a self-critical question
about his own sociality and in particular about his seeking to win adherents
(#14). Using the intimate du-form, and thus sounding like his conscience
speaking, he asks: “What? Thou seekest? Thou wouldst clone thyself tenfold,
a hundredfold? Thou seekest adherents (Anhänger)?—Seek none (Nullen)!—”
Nietzsche thus anticipates a critical questioning by an intimate, probing
psychologist; Nietzsche shows that he has already inflicted that questioning
“Of Rousseau’s writings,” Nietzsche “was most familiar with Émile.” Keith Ansell-Pearson,
Nietzsche contra Rousseau (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 20. Emile contains the
Rousseauian analysis of romantic love.
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upon himself, and has answered it; he has, if you will, recognized the temptation of seeking adherents, and has resisted it.
But if he does not seek adherents, he certainly does intend to have
enormous posthumous authority, as he immediately reminds us (#15):
“Posthumous men—I, for example—are understood worse than the timely,
but better heard. More precisely: we are never understood—and hence our
authority…” In effect, Nietzsche is sharing a secret of how to acquire authority for one’s writings after one’s own time: write as he is writing now, aiming
not to be understood, but to be heard, in dazzling, enigmatic, challenging,
enchanting—and sometimes infuriating—elusiveness.
Now back from this curious self-referential interruption to the sounding of the eternal idol woman, or, more precisely, to what Nietzsche thinks
women betray about themselves when speaking among themselves: women
see “the truth” as a threat because they fear in it a destroyer of their veils of
modesty and shame, which are so deeply natural to them, so needed by them
in society (#16). From the perspective of the free thinker upholding intellectual probity, this is a very grave defect.
The debunking of the idol woman, and thus of the idol (“ideal”) of
romantic love, could well seem to entail a disparagement of the artists, for
whom woman and love of woman are such eternal themes and enchantments—what poets themselves (Goethe above all) “call the Eternal-Feminine
in us” (see Z, “On Poets”). Nietzsche next (#17) declares his own “love,” for
“the artist”—of a certain kind: Nietzsche loves the artist who is “modest in
his needs”; Nietzsche loves the artist who wants only his sustenance and his
art. Then Nietzsche corrects himself, punning in Latin: at first he seems to
be saying, he loves the artist who wants only “bread and circuses” (that is,
also applause, the want of which is inseparable from the artist’s care for his
art); but then on a second reading we see that the phrase is actually “bread
and Circe”: Circe = art as metaphorically a lovely, dangerously capricious,
semidivine sorceress whom the artist will not leave in order to return to his
human, all-too-human woman, as did the home-coming Odysseus, who was
too deeply captivated/deluded by his own human woman Penelope. In other
words: Nietzsche here indicates that he loves the artist who achieves a critical
distance on the idol “woman,” by making his art his permanent mistress.
Nietzsche’s loving indulgence toward the creative artist who remains true
to his art as enchantress prepares us for the next maxim and arrow (#18), the
transvaluation of the virtue of faith. This may be the single most revealing
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of all, as regards Nietzsche’s conception of human nature and its sociality. It
expresses the thought—the simple truth, I am tempted to say—that there are
only two alternatives in human life: either one is capable of willfully imposing,
creating, one’s own meaning in things, or, if not, then one inexorably, sooner or
later, imputes to things a willed meaning as already in them—and one becomes
a person of some kind of faith. Tertium non datur. This maxim and arrow,
with its either/or, obviously echoes in some measure #7 with its either/or. Putting the two together with #11 one might say: even or especially a philosopher
must become an artist in a crucial degree in order not to become a believer (in
some other creator’s successful artistic creation). The nonartistic or noncreative
philosophic life, the life of objective contemplation, is not sustainable; it is at
best a necessary, temporary preparation or recuperation for creativity.
Nineteenth-Century Idols
With the nineteenth maxim and arrow Nietzsche descends, steeply at first,
from what may be called eternal idols to a series of ten soundings of moral
idols of the nineteenth century, starting at or near the bottom, with “anti-semitism” (a sophisticated word invented in the nineteenth century). Nietzsche
unmasks the sophisticated Jew-hater as one who exhibits: (a) animating
envy of Jews for their frank and successful pursuit of their own (worldly)
advantages (Vorteilen), while (b) proudly claiming to possess moral virtue
(Tugend); Nietzsche expostulates, “with virtue one renounces ‘advantages.’”
Nietzsche certainly does not idolize contemporary secular Jews; but he indicates that their sophisticated haters are animated by gross moral hypocrisy
and crude ignorance of what is essential to moral virtue. He here also makes
it clear that a renunciation of worldly advantages, uncontaminated by the
vices of envy and hypocrisy, remains central to his revalued conception of
virtue (recall #12.)
The twentieth maxim and arrow returns to the attack on woman as
idol, now in what Nietzsche views as her shriveled nineteenth-century version—woman as literary figure, as public intellectual. He views the so-called
“perfect” or “complete” exemplar as never becoming wholly dedicated to
her writing, but instead engaging in her writing experimentally, tentatively,
because always somewhat ashamedly—and always animated by writer’s vanity (see also TI, “Skirmishes,” #27).
As a kind of rebound from the previous, Nietzsche has the twenty-first
maxim and arrow shoot upward to a peak of possibility for contemporary
humanity. Nietzsche issues a call to genuinely dangerous experimentation
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with oneself, “to put oneself in honest situations, where one can have no
seeming virtues, where instead, like the tightrope walker on his rope, one
either stands or falls—or gets away.” (Cf. the tightrope walker in “Zarathustra’s Prelude” in Z.)
At roughly the center of the list of forty-four we are given a somewhat
playfully political, (nineteenth-century) moment. Contemporary Russia
appears, to respectable European opinion, as “evil”—dangerous, illiberal,
reactionary. But wait (Nietzsche impishly asks), what about Russian music
(#22)? Could the “evil” Russians, even or precisely by their threat, be somehow promising of a spiritual reinvigoration of Europe?27 For the fact is, the
Germans have for eighteen years (i.e., in Bismarck’s Reich since the victory in
the Franco-Prussian War) been spiritually empty (#23).28 Nietzsche despises
Bismarckian German nationalism. But this has been going on for only eighteen years; the spirituality of Germans as a people is not extinguished; there
can still be some hope for Germany. The hope cannot rest, however, on historical nostalgia, on a recurrence to “our origins” led by “the historian.”29
With the twenty-fifth item, Nietzsche returns to the attack on women, by
delivering an especially low blow regarding their vanity in superficial physical appearance and dress. Then in the twenty-seventh item he offers a kind
of justification for this, claiming that “woman” is nothing but her superficial
appearance, that woman has no depth at all—not even a shallow depth; and
this, he claims, is what deceives contemporary men into thinking that, since one
cannot ever discern any depths, “one can never fathom the depths” of woman.
But again, as he did in his first foray against woman, Nietzsche interrupts this onset with a maxim and arrow foregrounding himself (#26). He
insists that he has no will to a comprehensive philosophic “system” (even as
before he interrupted his critique of woman to insist that he was not seeking adherents). “I avoid systematizers; the will to system is a lack of integrity
[Rechtschaffenheit].” Philosophic integrity requires that one not claim or
seek comprehensive explanatory understanding (in the manner of Spinoza,
See also TI, “Skirmishes of an Untimely Man,” #39: “Russia, the only power today which has
endurance, which can wait, which can still promise something—Russia, the contrary-concept to the
wretched European petty-statehood and nervousness that with the founding of the German Reich has
entered a critical condition”; and BGE, #208 beg. and end.
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See also TI, “What the Germans Lack,” #5 and “Skirmishes of an Untimely Man,” #39—“the German Reich, the form of decline of the state.”
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Leibniz, Hegel, or, one may add, Marx).30 Philosophic integrity requires that
one remain keenly conscious of the incompleteness of one’s understanding.
But: is this not at some tension with Nietzsche’s brimming confidence that
he fully understands woman, and man’s relation to woman? Again Nietzsche
shows that he himself has anticipated such suspicious questioning of himself.
By these repeated self-referential interruptions of his salvos against
women,31 I believe Nietzsche means to indicate, as he does more explicitly
and emphatically in BGE, #231 end, “how very much these ‘truths’ about
woman are even only—my truths.—”
And Nietzsche’s final word here on woman (#28) is surprisingly relenting: “when a woman has manly virtues, that provokes running-away; and
when she has no manly virtues, that makes her run away [from herself].” So,
Nietzsche now concedes, a woman can have manly virtues! Indeed, without
some, she cannot abide herself. And, to the extent that a woman does have
manly virtues, she is no longer so seductive as an idol—she makes men run
away. To approach a manly woman, it would seem, men have to overcome in
some measure their attraction to woman as traditional and contemporary
idol. So: is there perhaps a mean pointed to here?—a woman with enough
manliness not to be self-repulsed, and also not to be romantically idolized
by men, though without so much manliness as to be unattractive? Does
Nietzsche here hint at a possible future transvaluation of the idol woman
and of love of woman (consider Zarathustra’s speeches on women, child, and
marriage in Part One of Z)? After all, there cannot be a future, of man or
of overman, without women! This simple fact about the future is perhaps
the most important reason why woman is such a recurring target throughout Nietzsche’s writings. Woman is the potential idol that most obviously
and essentially will never go away. Woman is the potential idol with an

A Marxist interpreter has reflected intelligently on this item as follows: “Nietzsche’s challenge here
is of course not so much to religion as such—which is, as it were, put out of court before the argument
begins—as to the formal and taken-for-granted atheism of such schools as classical liberalism and
classical Marxism. Such atheism, Nietzsche insists, is insufficient. God, for Nietzsche, is rather like the
cat who came back, and He is wont to come back in places where common sense would little suspect
Him.…If, as Lukács argues in History and Class Consciousness, the concept of totality is a central and
indispensable category of all Marxian analysis, then Nietzsche’s objective anti-Marxism is evident.”
Carl Freedman, “Nietzsche and Ideology-Critique: A Note on Twilight of the Idols,” Rethinking Marxism 1, no. 2 (1988): 104–5.
30

Large, introduction to Twilight of the Idols, xiii: “the placement of the remark on philosophical
systematists” is “instructive, for it disrupts a short sequence of aphorisms on woman (I 25, 27–8)
which might otherwise have formed a thematic unit.” But Large does not explain the “instruction.”
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inextirpable natural basis, in the carnal and not only the spiritual—in life
itself, as “eternally recurring.”
Drawing on Old Idols in Constructing the Virtues
of the Future
The twenty-eighth item on woman, thus understood, proves to be a segue to
a fourth set of maxims and arrows, in which Nietzsche turns more emphatically to reconstruction. He first recurs to “the bite of the conscience,” the
hollowness of whose traditional form he sounded back in #10. Now, however,
he concedes that the power and the endurance of that “bite” in the past was
a sign of “good teeth,” and he asks “a dentist’s question”: “today, what’s lacking?” Nietzsche as “dentist” ponders how to bring about good teeth again—as
“dentist” he wants to reinvigorate the strong bite of conscience as critical
self-interrogation and even self-contempt, as essential to self-overcoming.32
In other words, Nietzsche aims not at eliminating the conscience, and the
agonizing psychological depth of self examination that Christianity has
introduced, but at making the conscience stronger than ever before—now
freed from the great psychological untruth, the concept of guilt. Nietzsche
thus indicates that biblical psychology and biblical morality furnish some of
the important ingredients of his revalued virtues (see GS, #335, 344).
Next he warns against rashness (#30)—the great vice to which the warrior ethos that he previously invoked is especially prone, and which typically
breeds as a reaction its opposite, excessive caution. So Nietzsche too aims
to promote the virtue of courage as a mean, and to breed warriors with
such a balance; the spirit of Aristotle’s ethics has a role to play in the future.
Nietzsche here also signals that now he is proceeding to make plain the balance underlying and limiting his overall aggressiveness.
But this curbing of the warrior spirit, coming on the heels of the resuscitation of the bite of conscience, must not be mistaken for any suggestion that
“humility” might be an ingredient in the revalued virtue of the future—as
Nietzsche rushes to make clear in the next item (#31). Humility, in his estimation, is the cleverness of worms.
This drawing of the line against or within biblical influence continues in #32. There he contrasts what he regards as the noble hatred of lies
and dissimulation, arising from pride’s “touchy sense of honor” (reizbaren
See also TI, “Morality as Anti-Nature,” #1: “we no longer admire dentists who pull out teeth, so that
they will no longer ache.”
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Ehrbegriff )—evidently to be a major ingredient in his revalued virtue—with
the ignoble version of such “hatred,” arising out of obedience to the eighth of
the Ten Commandments of Moses. The revalued virtue of courage dictates
that to refrain from something because it is “forbidden by a divine commandment” is a form of “cowardice”—“Too cowardly, to lie.”
The sternness of this conscientious warrior morality needs mitigation,
however—by music, if only by bagpipes (#33). “How little is needed for happiness! The sound of a bagpipe.—Without music, life would be an error.” So
now the need for happiness returns, as essential to the revalued virtues of the
future; but as only a “little” accompaniment. Later in TI, in “The Problem of
Socrates,” #4, Nietzsche will declare the “Socratic equation of reason, virtue,
and happiness” to be “the most bizarre of all equations.” Yet Nietzsche will
also eventually declare, as an explicit “first example of my ‘revaluing of all values,’” that one’s “virtue is the consequence of one’s happiness” (TI, “The Four
Great Errors,” #2). This entails that happiness is not only an accompaniment,
and is not merely a byproduct, of virtue. Happiness is a cause of true virtue.
Here in #33 Nietzsche speaks favorably of the musicality of the Germans:
“the German imagines even God singing songs.” This reminds, however, of
a great question about music, at least as known heretofore: music implicates
God, or gods. If there is to be music, as an essential accompaniment for happiness, will there not inevitably be worship of gods of some kind? Is not music
essentially, “eternally,” idolatrous?
Music as essential to happiness; a welcome to singing Germans: these
are signs that Nietzsche overcomes nihilism; and next, quoting in French, he
sends a very playful arrow into the derriere of the great French psychologist
Flaubert (cf. BGE, #218): “I Gotcha, Nihilist! Sitzfleisch is the very sin against
the Holy Ghost” (#34). I believe that the serious meaning behind this jest is:
Nietzsche’s transvaluation will not cease to include a worst wrong, the wrong
of nihilism, a late-modern idol whose worship is epitomized in Flaubert,33
one of the greatest of the great French psychologists (who are perhaps to be
partially countered by rotund German musicality).
This attack on the psychologist Flaubert leads to an animadversion on
all “us psychologists” (#35): “we” tend to be too fearfully obsessed with what
“we” see within ourselves—like horses, frightened by “our” own shadows.
The intellectual courage invoked at the start is then not sufficient. “The
On Nietzsche’s treatment of Flaubert see Chiara Piazzesi, Nietzsche: Fisiologia dell’arte e décadence
(Lecce: Conte, 2003), 35–42.
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psychologist must from himself look away, to see in general.” Nietzsche thus
lets his readers see that he is fully aware of the danger involved in what he will
do in the last set34 of maxims and arrows, bringing himself more to the fore
as a model or source of inspiration. He must resist the temptation to take his
struggles with himself too seriously. Accordingly, he will come to a close with
laughter at himself.
Nietzsche Himself as Exemplary
First, he insists, perhaps surprisingly, on “our” sense of civic responsibility (#36).
He responds to the charge that “we immoralists are harming virtue.” He rejoins
that on the contrary, by targeting virtue, in the creative/destructive way that “we
immoralists” are targeting, and wounding, “we immoralists” will in fact make
virtue secure on its throne(s), even as anarchists create a reaction that makes
princes more secure in their rule. In other words, “we immoralists” will make
more secure virtue’s rule over the world politically, royally. (We are reminded of
#8 and of Nietzsche’s motto.) “Our immoralism” is so far from being moral and
civic nihilism, that it is the counter to moral and civic nihilism.35
Next, Nietzsche shares with us four penetrating sorts of questions that he has
been asked by his conscience—and that, by implication, he calls on his readers
to hear from their conscience, insofar as each question fits. He of course employs
the intimate du-form.
The first question fits Nietzsche and only a few others—those out in front
(#37). “Thou runnest ahead?—Dost thou do that as a shepherd?” (In other words,
do you have the virtue of a true leader?) “Or as exceptional?” (Forerunners do not
necessarily have to be leaders.) At the highest level, these might seem to be the
questions about Nietzsche as a thinker. Here and in the rest of the writings of his
third period, he seems to be speaking more as a shepherd-leader. There is also a
third possibility, however, that the conscience insists one must face: Maybe one
is running away? (Are there not historical moments when that is the honorably
authentic choice for some?)
Closely related but more generally applicable is the second sort of question
(#38): “Art thou authentic/genuine [echte]? Or only an actor? A representative?
Meier, Nietzsches Vermächtnis, 319, asserts that “die letzen elf ‘Pfeile’ beziehen sich hauptsächlich
auf Nietzsche”; but in #35 and #36 Nietzsche speaks in the first person plural, about “us” psychologists
and immoralists; and the questions he proceeds to report his conscience having asked him are by no
means unique to Nietzsche.
34

Cf. Patrick Wotling, introduction to Les Hétérodoxies de Nietzsche, 22–23, and Jaanus Sooväli, “Die
Verzauberung der Tugend,” in ibid., 127–29.
35
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Or the represented itself?—In the end, thou art perhaps simply a copy of an
actor…” Here we are afforded a glimpse of the rank ordering given by the revalued virtue of authenticity. Being an actor is not the lowest rank; but of more
dignity is being a representative, or one of the represented.
As a coda to the preceding, Nietzsche interrupts his report of the questions
asked by his conscience to speak as “the disillusioned one” (Der Enttäuschte)—
who, when he searched for what he hoped might be “great humans,” found
“always only the apes of their ideals” (#39; cf. BGE, #97). The seeker has discovered that those who seem to promise greatness can rank lower than even “a copy
of an actor.” But Nietzsche does speak here as a seeker, if a disappointed one, for
“great humans.”
“Third” set of questions of conscience: “Art thou one, who looks on? Or who
lends a hand?—Or who looks away, and walks off?” (#40). Is not the central the
most respectable answer? This “arrow” strikes hard at the solitary life of contemplation. Does not our most basic humanity speak against it?
And accordingly the fourth set of questions of conscience (#41) returns in
some sense to the first set of questions of conscience (#37): “Wilt thou accompany? Or go ahead? Or go for thyself?” This, Nietzsche insists, “one must know”:
one must decide between these three alternatives, at least as to priority.
This necessity for decision is still more heavily stressed in #42: “these were
steps for me, I climbed up over them—for that I had to get over, beyond them. But
they intended, I should sit myself, in rest, upon them.” Our conscience tends to
get us stuck in it. The questions our conscience asks must be answered, not wallowed in forever: “Formula for my happiness: a yes, a no, a straight line, a goal…”36
Nietzsche calls this a formula “for my happiness”; and in the penultimate
item, Nietzsche once again aims an arrow at himself, for the benefit of the reader:
“What does it matter, that I remain right! I have too much rightness.—And one
who today laughs best, also laughs last.” Here at the end, laughter is appropriate:
laughter at the “pushiness,” if you will, of the immediately preceding, exemplary
self-expressions.
This I take to be a light, jocoserious echo of Zarathustra’s heavier (un-laughing, imploring, loving) refrain: “This—is now my way—where is yours?”
#35; as stressed by Marton (“Les notions de vie et de valeur chez Nietzsche,” 341), the same words
close section 1 of The Antichrist, which was intended to be the first part of Nietzsche’s masterwork,
Transvaluation of All Values.
36
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In the genre of the genealogy of cultural decline there seems to be no shortage of books. At the risk of being simplistic, they usually go something like
this: Once upon a time in the distant past of our civilization there lived a
collection of thinkers, statesmen, philosophers, and so on who got everything just about right. Because the influence of these Wise Men was nearly
ubiquitous, virtually all institutions in our civilization were shaped by their
ideas. But then there arose Unwise Men harboring different and subversive
beliefs. Having the temerity to raise critical questions about our culture’s
received wisdom, the ideas of the Unwise Men began to displace those of
the Wise Men. Eventually, before anyone could realize it, our culture and its
institutions had dramatically changed for the worse. The Wise Men’s contemporary disciples now lament, “If only our ancestors had not listened to the
Unwise Men and had not accepted idea X, our culture would not now be in
decline.” Depending on the story and who is telling it, the Unwise Man could
be Constantine, Dun Scotus, William of Ockham, or John Locke, and the
idea could be integralism, univocal predication, nominalism, or liberalism.
Among the most well-known genealogists of decline are Brad Gregory (The
Unintended Reformation), Patrick Deneen (Why Liberalism Failed), Robert
Reilly (America on Trial), Richard Weaver (Ideas Have Consequences), and
Alasdair MacIntyre (After Virtue).
Whatever one thinks of the quality of the arguments made by such writers, there is no doubt that each tells a great story. It is the sort of story only
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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an intellectual can love. (I confess that I gravitate to these grand tales and
indeed find some of them plausible). But the notion that ideas, the currency of
the academic economy, are the primary causes of cultural and civilizational
change—rather than something less manageable like boredom, disordered
passions, geography, dumb luck, naked self-interest, willful statesmen, or
pandemics—confirms what we professors already believe about the preeminence of our vocation, and perhaps that is why we find such accounts so
attractive and eager to propose.
Entering the fray, with his own genealogy of decline, is the renowned
American scholar Charles R. Kesler, long-time professor of government at
Claremont-McKenna College. In his new book, Crisis of the Two Constitutions: The Rise, Decline, and Recovery of American Greatness, Kesler offers
an account of the origin of America’s present political and cultural troubles.
Although most of this book first appeared as chapters in books and articles
in other venues over several decades, Kesler manages to create a unified tome
by combining revisions of the older material with newer work that speaks
directly to our contemporary situation. Neatly divided into three main sections consisting of six chapters each, this book takes us on a journey from the
American Founding through the Civil War and the Progressive Era to the
Age of Trump.
To understand Kesler’s genealogy of decline, one must begin with part
2 (“The Progressives’ Constitution”). In six chapters he tells us that over the
past 120 years or so America’s original constitution—the one composed
by its drafters and ratified in 1788—has been largely supplanted by a rival
constitution, one that arises from early twentieth-century progressivism.
(Kesler calls it “the living constitution,” a phrase first coined in the 1920s).
Impatient with the deliberative mechanisms of the original constitution, and
enthralled by the German administrative state, progressives like Woodrow
Wilson set out to fundamentally change the American regime. They did not,
of course, immediately succeed. But over time—from the New Deal through
the Great Society to the Obama presidency—the progressive constitution
has more or less conquered the institutions and political reflexes cultivated
under the original constitution (or what Kesler calls “the Founders’ Constitution”). To be sure, there are vestiges of the original constitution, and many
of us still believe in it and conduct our politics with the hope that we can
fully recover it, but the fact is, argues Kesler, we are all living in Woodrow
Wilson’s world now.
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When Kesler refers to the original constitution he does not mean merely
the written text—though, to be sure, it must include that—but also the philosophical beliefs by which the American Founders read the text: “grounded
in the natural rights and practical wisdom of the Declaration [of Independence], interpreted in The Federalist, and expounded in their best moments
by subsequent American jurists and statesmen” (x). Kesler cashes out this
understanding in the six chapters of part 1 (“The Founders’ Constitution”).
He begins in chapter 1 with a discussion of the Founders and the classics,
addressing questions about what works may have influenced the Founders
and what theory of the Constitution and politics they may have held. He
moves on to discuss relativism and the Declaration of Independence (chapter 2) and the true meaning of Federalist 10 in response to contemporary
interpreters that Kesler maintains are off the mark (chapter 3). George Washington’s understanding of civil and religious liberty is the focus of chapter 4.
Kesler continues with a discussion of the relationship between moral formation and good republican government (chapter 5) followed by Harry Jaffa’s
account of the American Founding and Abraham Lincoln’s call for restoring
its true meaning (chapter 6).
In part 3 (“Conservatism and the Two Constitutions”) Kesler explores
the successes and failures of American conservatism, a movement that arises
in the mid-twentieth-century for the purpose of restoring the Founders’
Constitution. Kesler begins his exploration with the presidency of Ronald
Reagan and its aftermath, moving chronologically from the Gipper’s years
in the oval office (chapter 13), the Gingrich revolution (chapter 14), the Bush
doctrine (chapter 15), American nationalism in a post-9/11 world (chapter 16)
and, finally, Donald Trump (chapters 17 and 18).
While I often found myself agreeing with much of what Kesler says in this
book, some of his claims raise more questions than they answer, especially in
the light of some of the contrary genealogies of decline that have become popular in recent years in the conservative circles in which Kesler runs (e.g., the
works by Deneen and Gregory). Like other members of the Claremont clerisy,
Kesler maintains that the American Founders, though well-educated modern men in a Newtonian age, were able to found a nation, draft a constitution,
and establish a political regime intellectually formed almost exclusively by
classical writers while remaining largely exempt from the influence of the bad
parts of modern thinkers like Locke and Hobbes. Grounding their project on
the “self-evident truths” of the Declaration, and guided by the virtue of prudence, the Founders, according to Kesler, were able to institute a government
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by consent that was intended to preserve and protect the natural rights of
the citizenry through its design of separated departments and enumerated
powers. Although Kesler, in several places, offers citations from the writings of various Founders (including the Federalist Papers) in which they list
their literary influences, advocates of contrary genealogies (such as Deneen
and Gregory) will likely suggest that intellectual formation is not merely a
matter of reading important books and explaining their lessons in partisan
pamphlets to advance pragmatic political projects. Rather, in the minds of
practical men like the Founders, intellectual formation is primarily driven
by the unconscious appropriation of the metaphysical and epistemological
presuppositions of one’s age, even while one may be consciously embracing
lessons from another age that one may not fully appreciate and that are at
bottom inconsistent with the philosophical pieties of the present. For this
reason, the rise of progressivism and all its attendant beliefs about history, the
administrative state, and the obsolescence of Kesler’s original constitution is
exactly what one would expect from a nation with leaders whose minds were
marinated in the metaphysics and epistemology of the modern world. That is,
when push came to shove, the words of ancient texts—or the intentions of the
drafters and enactors of the Constitution—by themselves were no match for
the habituated intellectual reflexes of their contemporary readers.
Take, for example, Kesler’s comments about equality: “Members of the
human species stand in a natural equality with one another, which means
that each is naturally free of any other human’s authority. From this natural
equality arise natural rights to life and liberty, and to the enjoyment of life and
liberty ‘in the pursuit of happiness’.…As a consequence of humans’ equality and freedom—the lack of natural or divinely appointed rulers within the
human race—we must choose our own rulers” (231). There is nothing in these
comments that a good contemporary progressive would dispute. For it does
not take much imagination to move from these highly abstract principles to
the regime we have today, one that advances a whole panoply of rights, all in
the name of equality, liberty, and happiness. Moreover, some of Kesler’s fellow originalists would reject the idea that each of us “is naturally free of any
other human’s authority.” According to most religious traditionalists, parents
have a natural authority over their children until the latter reach the age of
reason,1 and adult children have an unchosen natural obligation to care for
It should be noted that John Locke, in chapter 6 of his Second Treatise on Government, takes this
same position, arguing that “children…are not born in this full state of equality, though they are
born to it. Their parents have a sort of rule and jurisdiction over them when they come into the world,
and for some time after, but it is but a temporary one.…The power, then, that parents have over their
1
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their aged parents that they do not have for their elderly neighbors down the
street. But this means that certain types of relationships cannot be reduced to
equality and choice. The obligations attendant to these relationships indeed
arise from the natural law,2 but that just means that the natural law should
inform our understanding of natural rights (if there are such things) but not
vice versa.
There is, of course, much more that can be said about this book. Kesler, as I have already noted, deals with a wide variety of topics and figures,
each of which is deserving of its own review. For example, his apologetic for
Trump and Trumpism (in chapters 17 and 18) in the light of his appeal to
the intellectual and personal virtues of the Founders (in part 1) is the sort
of juxtaposition that I am sure others will find too delicious to pass up. But,
because I want to keep my friends and perplex my enemies, I have no interest in offering an opinion. Nevertheless, Crisis of the Two Constitutions is an
important contribution to contemporary discussions of American politics. I
highly recommend it.
children arises from that duty which is incumbent on them, to take care of their offspring during the
imperfect state of childhood. To inform the mind, and govern the actions of their yet ignorant nonage, till reason shall take its place and ease them of that trouble, is what the children want, and the
parents are bound to.” Thomas Hobbes, on the other hand, in Leviathan, chapter 20, grounds parental
obligations on contract: “The right of dominion by generation is that which the parent hath over his
children, and is called paternal. And is not so derived from the generation, as if therefore the parent
had dominion over his child because he begat him, but from the child’s consent, either express or by
other sufficient arguments declared.…[In the state of nature], either the parents between themselves
dispose of the dominion over the child by contract, or do not dispose thereof at all. If they dispose
thereof, the right passeth according to the contract.”
Here I am referring to an understanding of natural law, one often associated with St. Thomas Aquinas, that maintains that our natural inclinations to procreate and care for our own offspring reveal
good ends to which we are ordered, and thus one’s obligation to one’s children does not ultimately
depend on contract or consent. Of course, most modern thinkers reject the normativity of such natural teleology and thus need to ground parental obligation in something else, like contract, sentiments,
utility, or positive law.
2
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Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals is a warlike book. Its subtitle is Eine
Streitschrift—writing that quarrels or fights. In Nietzsche’s retrospective
assessment of the book in Ecce Homo, he says that the “very disagreeable
truths” it contains are visible only after “perfectly gruesome detonations” of
artillery shells explode into “thick clouds” of battlefield smoke.1
It is fitting that a book of such spiritual violence is, by Nietzsche’s own
account, a book that can be painfully difficult to understand. He tells us in
Ecce Homo that On the Genealogy of Morals is “uncannier than anything
written so far,” and that it is “calculated to mislead.” The book speaks the
language of war, which is often and of necessity the language of misdirection
and motion.
Warspeak, by the late Lise van Boxel, marshals invaluable intellectual reinforcements for war-welcoming readers of Nietzsche’s famous and famously
difficult polemic. It features a careful reading of On the Genealogy of Morals
that takes up the problems of the book’s spiritually searing third essay titled
“What Is the Meaning of Ascetic Ideals?” In keeping with Nietzsche’s wellknown aversion to scholars, scholarly writing, and professorial pretension,
Warspeak is written in a spirited style that eschews academic conventions.2 It
features no footnotes, a modest fifty-two endnotes, and no bibliography. The
book’s form is unapologetically Nietzschean insofar as it does not “engage the
1

Ecce Homo, “Why I Write Such Good Books,” Genealogy of Morals.

2

Consider “We Scholars” in Beyond Good and Evil.
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scholarly literature” on Nietzsche. Instead, it puts readers into direct conversation with the man himself.
Warspeak argues that the third essay of On the Genealogy of Morals
presents a battle plan for Nietzsche’s fight against the nihilistic tendencies
of modern man. The cause of these nihilistic tendencies is traceable genealogically to the establishment of what Nietzsche calls “the ascetic ideal.” This
ideal has exerted tremendous cultural and spiritual influence on the human
species over millennia, and has expressed itself in beings as diverse as artists,
philosophers, scholars, scientists, women, priests, saints, and the deformed.
Each instantiation of the ideal promotes its own version of a self-hating and
life-loathing morality of suffering that is refined and typified by the JudeoChristian religious tradition. Each instantiation also considers the changing
and perpetually becoming world in which we live to be a valueless world
when compared to a supposedly truer other-world or after-world of absolute
being and truth.
Together, ascetic morality of self-hatred and ascetic rejection of the
becoming world have compelled mankind to turn on itself in exhaustion.
According to van Boxel, the kind of nihilism Nietzsche confronts in On the
Genealogy of Morals is not the kind of nihilism that maintains nothing is
true. The ascetic priest claims to have privileged access to truth. Instead,
the kind of nihilism Nietzsche confronts is a more profound and gruesome
variant that exhibits weariness with human life, devaluation of the human
world, and despair about the future prospects and possibilities of the human
race (87). The morality of ascetic nihilism has so exhausted humanity that,
although we have not stopped willing altogether, we have been genealogically
cultivated to will the nothing, the non-self, and the non-world.
Over the course of millennia, humanity’s internalization of the ascetic
ideal has affected our inner lives to such an extent that, in van Boxel’s view, it
has altered human physio-psychology. This alteration is possible because socalled human “beings” change and become new in response to internal and
external pressures on their bodies and bodily souls. The story of this change
is the story of human genealogy. Generations of ascetic spiritual pressures
have stunted or inverted the growth and development of the human species.
In van Boxel’s view, this devolution of the species is most perceptible
only after we see that for Nietzsche, philosophy is genealogy, and genealogy
is psychology. This is why the first and foundational chapter of Warspeak
is titled “Philosophy Is Genealogy Is Psychology.” Here van Boxel follows
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Nietzsche’s subtle autobiographical and philosophic cues to argue that the
human “being” (and every other “being” for that matter) is no “being” at all,
but rather a growing and developing becoming. “To see a being as Nietzsche
sees it,” van Boxel writes, “is to see its history, its genealogy” (1). Every living
“being” has a history that informs what it has been, what it is, and what it can
become in the near future. The human being is the human becoming.
The historical growth and change of the human animal takes place in
the realm of our ever changing physio-psychology. The inner life and body
of the Greek warrior, one could say, is decidedly not the inner life and body
of Christ. In light of Nietzsche’s insight that our physio-psychologies evolve,
knowledge of the human “being” (a task for philosophy) becomes identical to
knowledge of human historical development (a task for genealogy), and that
historical knowledge manifests itself in the realm of the changing human
body and mind (physio-psychology).
Much of the rest of the first chapter is devoted to showing or attempting
to show how Nietzsche’s genealogical psychology can be deployed to unwind
the ascetic “moral-theological prejudice,” or the prejudice that there is a God
who is purely good, and who maintains a morality of opposite good and evil
valuations. If the authority of ascetic morality depends on the existence of an
unchanging God of pure goodness, then the existence of that God must be
refuted by any thinker like Nietzsche, whose task is to overcome the nihilism that ascetic morality produces. One difficulty with such a refutation is
that opposite values and the rational patterns of thinking and speaking that
arise from them cannot be utilized in any authoritative way to disprove the
authority of opposite values themselves. It is debatable whether van Boxel
and her Nietzsche succeed in their attempt to unwind the moral-theological
prejudice, but her rigorous and careful approach to the problem adds new
layers to Nietzsche’s analysis of it that will benefit even the most seasoned
readers of his books.
The second and third chapters of Warspeak are titled “The Genealogy of
Morals Begins” and “The Slave Revolt in Morality.” These chapters address
the substance of the early essays of On the Genealogy of Morals in preparation
for van Boxel’s deep analysis of the third essay. Just as morals have shaped
and continue to shape human physio-psychology, human physio-psychology
in turn has shaped and continues to shape morals. Conceptions of the good
arise from the bodies of those that conceive them. Understanding the human
good is therefore a physio-psychological, and hence genealogical, task. Different physio-psychologies produce different moral valuations because thinking
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itself is “a shape of the motion that is life” (35). Original concepts of the good
grow proactively from human creators who possess the maximum degree of
vigor the human form can support. In van Boxel’s language, these moral creators are warrior types who possess “super abundant vitality.” They say “Yes!”
to what they are. “Every concept of the good that super-abundantly vital
human beings generate out of their physio-psychology,” she says, “articulates
something of the growth of the most vital form of the human being at a given
epoch of our human evolution” (41).
Likewise, concepts of evil originate in human physio-psychology.
But instead of springing from proactive and superabundantly vital bodies
and minds, concepts of evil spring reactively from physio-psychologically
degenerated and sick bodies and minds. These sick priestly types envy and
eventually come to resent the superabundant vitality of their vigorous warrior
counterparts. Their envy of the warrior’s vital standard is important because
it indicates that the priests agree with the super-abundantly vital warriors
about the desirability and goodness of super-abundant vitality (108–9). This
agreement compels the priestly types to forge a new moral order that relocates the source and standard of vitality (in their case immortal life instead
of vigorous mortal life) in a transcendent world of being that exists outside
of our becoming world, and that is overseen by an unchanging rational God.
This dialectical movement, which van Boxel treats with remarkable care, is
what Nietzsche calls the “slave revolt” in morality. The slave revolt marks the
moment that reason and deliberation become forces in human affairs. Both
are born of the vital impotence of the priestly types who cannot exert their
wills immediately or openly in their moral war with the warriors. The “bad
conscience,” formed through the priestly types’ will to power turned inward
(for lack of ability to exert it against the strong) is the priestly types’ greatest
creation. Once the priestly moral notion of “bad conscience” worms its way
into human genealogy, asceticism and nihilism arise from self-cruelty.
The central chapter of Warspeak is titled “Warspeak.” It reveals the
manifold ways that On the Genealogy of Morals constitutes a “counterattack”
against the ascetic moral offensive that reoriented humanity by a polestar
that lies outside of the bodies and world we inhabit. “The slave revolt has
been so successful,” van Boxel says, “that the human being is now in danger
of devolving, perhaps irreversibly” (83). In her view, modernity has not yet
recognized the full scope and urgency of this threat. The war Nietzsche wages
against the slave revolt is war’s peak—the profoundest war a human being can
wage. Although van Boxel uses the term “counterattack” at least four times
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in her description of Nietzsche’s fight against the slave revolt and its ascetic
ideal, she does not explicitly address whether or how the reactive character of
this counterattack differs from the reactive character of the morality it seeks
to overturn. One is compelled to say that Nietzsche has a bad conscience
about asceticism, and that the war described in Warspeak is a reactive war
meant to restore the sovereignty of proactivity. He is not merely attacking the
ascetic ideal in On the Genealogy of Morals, he is incorporating elements of it
into the future he is forging through battle.
To overcome the problem of the ascetic ideal and the human decline
it engenders, Nietzsche thinks that humanity must evolve a life-affirming
positive ideal firmly rooted in this world. Our willing of nothing must
be transformed by a counter-ideal that induces the willing of life and the
maximization of human potential. Unlike the ascetic ideal, this counter-ideal
will incorporate the full panoply of human experience instead of castrating
certain elements of it. Nietzsche becomes the warrior for this ideal partly
because of his unegoistic love of man, and partly because of his egoistic
concern that the pervasive sight and influence of the degenerating human
being threatens to transform him into a nihilist (83). According to van Boxel,
Nietzsche also seeks to express his own superabundant vitality by creating a
life-promoting counter-ideal that can augment the human species. The limits
of this augmentation, and thus the limits of human “nature,” are unknown in
van Boxel’s telling. Our genealogy “tethers us like a ribbon to our past” and
determines certain aspects of our future possibilities, yet “the future itself is
unknown and unlimited” (95). The human being itself was once an unforeseeable future.
Chapters 5 and 6 of Warspeak, titled “Mind Matters” and “The Warrior’s
Riddle,” illustrate the ways that Nietzsche determines the content of his counter-ideal. This ideal takes a variety of forms as he mixes traits of the highest
human types in his genealogical laboratory. Initially, the counter-ideal takes
the form of the “warrior-philosopher” typified by Schopenhauer. In Nietzsche’s
view, Schopenhauer is ferocious enough to fight the ascetic ideal, yet the type
he represents is not the final form of the counter-ideal because the warriorphilosopher still suffers from various aspects of the asceticism he fights. The
warrior-philosopher nevertheless remains a promising start because, unlike
the disembodied ascetic philosopher, he has aesthetic discernment and appreciation for beauty and can see the world from the perspective of red-blooded
and passionate human life. In fact, the warrior-philosopher’s aesthetic sense is
so strong that he often seeks transcendent (and therefore ascetic) relief from

82

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 1

it, as Schopenhauer did in the metaphysics of Kant (155). He is also prone
to spiritual gravity—a seriousness that verges on disappointment with the
human situation in the world—and he needs solitude and independence to
recover. This temperament disqualifies him from counter-ideal status because
it tempts him to the asceticism he is at war with.
Like a caterpillar evolving step by step into a butterfly, the warrior-philosopher transforms into the “artist-philosopher,” a second but still defective form
of the counter-ideal in Nietzsche’s genealogical laboratory. The “artist-philosopher” is an idealized philosophic Wagner who unifies the physio-psychological
characteristics of the artist and the intellectual, thereby gaining access to the
highest registers of human capacity and vitality (159). This version of the philosophic counter-ideal also turns out to be defective because artists are prone to
becoming mirrors of the ascetic world and (like Wagner) often place themselves
in the service of an ascetic ideal (174–75). Rather than reflecting the already
existing ascetic spiritual world, Nietzsche’s counter-ideal must of necessity be
a creator of new spiritual worlds, a storyteller who can redeem our becoming
world from its ascetic past through a joyful counter-history of the world.
It is for this reason that the “poet-philosopher” is the third and final
form of Nietzsche’s counter-ideal. He is a maker of creative history, a human
being of Homeric abilities with a philosophic warrior’s soul (175). In “Psyche
Airborne,” the seventh and perhaps richest chapter of Warspeak, van Boxel
presents Nietzsche’s counter to the ascetic ideal through an extended treatment of the poet-philosopher type. Unlike the warrior-philosopher, the
poet-philosopher is liberated from the gravity that accompanies the moraltheological prejudice. Unlike the artist-philosopher, he is a storyteller who
creates worlds in the manner of a child at play, affirming the lightness and
joy of human life. His physio-psychology incorporates the highest drives and
capacities of his predecessors and overcomes their drawbacks. His task is to
reorient the “bad conscience” of man so that human physio-psychology is
repulsed by aspirations to the beyond and slander of body and world. He
brings good tidings of a nonmetaphysical future, and the good news that
man is the as yet undetermined animal whose future is ripe with limitless
or almost limitless possibilities for vital enhancement and self-overcoming.
According to van Boxel, the highest purpose of On the Genealogy of
Morals is to pave the way for the poet-philosopher by paving the way for
Nietzsche’s poetic history: Thus Spoke Zarathustra (197). “The content-rich
goal, the historical good,” van Boxel concludes, “is now to embody more
fully the characteristics of the sovereign individual, Zarathustra, or the
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poet-philosopher.” Zarathustra is the counter-ideal to the ascetic ideal and
the “maximum shape of super-abundant vitality” (206). He is that human
being who has so fully realized what a human being can be that he is on
the verge of transcending the capacities, powers, and physio-psychology of
man as we currently know him. He is pregnant with a genealogical leap. If
humanity ever attains the ideal he represents, then Zarathustra too must be
overcome. For Lise van Boxel and her Nietzsche it is only by overcoming what
we are that we become what we are.
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In the preface to his new book on Exodus, Leon Kass begins by recalling his
frustration at attempting to teach the text at the Shalem College in Jerusalem.
Although struck by the privilege of reading the text in Hebrew in a sovereign
Jewish state, Kass admits: “The experience was often frustrating for all of us”
(xiv). Part of the frustration was the result of a language barrier, but another
set of obstacles emerged from Kass’s unique approach to the Bible as a source
of political wisdom: “My primary questions came from political philosophy.
I looked for insights into political founding and people formation, freedom
and order, law and morality, the leader and the led” (xiii). This approach to the
text met with a skepticism rooted in liberalism, on one hand, and a skepticism
rooted in a rejection of liberalism, on the other. The liberal approach is rooted
in a theological-political project at the outset of modernity. The theological
part of the project was to defang the Bible as a source of wisdom or guidance,
and therewith as a serious antagonist to reason or science. The Bible, according to these critics, is not a serious source of wisdom; in fact, it is not even a
coherent text. In the words of Spinoza, the Bible “is faulty, truncated, adulterated, nor consistent with itself,…we have only fragments of it, and finally,…
the transcript of God’s compact that he compacted with the Jews has perished” (Theologico-Political Treatise, chap. 12). Pious readers may wish to sift
through the fragments to discover the intended meaning of the text, but they
will face a host of insurmountable textual and historical obstacles. Indeed, so
extensive is the textual corruption that only biblical scholars well-versed in the
languages and civilizations of the ancient Near East can begin to recover its
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meaning. Among the ruins, all that they can discover are the prejudices and
erroneous beliefs of these ancient, primitive peoples.1
Joining this formidable objection is another line of attack from readers
who concede that the Bible has inspired a coherent political teaching, but
maintain that such a teaching obscures or undermines the harsh realities
necessary for founding a state. As Spinoza remarks, ironically as an article of
faith: “I would absolutely believe that, unless the foundations of their religion
make their spirits effeminate, [the Jews] will someday…erect their imperium
once more” (Theologico-Political Treatise, chap. 3). According to this view,
we need to abandon the Bible’s teaching, especially its slavish attachment to
morality, to create a stable political order. (See also Machiavelli, Discourses,
book 2, preface).
A more general version of this view presents the claims of biblical religion
as mere superstition, that is, the product of fear and hope. Such fundamental passions provide a common basis of experience which, when interpreted
by our imaginations, produces a theology to console and control them. The
price for this theology is that human beings are ever subject to the control of
priests who determine its content. Since there is no basis for verifying such
imaginings independently, there are no limits to the fantastic causal relations
that these theologians project onto nature. The choice between reason and
revelation is no choice at all. To obey revelation is to enslave ourselves to
our passions and to the imaginative interpretations of theologians who are
interested only in maintaining their hold over us. Reason and science, on the
other hand, can provide a full account of nature and our place in it; they can
guide us to live well in a world without illusions. The world discovered by
reason admittedly destroys our hopes in providence, love, and resurrection
along with our profoundest wishes for eternity, but at least we can enjoy the
fruits of security and safety in this world.
Such are the objections waiting to meet Leon Kass’s interpretation of
Exodus in Founding God’s Nation. His efforts to restore revelation as a guide
are sure to be met by a legion of scholars who deny the possibility of finding meaning in scripture and who will see only a defective, mythical history.
Whatever meaning Kass does discover will likewise be rejected as at best a
result of projecting a moral meaning onto the text, and at worst an effort at
The interpretative traditions built on such a text are likewise defective. Even the rare medieval
interpreters who were aware of these issues nonetheless pushed on because the text had already
acquired widespread political importance. So, according to liberal critics, rather than defang the text,
these shrewd theologians saw the opportunity to bolster their own authority.
1
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advancing covertly a political agenda. Nor is Kass likely to find many supporters among Orthodox believers who are already immersed in an authoritative
tradition (cf. 345). As for those struggling to choose between reason and
revelation, it is unclear whether we even have a choice. Contemplating such
difficulties, Kass asks his readers at the end of the introduction to take a deep
breath; he advises us to “adopt the skeptical posture of ‘Let’s wait and see’
instead of the cynical or suspicious posture of ‘What’s the catch?’” (18).
The Naive Reader: Kass’s Hermeneutical Principles
Kass approaches the Bible as a “naive” reader of the text, that is, as if he were
encountering it for the first time as it presents itself, without first turning to
a particular tradition: “I try where possible to picture the events described
as if I were a living witness, seeing them for the first time. I do not assume
that everything done by the people, by the elders, or even by Moses himself
is good and wise or in accord with God’s will or plan” (434). For readers in
the West, the Bible is so well known that it is difficult to see the stories as
they present themselves. That is not to say that Kass ignores the tradition—
the book is replete with hundreds of footnotes and references, but these are
not allowed to dominate or overwhelm the reader’s natural curiosity at the
events described in Exodus. He notes what is odd or surprising, and does
so in the spirit of a student “committed to learning from the account…and
thinking with the account” (452).
At the same time, Kass claims to approach the text as a “philosophical
reader,” a claim which at first appears to be at odds with his claim to be a
naive reader. By invoking philosophy, Kass does not mean to ignore the tension between reason and revelation, nor does he wish to approach the text in
the spirit of Maimonides, “a supremely philosophical reader [who insisted
that] anyone wishing to truly appreciate the Glory of God must take up natural science” (603). Kass’s reading is also philosophical in the sense that he
interprets the Bible mindful of the interpretations offered in the subsequent
history of political philosophy. Some of these are reflections on the nature of a
political founding, while others are glosses on the Bible itself. To see how this
enriches his interpretation, consider the following passage on the moment
that the Israelites are liberated from Egypt and saved from starvation in the
desert by the blessing of manna:
It returns the Israelites to a gathering society, pre-agricultural and
egalitarian, not unlike the bountiful Garden of Eden—before the division of labor, before property, before the emergence of inequality. The
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community can thus be founded not out of organic economic growth,
with households giving rise to village and then cities, attaining economic self-sufficiency (Aristotle); not on conquest of plunder by the
strong or an act of patricide or fratricide (Machiavelli, and the biblical
example of Cain and the Roman example of Romulus); not on a social
contract entered into by fearful individuals who wish to escape from
the war-of-all-against-all (Hobbes), who wish to protect private property (Locke) or who wish to ratify a swindle pulled off by the weaker
rich against the stronger poor (Rousseau)—but through a covenant
based on human dignity, made with the Lord their God by free, equal,
and well-provided-for human beings. (234–35)

By reading the Bible as a significant political teaching, Kass illuminates a
critical yet neglected political dimension of the account and begins making
the case for its compelling wisdom.
Because he wishes to approach the text as a naive reader, albeit one who
also knows the history of political philosophy, he does not begin by proposing
a formal set of hermeneutical guidelines; instead, he allows these principles
to emerge with his reading. Nonetheless, a few general principles of interpretation become evident: the first, borrowed from Leo Strauss, is that “it is
safer to try to understand the low in the light of the high than the high in the
light of the low.”2 This means, in the first place, to avoid interpretations which
reduce noble actions and intentions to base motives such as materialism, crass
economic considerations (e.g., 381), or utilitarianism (e.g., 406). Further, Kass
generally follows the work of Umberto Cassuto, who saw the documentary
hypothesis as an exercise in question begging that presumed the incoherence
of the text and “discovered” a theory to prove it. More generally, interpreting
the low in the light of the high means that we take seriously the aspiration
toward holiness with its concomitant insistence on the distinction between
the sacred and the profane (294–95). To be holy (qedushah in Hebrew) means
primarily to distinguish the divine from the human and the merely natural;
holiness presumes a hierarchal ranking of being. That is not to say that the
Torah ignores the profane; to the contrary: “unlike Machiavelli, [the Torah]
refuses to treat ugly political deeds as if their necessity could whitewash their
ugliness” (549). The text, like nature, is replete with sin and violence so that
justice involves punishment and even harm. Rather than ignore or downplay this inevitability, the text teaches us how to see that such things do not
exhaust our understanding of the world.

2

See Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), 2.

Book Review: Founding God’s Nation: Reading Exodus

89

The other essential element of Kass’s interpretation is the presumption
that reason alone cannot fully explain the Torah. This is not to say that he
eschews reason and embraces superstition. To the contrary, Kass presents the
law as eminently reasonable. Referring to Deuteronomy 4:6, he observes that
the wisdom replete in the law will inspire nonbelievers to admit that “surely
this great nation is a wise and understanding people.” Nonetheless, the
Torah unambiguously outlines the limits of reason so that the “intellectual
desire to learn the truth about the divine” must always fall short (555, citing Exod. 33). “The human mind—even the very best human mind—cannot
comprehend—‘see’—what is indefinable, unlimited, unfathomable, and
incomprehensible” (559; cf. 505). Philosophy cannot see beyond nature, and
thus for example cannot recognize or command grace with its knowledge.
This means that not everything in the text can be grasped by reason, and an
honest, not to say pious, interpreter should concede as much and “be content
to acknowledge our ignorance and declare the matter a mystery. Perhaps it is
fitting that the mysterious Author of these ordinances should conclude with
an injunction that leaves us would-be rationalizers in the dark” (416).3 Kass
allows room for mystery and the limits of our intellect, but it is, as Fr. James
Schall has put it, “a mystery bathed in light and not confusion.”4
Approaching Exodus through Genesis
Kass’s analysis divides naturally into three sections: the dramatic story of
Exodus, the giving of the law, and the building of the tabernacle. The story
of the liberation of the Israelites and their wandering in the desert is well
known, but Kass’s philosophical reading yields fresh insights. His account of
Exodus stands on its own, but the Bible of course does not begin with Exodus.
It is useful therefore to note some of the main points from Kass’s earlier study
of Genesis, The Beginning of Wisdom, where the creation account reveals
that man is “incomplete or indeterminate; what he becomes depends always
(in part) on what he freely chooses to be” (593).5 In the absence of moral
instruction or law, Genesis presents two mutually reinforcing, destructive
proclivities: on one hand, to use reason to dominate and transform nature
and elevate men into gods; on the other, to “surrender human reason and will
This remark is particularly striking in light of the fact that it refers to the dietary laws, which Kass
had described in terms of their rational and human basis in The Hungry Soul (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1994).
3

James Schall, “On the Point of Medieval Political Philosophy,” Perspectives on Political Science 28,
no. 4 (Fall 1999): 189. See also Kass, 505, 514.
4

5

Leon Kass, The Beginning of Wisdom: Reading Genesis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
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to wildness and chaos, not only in the effacing of distinctions and the destroying of life…but also in yielding to our souls’ wildness and voracity in matters
of eating, sex, and sacrifice” (165). The stories in Genesis present a humbling
catalog of human perversity: “wounded pride leading to murder and mayhem;
rebellion against paternal authority leading to patricide; unrestrained sexual
desire leading to licentious behavior, rape, and incest; xenophobia leading to
brutal oppression and chattel slavery; hubristic pride leading to self-worship;
and despair leading to superstition and idol worship” (342–43).
The initial solution to these evils is what Robert Sacks has called “the New
Way,” that is, a life based on divine wisdom and connected first to Noah and
later to Abraham through a covenant and a foundational law (596). The study
of Genesis gives an account of why these universal and familial presentations
of the New Way fall short. The study of Exodus shows how God’s “plan takes
shape on a national plane” (596). In Egypt, Kass notes, the Israelites form
a nation with no laws or customs and only a vague notion of a shared past.
Indeed, the most compelling citizen of their nation, Joseph, is notable for his
complete assimilation into Egyptian political and social life.
The book begins by dramatizing the conflict between the Lord’s way and
the Egyptian way of politics. For Kass, Egypt embodies the perennial political
alternative to Israel, particularly the attempt to master nature and deify man’s
power. “So what, then, is Egypt?…A coherent worldview in which the cosmic
powers appear to be hospitable but are finally indifferent to human life; in
which human beings are orphans lacking special standing or purpose; and in
which, finally, only man—only the strongest man—can be a god (that is, an
awesome benefactor) to men” (139; cf. 145). Pharaoh represents the ultimate
tyrant, who is self-sufficient and immortal (159): “the deep truth of Pharaonic politics: to be Pharaoh means being certain of your own wisdom, means
being indifferent to your own people’s dignity and well-being, and ultimately
to their very existence. Adhering to his own wisdom, and seeking ultimate
control—and immortality—for himself, the resolute and self-sufficing Pharaoh is in fact an angel of death” (147). The dramatic and prolonged attack on
this way of life is achieved with a relentless set of plagues that remind us of
our limits, weaknesses, and vulnerabilities (cf. 155–56).
The source of the pharaoh’s claim to wisdom is a hidden knowledge
of nature, which allows his magicians to turn one thing into another. The
boundaries and distinctions of the natural world can be altered and overcome. In their place, the ultimate tyrant can impose his own order on things.
But the power to manipulate nature is not accompanied by the wisdom to
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improve it. Instead, as the technological mastery of nature increases, the
order of things becomes confused and humanity’s well-being declines. Moreover, “as the plague episodes showed, the sorcerers’ secret arts were limited,
and they could not reverse the changes they had made. Their practices led not
to a superior order but to greater disorder, pathologically superabundant yet
unsupportive of life. Their attempt at re-creation proved to be anti-creation,
restorative of the primordial chaos” (384). The desire to overcome nature
unwittingly allows for the dehumanization and degradation of humanity.
The Law
The center of Kass’s account is the giving of the law. Schooled in political
oppression and suffering, the Israelites are prepared for an alternative to slavery even while in Egypt. But their true transformation comes with the giving
of the Law at Mount Sinai (cf. 392). Kass emphasizes the gulf between the
law and philosophy. The law implies a rational order to the world, but obedience to the law does not require rational consent. It is, in Kass’s memorable
phrase, “logos with teeth,” that is, divine speech backed by the threat of punishment (597). The law is embedded in a story and a historical experience so
that its meaning is readily perceived by the nation: “the political instruction
of this collection of ex-slaves requires something more personal and experiential. The explicit reason the Lord gives for treating strangers [for example]
decently appeals not to theology and the Creation but to historical memory
and sympathetic identification: you know what it was like to be a despised
and oppressed stranger in a strange land; remember it, for God’s sake, and do
not impose such a fate on others” (391).
The advantages of the law also are made clear in Exodus. For one thing,
the law is comprehensive and covers all areas of life in great detail with specific instructions on living a flourishing and good life (283). As a divine law,
its authority does not rest on the authority of a ruler, or the wisdom of a
philosopher-king; “This is not the Platonic model of the rule of the good and
wise man, who understands justice from a god’s eye view” (273). “The proper
way is not rule of man but rule of law—not just any law, but divinely ordained
law—equally applicable to the leaders and led alike and administered by
human beings for the benefit of all members of the community. Only this
approach can hope to bring justice and civil peace” (274–75; see also 336–37).
The law rules the public order, and because it is reasonable, it allows
rational individuals to consider and investigate its goodness. As in Islamic
medieval political philosophy, this allows us a measure of freedom, if not
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a science of the law, to speculate on the goodness of law. Such speculation
is a lost art in modern political thought and Kass performs a great service
by helping us to rediscover it. His treatment of the Ten Commandments,
which he presents as the preamble to the law “embodying the core principles
of the Israelite way of life,” is particularly illustrative (306). He interprets the
beginning of the Decalogue, “I am the Lord your God,” in political rather
than theological terms, to identify God in terms of liberation from slavery
(cf. 347). The (subsequently stated) corollary of this declaration is negative,
discouraging the worship of other gods and the fashioning of images and
idols. The law advances our knowledge of God through the commands to be
righteous and holy rather than through theological discussion.
Kass focuses on two commandments in particular, the keeping holy of
the Sabbath and the honor due to parents. The Sabbath commemorates the
creation by God, and our unique place in it. It partially restores our original
state in the Garden of Eden, which was destroyed by “the human attempt
to become like gods and know good and bad, undertaken in an act of disobedience. According to that account, our prideful human penchant for
independence, self-sufficiency, and the rule of autonomous reason led us into
a life that, ironically, turned out to be nasty, brutish, and short” (320). To
observe the Sabbath day is to appreciate God’s blessings to man. The law is
a response to the ineffectual efforts of man to create a lasting foundation for
human freedom and dignity. “Where men do not acknowledge the bountiful
and blessed character of the world, as well as the special relationship of all
human beings to the source of that world, they will lapse into worship either
of powerful but indifferent natural forces or of clever but amoral human masters” (321). Like the law against coveting, the Sabbath is an attempt to “direct
the soul away from its natural preoccupation with and desire for material
things and to direct it toward the shareable goods of ‘knowledge of the Lord
and what he requires of us, participation in His grace and the bounty of creation, and the opportunity to live a life of blessing and holiness, despite our
frailty and penchant for error and iniquity’” (409).
As for the commandment to honor one’s father and mother, Kass argues
that the intent is to elevate the status of the monogamous family, whether
the parents are worthy of such honor or not. That parents rather than heroes
or rulers should be accorded honor is done to elevate them. But, Kass notes,
children are not commanded to obey or love their parents in order to prevent
parental authority from becoming tyrannical. Still, the open-ended nature of
honor forces us “to be ever attentive” to what honoring might require (323).
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Taken together, the Sabbath and the honoring of parents provide a curriculum and perpetual set of teachers to rear the next generation. By establishing a
reverential distance between parents and children, the Ten Commandments
deal directly with potential catastrophes, such as incest and patricide, which
threaten the family. The Sabbath in turn checks our desire for mastery over
nature and the pride that attends it. In its place, it teaches gratitude toward
something higher and nobler (cf. 328).
The ordinances that follow the Decalogue establish the fundamental
principles of the biblical view, including concern for the socially vulnerable
(such as the widow and the orphan), the demotion of honor as a motive for
violence, and the emphasis on equality: “the law teaches us how to rank and
prioritize the human goods it is striving to protect and promote: first human
freedom; then, human life and respect for parents; then, bodily wholeness—
suffused throughout with a concern for everyone’s dignity, including respect
for the life and limb of servant and slave and special care for pregnant women
and their unborn children, and informed by a desire to promote civil peace”
(366). Kass’s careful attention to the details of the law gradually exposes an
account of our place in the world and our relation to God. The realization
that we are superior to other creatures because we are inferior to God is the
basis of our humanity and our humane treatment of others: “the superior dignity of the human, in relation to the Lord, becomes the basis of humane and
respectful treatment of the animals in our midst—just as the same relation
to the Lord is the basis for humane and respectful treatment of the stranger
living among us” (411).
The Tabernacle
The law, however, is not the last word either of Exodus or of Kass’s account.
The third and final section of the book is devoted to what might first appear
as an afterthought, namely, the detailed instructions on the building of a
sanctuary for the Lord. This impression hides what is, according to Kass,
the culmination of the narrative and completion of the law. The law resolves
our most pressing political and moral issues, but offers “virtually no positive
instruction about approaching and worshipping the divine” (453). Obedience
to the law alone cannot satisfy our deepest needs and highest aspirations,
that is, our spiritual or intellectual quest to know God. This exposes the fact
that politics cannot be the highest science: “something is missing [in the
Law], an answer to the longings of human beings to be in touch with what is
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highest and best.…Once they have experienced His power and beneficence,
the people seek communion with the Lord” (597).
The price for ignoring these aspirations will become clear enough in the
story of the golden calf. While Moses is on top of Mount Sinai communing with God for forty days, the people are below renouncing the covenant
in an act of mass idolatry (532). For Kass, this enormous disparity suggests
a defect in Moses’s leadership insofar as the people seem to have mistaken
him for a sort of God: “the law is one thing, personally ruling the people is
another. The people have demonstrated their inability to live under the law in
the absence of a visible leader” (543). The rebellion against Moses and the law
also shows the chaos that can ensue when people’s aspirations for the divine
are frustrated. Simply put, political authority and law are no substitute for
divine authority. The quest for the divine takes place with a freedom that is
necessary and potentially disastrous. “God’s purpose,” according to Exodus,
is “to make Himself known by His human creatures and to be known in the
right way—not only as a mighty power or a wise lawgiver but also as a ‘Presence’” (502).
There must be some place for a meeting between God and man so that
man can acknowledge and give thanks to God and seek forgiveness for sin.
At the same time, God “‘needs’ for human beings to recognize His presence
in order to be Himself fully present in His world” (500). The Tabernacle is
meant to be that place of communion. It must therefore be a joint project:
God provides the instructions, but man builds a place where God can dwell
in the world with man. The Hebrew word for Tabernacle, Kass points out, is
mishkan (dwelling). It is not a house where God lives but a place where man
can acknowledge his dependence on God and come to know him (461). As
a sanctuary, it answers our longings for the divine even as it educates and
elevates them (527). A flourishing political order points to an end beyond
politics, beyond safety and security.
Conclusion
These observations cannot do justice to the breadth and depth of Kass’s analysis in Founding God’s Nation. In his earlier study of Genesis, Kass observed:
We of the Western tradition have the blessing and the curse of ﬁnding
ourselves heir to two quite different ways of life and hence to two quite
different ways of thought. Although they sit uneasily together, the
struggle between them has formed much of the life behind the growth
of both our daily language and of our highest contemplations. They
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are, then, the foundation of both our deepest insights and our deepest prejudices. As such they have given rise to that particular horizon
within which we live, and beyond which we constantly strive to peer.6

Modern political philosophy has largely lost sight of Jerusalem and more
generally of the challenge that revelation poses to reason. As a result, it never
grasps the full scope of (and limits of) reason—it fails to understand human
rationality in light of the higher, divine intellect. We can be grateful to Kass
for helping us to see both Jerusalem and its philosophical alternatives in their
full profundity and depth.
6

Ibid., xi.
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David Bolotin’s translation of De anima is magnificent.
Bolotin provides, I believe, what Aristotle himself had in mind to provide
with his Peri psuchēs (De anima, or On Soul—as Bolotin translates, rightly
doing away with the traditional but incorrect English “the” before “soul”):
a way toward soul and world that facilitates the potential journey without
removing the reader’s necessary (and necessarily intense) labor and reflection; while removing—or perhaps better, shining light on—the stumbling
blocks that lend themselves toward blocking that way. He uses, predominantly, Wilhelm Biehl’s 1884 edition of the Greek text (revised slightly by
Otto Apelt),1 while also consistently consulting Paul Siwek’s 1965 edition
as well as the 1966 Budé edition of Antonio Jannone. While trusting Biehl’s
editorship more than any other editor (viii), Bolotin clearly assumes the
responsibility of painstakingly editing his own “edition” of the Greek to
translate, closely examining every available manuscript variation for particular passages, justifying his choice—and this especially in the rare instances
where he feels compelled to emend—and providing equally careful translation, in footnotes, of the texts from which he departs as he does of the texts
he accepts. I know of no other translators of De anima (or more generally)
so consummately humble before the texts they have, and before the work
of those predecessors with whom they might disagree. Bolotin’s translation
Aristoteles Über die Seele, trans. W. Theiler (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1995); Greek edition
originally published in 1884 as Aristotelis De anima libri III, ed. W. Biehl (Leipzig: Teubner), revised
slightly by Otto Apelt in 1896.
1

© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.

98

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 1

is obviously not directly of Biehl’s edition—Bolotin thoughtfully disagrees
with what Biehl accepts from the manuscript tradition on many points, and
in particular with emendations that Biehl makes that he feels are unnecessary—yet Bolotin nevertheless provides his reader with a virtually complete
translation of Biehl’s Greek text by which to compare his own philological
decisions. This is remarkable.2
My review of Bolotin’s translation is, I should note, unconscionably
tardy—I had intended to complete it over a year ago. I blame Bolotin. His
extraordinary translation—and his utterly meticulous examination of the
differing readings of the extant texts of De anima from the manuscripts
(every footnote should be read with great care, and rewards it), compelled me
to comprehensively reexamine what I had thought I understood of Aristotle’s
examination of soul.
That reexamination, or self-reflection, led me to reconsider elements of
Aristotle’s teaching that I had not experienced before. I have long considered—
and still consider—Joe Sachs’s translation of De anima to be an exceptional
English translation of Aristotle’s book. Sachs’s devotion to precision in trying
to corner the ultimate literal meaning of Aristotle’s terms—many of them
extremely difficult to translate—struck me as essential. And I am still grateful and deeply impressed by his efforts. For entelecheia, a crucial Aristotelian
neologism, Sachs translates “being-at-work-staying-itself,” for example. That
is pretty exact. I might substitute “being-at-work-completing-itself,” but I am
pretty impressed with Sachs’s formulation.
So what could be better?
This is what my reconsideration of De anima, with the help of Bolotin’s
translation, has led me to understand, or perhaps better, to begin to understand: we may profit more by slowly and arduously struggling with necessary
ambiguity than by having a final meaning (even if accurate) spelled out for us
at the outset. And this especially with respect to soul. In De anima, as in all of
his works, Aristotle is a teacher in the true sense of the word: he teaches not
in order to teach, but in order to provide a possiblity for his students to learn.
(For those new to classical thought, there are many things, and these the most
important things, that cannot be “taught” simply, but that can nevertheless
Ultimately, there is only one thing I would fervently have desired to see in Bolotin’s On Soul that is
not there: facing Greek text for the almost critical edition Bolotin has implicitly but clearly compiled of
De anima, corresponding to his extraordinary translation. For Bolotin’s meticulous accomplishment
as translator of Aristotle’s On Soul is clearly preceded by his diligence, acuity, and constant reflective
consideration as editor of the Greek manuscripts. I for one, would be grateful for his Greek edition.
2
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be learned with the right teacher—and pupil.) Bolotin’s translation captures
this in a breathtaking way: having himself been a teacher at one of the last
and greatest true teaching colleges in America (St. John’s) for decades, he has
crafted a literal translation of De anima with which students of that work
may learn by reading it carefully and carefully considering it. His translation
is demanding—but Aristotle’s book is demanding. And spoon-fed De anima
is De mundo.
How does Bolotin translate Aristotle’s subtle neologism, entelecheia?
“Completion.” Too complete, I initially thought—but reflection on Bolotin’s
translation let me consider the potential duration of completion (e.g., “during
the completion of her investigation”). And also potentially the endurance of
the actualization of completion. And so on. The English word does not suddenly “complete” or match the Greek—it rather does in English what Aristotle’s
Greek word does in Greek—it opens the possibilities of its various meanings,
once and if understood. Likewise Aristotle’s subtle neologism energeia, which
Bolotin consistently translates as “actuality” or another form of “actual” (and
likewise reserves these words only for energeia). This translation allows, as
Aristotle’s Greek allows, that there must be a potential seamlessness between
completion and actuality. It might also lead a serious and reflective reader
to consider what is meant, in general, by the English word “actuality,” for
example—that is, what we typically gloss over in speech and mind and heart
with this word. The benefits of literal and consistent translation are not confined to a one-way “best English” (or any other language) term for a Greek
(or any other language’s) term: Bolotin’s translation lets his English readers
reconsider their own language in addition to offering accurate substitute
terms for Aristotle’s. Aristotle’s extreme economy in neologizing—adding
the two-letter preposition en- in this case, and in the case of entelecheia, to a
very common Greek word—suggests that he thought the common words he
neologized might be beneficially reconsidered with respect to their common
uses, and bespeaks, perhaps, an awareness that completely departing from
common usage may lose as much or more in meaningfulness as it might gain
thereby in precision. As Matthew Linck insightfully draws our attention to
in his Wakefulness and World, “Aristotle would have us pay attention to the
fact that we have such restrictions on meaningful speech.”3 Perhaps Aristotle
privileged the possible dispositional impact of such a procedure on his reader
over the epistemological clarity that might be afforded by a more radical
Matthew Linck, Wakefulness and World: An Invitation to Philosophy (Philadelphia: Paul Dry
Books, 2019), 69.
3
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neologism that would have left common usage behind (if participation in soul
turns out to be a more accurate potential or actual experience—and therefore
description—than having one’s own separate soul, for example). Whether
such a speculation is correct or not, the (to repeat) extreme economy of Aristotle’s neologisms is evident to any reader of the Greek manuscripts that have
come down to us: the mere fact of an Aristotelian neologism in the Greek
does not authorize just any English neologism whatsoever as a proper or fitting translation. “Actuality” as a translation of energeia is a word that may be
meaningfully reconsidered by a careful and thoughtful reader of an English
translation of De anima, within the specific contexts that Aristotle discusses
it. “Being-at-work,” while accurate, does not provide the same actual or active
opportunity. And as Bolotin insightfully notes, “Aristotle often uses the word
energeia without emphasis on activity, but rather to mean something like
‘actuality’ or ‘reality’ as opposed to mere potentiality (i.e. being actually what
something is capable of being)” (5n7). An English reader prompted to reflect
that by even the ordinary use of “actuality” he or she must necessarily mean
particular potential actualized in a particular and ongoing way may, by that
reflection alone, have taken a step along the difficult path of understanding
Aristotle’s understanding of soul. It is obviously true that translation as such
is necessarily imperfect and even dubious (tradutorre, traditore). There is no
“method” available to rectify the problematic nature of translation as such.
But at its best, literal translation can provoke a mutually beneficial conversation between (and about) specific languages, and Bolotin’s translation of De
anima is literal translation at its best.
In keeping with this, Bolotin’s translation preserves ambiguity where
Aristotle does not settle ambiguity: in particular with touch, perception,
connection of soul, and so forth; that is, all interactions with world that soul
might experience. The Greek words, on their own, for such potential or actual
interactions involve permanent ambiguity concerning actual experience and
inherent potential. For example, at 430a17, an English (and in fact, a Greek)
reader might be sorely tempted to resolve the ambiguity as to whether Aristotle suggests that the “making” intellect (nous) is separate, or separable in its
being “when it is in actuality” (119–20). Aristotle’s chōristos could be interpreted either way (William of Moerbeke translates separabilis [separable],
and the impact thereof on Thomas Aquinas’s interpretation of the De anima
is notable). Bolotin does not presume to interpret where he is not compelled
to in his translation: at the expense of a certain awkwardness, and the gain
of very important accuracy, he simply translates “separable/separate” (119).
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The reader of Bolotin’s translation is therefore in for a difficult but
rewarding treat. Rather than slowly narrowing the possible interpretations of
ambiguous terms and phrases toward some particular interpretation, Bolotin
lets the slow accumulation of Aristotle’s own ambiguities fall upon his reader,
such that the responsibility for wrestling with them comes to light as the
reader’s task. Nor does Bolotin’s translation present this task as one of deciding or deciphering once and for all the “true” meaning of Aristotle’s On Soul.
Rather the task is presented, as Aristotle presented it, with great care, as one
of continual rumination and self-rumination on soul.
So also with difficulties, with which the text of De anima that has come
down to us presents many. Bolotin is extremely reserved in emending the
text merely because it presents difficulties. He favors discussing the difficulties in detail (again, I strongly urge readers to attend to every word of every
footnote in On Soul) rather than heedlessly changing the Greek; and the difficulties themselves, as Bolotin brings to light, are fruitful to consider, to think
through, and in some cases to remain with. It is not clear that soul itself is
without difficulty or contradiction.
For Aristotle, the study of the nature of soul is first philosophy: the question of knowing how we might know anything, and why, precedes particular
knowledge in dignity, but is subsequent to the particular desire to know in
time. What is the thing that wants to know, and how is it capable of knowing—if indeed it is? In the absence of a comprehensive answer to these
questions, no particular knowledge may be held to be firm. Aristotle calls
the desired knowledge of soul eidēsis (402a1)—a word that, as Seth Benardete
points out, is used here, once, by Aristotle, and nowhere else in his extant
work.4 Is there a single “science” of soul? Certainly we cannot—and Aristotle
does not—presume so.
Aristotle calls the thing that wants and has a possible capacity to know
“soul” (psuchē). He does not assume that he—or anyone—is “thinking” nor
that such an assumption would prove that one is. His only assumption is
the wonder he experiences at the manifest desire to know that prompts his
investigation. He is astonishingly rigorous in his refusal to build any conclusion into his premise. For “modern” readers in the Western tradition, taught
to casually believe that the Cartesian formula cogito ergo sum represents an
ultimate rigor in this respect, Aristotle’s investigation of soul is difficult to
approach, and seems by turns bizarre, naive, perhaps useless.
4

Seth Benardete, “Aristotle, De anima III.3–5,” Review of Metaphysics 28, no. 4 (June 1975): 611.
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It is not.
If we assume that knowledge of soul, in this respect, takes precedence
over all questions of particular knowledge, then we are in a position to seriously consider Aristotle’s considerations of soul. Bolotin’s translation of De
anima is indispensable for the English-speaking reader in this respect. It is
faithful, it describes the struggles of translation with penetrating insight, it is
humble in the face of a text that has few equals in its profound reflection on
what remains among the highest of human questions: “What is soul?” And it
is as consistent as can be reasonably achieved in translating each Greek word
as a single English word (hulē, for example, is always “material,” reflecting
Aristotle’s consistent use of the word in On Soul rather than the variability in
broader Greek usage, and the variability in Aristotle’s own usage elsewhere
[including 416b1–3, where one of Aristotle’s little puns draws our attention
to the original meaning, “wood,” but the context requires “material”]), drawing attention to and explaining the inevitable practical deviations from that
crucial principle.
David Bolotin’s On Soul is, frankly, a masterpiece. With the possible
exception of William of Moerbeke’s thirteenth-century Latin translation, it
is the finest translation of Aristotle’s De anima that I have ever read, in any
language, and the most true to the text that has come down to us.
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The subtitle of this book alludes to Ernst Cassirer’s Das Problem Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1932). Mendham’s substitution of Rousseau’s given name for his
surname is an indication that, unlike Cassirer, Mendham sees our understanding of Rousseau’s thought as dependent on our understanding of the
man. Why should this be true? Is there a René, Immanuel, or Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich problem? The issue arises in the case of Rousseau in part because he
made it one by writing so much about himself. Moreover, we have access to
an immense amount of information about Rousseau from his correspondence
(over two thousand letters) and other sources. Even more significant than this
wealth of information is the fact that Rousseau insisted that genuine philosophy must be connected with a way of life—it is not found simply in books. In
this respect the Jean-Jacques problem is akin to the Socrates problem.
Mendham presents his book as a “preamble” (159) for a consideration
of this deeper question. As a preparation, it is part biography and part treatment of Rousseau’s thought. Mendham is a pioneer in drawing extensively
on Rousseau’s correspondence in order to clarify his teachings. He usually
addresses Rousseau’s thought, however, through the lens of disputes in scholarly literature. As he says, he places the interpretations of Rousseau “in boxes
of [his] own design” (157). He presents several of these boxes, but the two primary ones are the “Flawed Moralist” and the “Veiled Antinomian.” He does
not exempt himself from such labels, calling his own position the “inversion
of priorities” (18 and 157). This is not to say that he fails to address Rousseau
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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directly. In fact, he covers several of the major works as well as the correspondence. Nevertheless, his discussions sometimes read like a literature review
in which he triangulates among competing schools of thought. In doing this,
Mendham generally avoids reducing the views he opposes to straw men. He
treats them fairly, if occasionally roughly.
Naturally enough, Mendham’s “inversion of priorities” attempts to combine the strengths while avoiding the weakness of the rival approaches. On
one hand, the “Flawed Moralist” approach captures Rousseau’s highest aspiration as a champion of virtue, but fails to grasp “the subversive elements of
the teachings on natural goodness that run throughout his corpus” (156).
On the other hand, the “Veiled Antinomian” approach gives the subversive
elements a central place, but does so at the expense of what Mendham insists
is highest in Rousseau—his commitment to virtue that flagged only late in
his life after he was worn down by many travails, some of which were selfinduced. In short, Mendham argues that Rousseau’s most important writings
(works such as the two Discourses, Social Contract, and Emile) gave priority
to virtue over goodness, but that his final, autobiographical, works inverted
this priority. To demonstrate this inversion is the point of the biography of
Rousseau that forms the bulk of the book.
Everything begins with the famous “illumination” on the road to Vincennes in 1750. This led to a period from 1751 to 1764 in which Rousseau
wrote and defended his major works. During this period, he undertook a
personal moral reform in which he sincerely repented for his misdeeds,
including having his children deposited at a foundling hospital. Mendham
gives the most detailed and thoughtful account of this yet to appear. Because
his account of Rousseau’s motives relies heavily on the correspondence one
might expect more reflection on how candidly Rousseau would have discussed the matter with different addressees. In Mendham’s view, Rousseau
attained a sort of peak during this period in which, at considerable risk to
himself, he engaged in acts of virtuous citizenship either from a distance or
by engaging more directly in Genevan politics. Things began to unravel as
a result of Rousseau’s expulsion from France in 1762, culminating with his
reaction to the appearance of The Sentiment of the Citizens (1764), a pamphlet
published anonymously by Voltaire, in which the fate of Rousseau’s children
was revealed, along with numerous other attacks false or half true. Something of the tone of this pamphlet is indicated by the fact that the celebrated
Voltaire scholar Theodore Besterman steadfastly denied, in the face of a
wealth of evidence, that Voltaire was capable of throwing such a low blow.
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Rousseau’s time in England (1766–67) completed his demoralization and left
him with only a “truncated” sense of personal duty that left no room for civic
activism (127).
In Mendham’s view, the writings of the final period of Rousseau’s life
“have done much to secure Rousseau’s reputation for literary brilliance but at
significant cost to ideas of his character, and perhaps even to understanding
the original spirit of his philosophical project” (145). This original project was
“an unusually ambitious philosophical life, understood in terms of virtue,
citizenship, and benefit to humanity” (159). Prior to his decline, Mendham’s
Rousseau is very close to the Stoics (85). In the end, Mendham seems to find
that the project—good in itself—was unsustainable for Jean-Jacques. This is
what accounts for claims of Rousseau’s hypocrisy, although it should be said
that Mendham describes Rousseau’s presumed failings as tragic rather than
ridiculous or grotesque.
In sum, Mendham’s periodization of Rousseau’s career is connected
with an interpretation of his thought that finds substantial inconsistency
from period to period: an ascent followed by decline. Others have understood these periods differently. For example, Victor Goldschmidt argued for
a fundamental consistency even while Rousseau was compelled to react in
different ways to the reception of his works.1 Rousseau’s attack on the sciences and the arts in the First Discourse was met by dismissive claims that
it was invalidated by Rousseau’s own evident devotion to the sciences and
arts. Rousseau responded with a sharp personal rupture from the milieu he
was attacking, even as his attacks upon it intensified. At this point, disputes
over his work became something other than polite intellectual exchanges. In
the end, governments burned his books and issued warrants for his arrest
while intellectuals vied in their attempts to ruin his reputation. Rousseau
responded to this escalation by defending himself in personal terms in order
to save his doctrine. In sum, differences in tone and focus do not prove a
change in position.
Mendham addresses numerous important issues within Rousseau’s
thought and always does so in a measured way. The strengths and limits of
his approach can be seen with a glance at two of these issues. First, Mendham
argues that his approach can settle the question whether Rousseau was conservative or revolutionary. There was a time, particularly in Anglo-American
Victor Goldschmidt, “Le problème de la civilization chez Rousseau,” in Écrits, vol. 2 (Paris: Vrin,
1984), 82–84,
1
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scholarship, when Rousseau was regarded as responsible for virtually every
revolutionary movement after 1776. More recently, numerous scholars have
argued that Rousseau adamantly opposed revolution, although Mendham
may exaggerate when he says that now this is “the prevailing scholarly view”
(89). Mendham shows that, at least for a significant period, Rousseau was
very open to revolutionary action in Geneva, even if he remained pessimistic
about its prospects for success. Mendham suggests that Rousseau’s position is,
in fact, akin to Locke’s. This is a point worth developing and helps to explain
how Rousseau can present himself as conservative even while supporting
popular risings against governments. Both Rousseau and Locke argue that it
is a chain of abuses by governments that can produce a revolutionary situation. In effect, it is the government that revolts against society and the people
who act to restore the government to its proper place. Those who appear to be
revolutionaries are the genuine conservatives.
For Mendham the central issue of Rousseau’s thought is the relative status
of virtue and goodness. While insisting that the “Flawed Moralist” approach
too easily resolves the issue in the direction of virtue, he is more sympathetic
to this position than to the other side. He does, however, misrepresent the
alternative. Those who take what Mendham calls a “Veiled Antinomian”
approach do not all attribute Rousseau’s frequent exhortations to virtue as
a pretense undertaken merely “to avoid persecution or promote social utility” (47). Rousseau discusses several types of virtue, each of which requires a
certain strength of soul. When Rousseau says that the fifteen-year-old Emile
has all of virtue “that relates to himself,” he specifies that he is “laborious,
temperate, patient, firm, and full of courage” rather than that he is just or
moral.2 Such virtues support Emile’s goodness without making him either
good or harmful to other people. When, in the Second Discourse, Rousseau
says that the “social virtues” such as generosity, clemency, and humanity flow
from pity, he is also talking about a sort of virtue compatible with natural
goodness.3 Hence, when Mendham cites Rousseau’s simplicity and affability
as evidence of his commitment to virtue (66) he has not clinched the case
for the primacy of virtue over goodness. In sum, giving priority to goodness
does not require dismissing virtue altogether. In addition to these sorts of
virtue, of course, is the sterner virtue of a Cato or Regulus. Rousseau certainly ranks the freedom, strength, and independence of such virtue over
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, or On Education, trans. Allan Bloom, in Collected Writings of Rousseau, ed. Roger D. Masters and Christopher Kelly, vol. 13 (Hanover, NH: University Press of New
England, 2010), 359.
2
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Second Discourse, in Collected Writings, 3:37.
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the slavish dependency and weakness of vice characteristic of all too many
people. Throughout his career, and not merely at the end, however, Rousseau insists that the ultimate case for such a self-denying virtue depends on
a reward in the afterlife. Mendham fails to address how this religious issue
affects the case for goodness which does not require such a support.
An additional problem in Mendham’s picture is his depreciation of
Rousseau’s praise of idleness in his later works. Mendham argues that this
represents an abandonment of both “intellectual duties” and duties toward
others (140). As mentioned above, Mendham insists that Rousseau’s philosophic project involved combining these different types of duties and, indeed,
others. He claims that the late praise of idleness allows for neither of these
sets of virtues. It is, however, not clear that Rousseau’s conception of his philosophic activity involved “intellectual duties.” Furthermore, idleness covers
a range of things from lazy dreaminess to intense activity that is not imposed
from outside. Rousseau never ceased to argue that idleness is questionable for
a good citizen, but he also never failed to claim that idleness was characteristic of philosophers. Mendham’s characterization of Rousseau’s philosophic
project looks like an attempt to combine all good things into one.
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Since the early 1990s, Carlo Altini has been determinedly and continuously
contributing to the scholarship on Leo Strauss. With more than thirty articles published in Italian and international journals, five edited volumes, and
three books, Altini is perhaps the most prolific Strauss scholar in the Western world today. His latest work, Una filosofia in esilio: Vita e pensiero di Leo
Strauss (A philosophy in exile: Life and thought of Leo Strauss), published
by Carocci (Rome), appears to be the apex of his career. This book, an intellectual biography, commands our undivided attention from the title alone.
The notion of “exile” and “emigration” are meant to capture both aspects
of Leo Strauss’s life: his biography as well as his philosophical activity. On one
hand, Altini tells us the story of Strauss’s many “emigrations,” retracing his
steps through Europe and his arrival in the United States. The very structure
of the book reflects those travels and stays, since the eight chapters are named
after cities (Marburg and Freiburg; Berlin; Paris; London and Cambridge;
New York; Chicago, which occupies two chapters; Claremont and Annapolis). On the other hand, the same notion is explored on a different level. As
Altini tells us in the introduction, according to a metaphorical understanding of the term, exile “is a spiritual and existential category” that describes
Strauss’s condition as a philosopher. Thus, Altini reads Berlin, Athens, and
Jerusalem as metaphorical places that stand for modernity, philosophy, and
Judaism, respectively. But he immediately observes that “Strauss cannot find
a home even in Athens.…The classical philosophic life, besides being intrinsically impossible in modernity, represents in itself a kind of existence on the
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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border of solitude, on the threshold of the city. According to his nature, the
philosopher is a stranger at home” (12).
Altini is particularly capable in his narration of the life of the German
thinker, and his prose is vivid and elegant, balancing nicely the fullness of
the details and the pace of the narrative. He makes much of the published
correspondence with individuals such as Jacob Klein, Karl Löwith, Gershom
Scholem, Gerhard Krüger, Eric Voegelin, Willmoore Kendall, and HansGeorg Gadamer, and concentrates particularly on Strauss’s temper. Far from
being the calculating mastermind of a neoconservative cabal, the human
dimension of the German philosopher here appears in all its frailty. Altini
often lingers on Strauss’s “difficult temperament: reserved and convoluted,
shy and touchy, suspicious and clumsy, fussy and obsessive, often rough and
aggressive in debates, haughty in criticism and academic relations” (15). He
is also quite insistent in stressing Strauss’s feeling of painful existential isolation in almost all the contexts where he happened to work, and his perpetual
uneasiness with the American way of life and spiritual climate (cf. 157ff.,
169–170, 217ff.). (One wonders whether the unpublished correspondence
between Strauss and his student and later close friend Seth Benardete might
have helped to balance this assessment.)
In the first chapter, the author brilliantly shows the rather clumsy character of the young Strauss’s Zionist engagement and the utterly impolitic
and unpolitical mold of those “militant” musings (cf. 34–47). In this context, a major turn in Strauss’s intellectual development emerges very clearly,
namely, the early movement from a perspective that combines philosophical
conservatism and political radicalism to one which combines philosophical radicalism and political conservatism, a position that from 1923 onward
would characterize Strauss’s whole career (cf. 38). The dichotomy between
action and thought is perhaps the most important dichotomy in Strauss’s
biography and thought as a whole, an idiosyncratic feature that Altini tends
to detect everywhere. The general picture offered by his reconstruction gives
us insight into this strange mixture of political and theological interests
without actual practical engagement, and a peculiar discontinuity between
biographical misfortune and philosophical joy. For example, it is very striking (and almost moving) to note that during the first half of the 1940s, one of
the most productive and exciting periods of his intellectual career (one need
only recall two of his most radical essays, “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari”
and “Farabi’s Plato”), Strauss endured perhaps the most painful losses in his
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life: the deaths of his sister Bettina and of his father (1942) and the death of
his brother-in-law Paul Kraus (1944) (cf. 161–62).
But there is more to Strauss’s “oddity.” Paradoxically as it may seem for a
political philosopher, for his whole life Strauss was unable to evaluate real-life
politics wisely. Altini recalls, and underwrites, Hannah Arendt’s well-known
criticism raised against the young Strauss, “who did not realize the danger
represented by Hitler” (236). Even though this might be filed as a mistake
due to Strauss’s youthful and idealized conception of political conservatism,
according to Altini such a limited understanding of politics appears to be one
of the typical traits of the German thinker. When in the early 1940s Strauss
discussed the nature of German nihilism, a similar problem emerged, this
time not on the political level, but on the philosophical. Strauss seemed,
in fact, to sympathize with the theoretical criticism advanced by radical
thinkers such as Heidegger, Schmitt, Spengler, and Jünger, even though he
could not accept their practical projects. According to Altini, it is clear that,
not unlike those reactionary authors, Strauss rejected modern philosophy
root and branch. The problem is: How could he possibly reject the modern
philosophical principles without rejecting, at the same time, the modern democratic and liberal political institutions? The problem is not a minor one at all,
and by noting this we move to the more speculative side of Altini’s account.
Indeed, “unless the recovery of premodern rationalism also implies the
recovery of premodern society—something impossible, as much as undesirable—, then the solution to the political problem of modernity must be found
precisely on the philosophical-political level, and not exclusively on a theoretical level” (177). Altini is well aware that Strauss’s project aims, in the first
place, to recover a Platonic framework of thought, and not any sort of premodern institutions. The practical solution to contemporary problems is up to us;
the ancients cannot offer any ready-made political recipe because our world is
almost completely different. But this situation appears nonetheless unsatisfactory, at least according to Altini. He lists, already at the outset of his work,
what appear to be some major issues in Strauss’s thinking. Apart from the
already mentioned “inability to read concrete political frameworks,” Altini
notes the excessive vagueness of “the category of ‘historicism,’ too indefinite
and imprecise to be really effective.” But even more important for our purposes is the absence of any “reference to political economy,” a gap that, in fact,
makes utterly abstract any attempt at an effective elaboration of a political
proposal that is not merely “limited to a moderate conservatism” (18; cf. 36ff.).
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When it comes to Strauss’s main teaching, the recovery of classic political
philosophy, or classic natural right, Altini seems again to be a little discontented. He laments that the “appeal to classical Greek philosophy, which is
actually an appeal to the Socratic-Platonic-Aristotelian tradition, is often
indefinite, while we know that Epicurean, Stoic and Skeptical traditions also
had great importance in ancient philosophy” (18). This might be due to the
fact that, as Altini himself observes, some of Strauss’s most iconic efforts
(namely, Natural Right and History and What Is Political Philosophy?) have a
rather doctrinal character, aiming more to contribute to the North American
philosophic-political debate than to pursue an original theoretical investigation, as is the case with the publications from the 1940s and the 1960s (cf.
245). In particular, Altini shows a relatively great appreciation for Strauss’s
works on Plato, while he appears to be less fascinated by other major books
such as Thoughts on Machiavelli and Socrates and Aristophanes, to which he
dedicates fewer pages than one would expect, at least considering the scope
of those volumes.
But the lamented “vagueness” of Strauss’s political proposal can be better
understood if seen against his existential stance before the modern world.
Altini’s Strauss is, essentially, a German thinker deeply rooted in Weimar’s
soil. That early experience would shape his whole career; to the very end,
Altini maintains, Strauss struggles to overcome the crisis of modernity
made manifest by the German catastrophe, but one wonders if the proposed
“return” to or “recovery” of Platonic political philosophy is truly effective at
any level. As one can gather from Altini’s remarks, such a return can be no
more than an experimental, individual attempt to transcend the present situation: politics, after all, is not the dimension in which the philosophic truth
can be actualized, so no true relief should be expected from it (cf. 20).
So, in truth, Altini’s Strauss is too unpolitical to be a proper political
thinker. Referring to a fascinating and puzzling passage in a very hermetic
writing, “An Epilogue” (1962), Altini rightly contrasts Strauss’s existential
attitude and contemporary mass culture, and maintains that
faced with the perspective of this prevailing conformism…the opposition to such a mass society is represented only by some marginal
groups, divided and mutually opposed, which neither identify with the
two great American parties, nor with the dominant political opinions
in the universities: A non-institutional political opposition (traditionalist and religious movements on one hand, radical and anarchists on
the other) and an “unpolitical” opposition, consisting of philosophers.
Faced with the alternative between consent and opposition to the mass
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consumer society, Strauss does not take the side of larger organizations but, on the contrary, chooses the “unpolitical” secession effected
by the philosopher. (228)

Such “unpolitical opposition or secession” can thus be seen as Strauss’s most
original “political” proposal, namely, the choice for the philosophical way of life.
According to Altini, this existential possibility is all that remains to
Strauss. At this point a crucial issue, although abundantly recounted by
Altini, still remains open. While admitting Strauss’s unbelief, Altini does
not conclude that philosophy can ultimately refute the claim of revelation:
he seems to adopt what has been dubbed the “zetetic” position (cf. 296ff.). But
this position, in turn, seems to remain open to some fatal counter-criticism by
revealed religion. If the individual choice for the attachment to detachment is
based on a kind of unjustified belief, philosophy as a rational pursuit would
be affected by severe inconsistency. Only if a justification is successful can
Strauss’s perpetual spiritual “exile,” however stern it may look from a common perspective, be seen as a genuine philosophical achievement. For “the
philosophical eros is ‘completely at home’ nowhere but ‘in his homelessness.’”1
Heinrich Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 100.
1
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In a recently published French dictionary, Conservatisme (2017), the reader
will be at a loss to find an entry for prudence. She will find the entry for
justice, of course, but also a long entry dedicated to modération. Courage is
nowhere to be found either. This may be due to a lapse of mind on the part of
the dictionary’s editors. Or maybe it just happens that you cannot put everything in a dictionary. A number of important things will always need to be
left out. On the other hand, why would prudence qualify as a special virtue in
its own right? Voltaire even described it as a “foolish virtue.” Moreover, one
finds oneself justified when wondering what, if anything, makes prudence a
conservative virtue. It goes without saying that a virtue is never simply conservative nor for that matter liberal, nor socialist. Either it is a virtue or it is
not—simpliciter and without a political qualifier. Would anyone dare to offer
a distinction between, say, conservative courage, or moderation, and liberal
courage, or moderation?
Granted, Russell Kirk, the patriarch of contemporary traditionalist conservatism, once called prudence “that transcendent conservative virtue.” But,
more recently, there is at least one other scholar who does make the claim
that prudence is the conservative virtue par excellence. In his thoughtful and
thorough book, Ferenc Hörcher claims that there is such a thing as “a normatively defendable, conservative understanding of prudence” (13). But what can
make prudence a particularly relevant virtue specifically for conservatives?
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It may be said that a concern for prudence underlies an approach that is
willing to give the statesman’s standpoint its due. Comparatively speaking,
conservative political thought is more inclined to preserve the sphere of the
political man who has to decide on the spot than is liberalism or socialism
(in their European meaning) with their primal concern for the infrastructure
of society—either its legal infrastructure or its social and economic infrastructure. That is another way of saying that conservatism as a set of political
principles accepts no theory that works as a substitute for political judgment
and action in concrete historical circumstances. Both liberalism and socialism accept that (political) practice should more or less be action according to
a theoretical script—which of course can accommodate a limited number of
improvisations, or deviations, as matters may demand. The radical contingency of the current state of things is more easily integrated by conservative
political principles than by liberal or socialist political theory. Conservatism
seems to be, in Hörcher’s words, an “agent-centred” kind of politics. Since
prudence as a virtue directs the mind and human action towards what is
fleeting and contingent as opposed to what is permanent and unchangeable,
granting prudence the status of the conservative virtue par excellence would
be tantamount to claiming that conservatism takes into greater consideration
the autonomy of politics as compared to ideological alternatives. Conservatism grants a higher standing to politics as the realm of calculation, (public)
deliberation, and opinion, as well as of change, human agency, and time, than
its alternatives.
Moreover, one could argue that the typical modern conservative statesman is not the intellectual-cum-politician who has chosen the “vocation” of
politics. Neither is he known for a love for the life of the mind, although here
the names of Winston Churchill and Charles De Gaulle come immediately
to mind, signaling the inevitable exceptions. And surely other names associated with one version or another of conservatism would join Churchill and
De Gaulle if we put our mind into the exercise of finding statesmen of the
conservative persuasion with an intellectual bent of mind. But prudence is a
form of (practical) wisdom. It is, according to Aristotle, an intellectual virtue.
It cannot be mistaken for cunning or “instinct,” as would appear from our
present-day media. If we accept this Aristotelian understanding of prudence,
and then import it, as Hörcher has, to become the cornerstone of conservative political principles, we may be creating a not irrelevant problem. For it
makes us wonder whether conservatism is in fact an aristocratic interpretation of democratic politics. And if so, how in the twenty-first century can it be
connected with the present-day demotic or populist brand of conservatism
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which has proved to be politically far more appealing and incomparably
more successful from the point of view of electoral efficacy?
A Political Philosophy of Conservatism is divided into two parts. To a
very large extent, the two parts are perfectly autonomous. First, the reader
is offered a historical-intellectual presentation of the tradition of prudence.
It begins with the usual canonical itinerary: from Plato and Aristotle, continuing with Cicero, the two great Catholic fathers Augustine of Hippo and
Thomas Aquinas, to the Renaissance and the moderns. Notably, this historical account concludes with late twentieth-century authors, such as Bernard
Williams, Paul Ricoeur, and Raymond Geuss. It is an interesting summation
of theories of prudence, but perhaps not absolutely indispensable. Also, it is
not exempt from criticism. For instance, in examining Machiavelli’s notion
of prudence, Hörcher gathers a number of authoritative interpretations to
argue that with Machiavelli prudence became a morally neutral art of political decision. However that may be, this does not mean that Machiavelli’s
prudence is devoid of (moral) content. It does not mean that Machiavelli
makes prudence a synonym for decision pure and simple. The importance
of Fortuna ends up giving a new content to prudenzia: it becomes the political ability to decide with a view to the prevention of future evils, that is to
say, future dangers. It becomes future-oriented decision ordered to building
protections against future adversities. To build river dikes during the summer is a prudent decision made in order to avoid flooding in the winter. It
is a combination of foresight and knowledge of what avoids threats to your
personal (or collective) safety and power. In this decisive respect prudenzia
cannot be equated with “caution,” as Hörcher suggests. Prudenzia is closer
to preparation. Now, preparation is a form of action and not to be confused
with passiveness. It is likewise the opposite of rashness. You may be prudent
in Machiavelli’s sense and still be without alcuno rispetto.
The second part is analytical-conceptual. Here Hörcher offers an
analytical investigation of the concept of political prudence as the key to
understanding conservatism. But mainly he deals with the context in which
prudent action takes place. Three aspects of prudent action’s fundamental
constraints are discussed: time-, agency-, and knowledge-restraints. Particularly illuminating is the discussion of the Greek notion of kairos as
opportunity and occasion and its eventual assimilation by Stoicism and the
Latin tradition (164–69). Kairos as sense of good timing becomes intertwined
with proportion, due measure, and moderation—in a (Latin) word, decorum.
This is followed by a discussion of another aspect of prudent action’s context:
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the “resources” available both to the individual prudent person and to the
community in which she acts. To Hörcher’s wider project of presenting conservative political principles, this becomes decisive. In his view, conservatism
never meant to be grounded on clear-cut “founding principles.” It prefers to
use, or to be, a “narrative about politics.” And this narrative, in order to be a
conservative one, has to include a description of “both the challenges of finding the proper act in a delicate political situation and the resources, which the
political agent can mobilize” (135).
However, in order to remain faithfully bound by the Aristotelian teaching
on phronesis, would it not be advisable to follow the philosopher’s approach to
this problem? More than providing an analytical-conceptual framework one
needs to see phronesis in action. Aristotle tells us: look at Pericles, an example
of what phronesis in action is; Pericles in action is prudence in action, and
that incarnate example speaks more clearly than a treatise. To understand
phronesis one has to recognize the phronimos. Hörcher is perfectly aware of
this. His priority, though, lies in not allowing the phronimos to be radically
free, or sovereign, when he makes some decision. This forces him to sail
across the Scylla and Charybdis straits of this whole question. In other words,
the political principles presented here can be characterized as a via media
between, on one hand, the ideal world of the Rawlsian utopia of a rather deep
moral intrusion into the world of politics, and, on the other, the amoral attitude of political realism, from Machiavelli and Hobbes to Carl Schmitt and
Raymond Geuss (132). Traditionally, it was not uncommon for philosophers
to ask the reader that they be understood as being situated between two parties: the party of authority and the party of freedom. Hörcher asks us to take
his political thought as a via media between the roughness of concrete reality
and the softness of the norm. It is Schmitt vs. Kelsen all over again, or to
use Hörcher’s references, Geuss vs. Rawls. It is at this juncture that Hörcher
implies that, accordingly, justice can, and should, be replaced by prudence as
the central virtue of conservative political philosophy.
Two difficulties immediately emerge from this. First, this project makes
sense only if justice-oriented political thought somehow defeats conservatism’s purposes. It is one thing to argue that a conservative approach to
politics puts (the requirements of) order ahead of (the requirements of)
justice. The measure of this priority is given by the opposite stance of the progressivist approach to politics which puts (the requirements of) justice ahead
of (the requirements of) order. But to dismiss entirely from the conservative
horizon a justice-oriented political philosophy seems to be a condemnation
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of the theoretical plausibility of conservatism as such—or, what amounts to
the same thing, to grant Rawlsianism and its offshoots the ultimate power to
determine by opposition what conservatives may think and stand for. Second, to be a via media between the demands of the concrete situation and
the demands of the norm may be equivalent to standing for the demands
of order as opposed to the demands of justice. But from the point of view of
conservatism, can there be a quest for order without listening to the claims of
justice? Can there be a quest for justice without meeting the claims of order?
Ultimately, that is the reason Hörcher describes his own claim as a via media,
for prudence is itself a via media—between abstract justice and naked selfinterest. It seems to be an excess of the via media metaphor itself!
Ultimately, Hörcher wants to sanitize the phronimos from Schmitt’s
infection. The conservative phronimos is embedded in a deep tradition,
acting within a moral-legal framework that restrains his movements or decisions. Hörcher warns us that this is the indispensable condition for having a
responsible phronimos. Otherwise, one will be led astray by the infinity of his
freedom or sovereignty. It is doubtless a laudable objective. But in the end not
even Pericles was able to educate his sons to be phronimoi like himself.
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The Music of Reason—as Michael Davis explains, the title of his book is a
puzzle, for music and reason are customarily opposed, as suggested by
Socrates’s reference to an ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry.
Generally speaking, reason and philosophy aim at clarity in both speech and
thought; music and poetry, on the contrary, delight in willful ambiguities.
“The measure of reason is the true; the measure of music is the beautiful”
(191). So understood, “the music of reason” appears to be a contradiction in
terms: the irrationality of reason. This appearance, however, is called into
question by the idea of the Greek Muses, goddesses who inspire the minds
of men. The Muses illustrate that human insights often seem to strike one
from without, like a bolt out of the blue: otherwise rational thoughts have
mysterious grounds. A thorough understanding of human reason requires
an account of its foundations: “what grounds logos but for that reason cannot ever be taken up into logos” (10). In The Music of Reason, Davis seeks to
provide such an account, thereby illuminating the ways in which the rational
aspects of human nature (e.g., language, science, and philosophy) depend on
the nonrational or musical (e.g., melody, art, and poetry).
But how can one speak reasonably about that which grounds logos and is
thus, in an important respect, unspeakable? Faced with this paradox, Davis
takes up three philosophic works: Rousseau’s Essay on the Origin of Languages,
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, and Plato’s Lesser Hippias. As supremely
poetic philosophers, Rousseau, Nietzsche, and Plato are profoundly aware
of the complex relation between music and reason, as well as “the irony of
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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challenging the adequacy of speech in speech” (11). Using a variety of poetic
devices, each in his own way provides an account of that which cannot be
said. Davis elucidates their accounts by carefully interpreting these works.
His book contains three separate essays, one devoted to each work, unified by
the guiding question: “What does it mean that music and reason are at once
at odds and ineluctably fitted together as a pair” (12)?
Fittingly, Davis prefaces his inquiry with “Prelude: Music and Reason.”
After first proposing that reason has a musical foundation, Davis examines
an apparent counterargument, Socrates’s critique of poetry in book 10 of
Plato’s Republic. On its surface, Socrates’s argument suggests that poetry and
philosophy are fundamentally opposed. Davis, however, highlights the ways
in which Socrates’s critique of poetry is itself poetic, concluding that philosophy cannot simply dispense with poetry. Davis’s observations regarding
Socrates’s rhetorical slide from eidos to idea—which exemplifies “the idealizing at the heart of all logos” (3)—are particularly thought-provoking. But
one might nevertheless object that not all philosophers have accepted this
proposed wedding of philosophy to poetry. In response, Davis considers two
apparently prosaic philosophers, Aristotle and Descartes, and demonstrates
that each is far more poetic than he initially appears.
Having thus established his theme, Davis begins the main inquiry with
part 1, “The Music of Language,” which examines Rousseau’s Essay on the
Origins of Languages (subtitled Where Something Is Said about Melody and
Musical Imitation). This examination is guided by three related questions:
How does the single natural origin of human language yield many conventional languages? How does the question of language, and so the origin of
political life, relate to music? And why does Rousseau repeatedly present
logical relations as though they were temporal relations? Davis discovers the
answers to these questions in a tension inherent to language, arising from
its double structure: first, language communicates the self as a subject to a
subject; second, language articulates an object in the world. On Davis’s reading, Rousseau’s essay is an attempt to spell out the problematic unity of this
dual function of language: “This necessary togetherness of communication
and articulation is the thread that ties The Essay on the Origin of Languages
together” (22). Davis delineates this thread, revealing thereby the musical
foundations of language and thought.
Part 2, “The Music of Poetry,” consists in an interpretation of Nietzsche’s
The Birth of Tragedy. Making up over half the book, this interpretation
ranges from reflections on the details of Nietzsche’s writing (e.g., his use of
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punctuation) to broader considerations (e.g., his tacit engagement with Hegel).
Davis understands the overarching question of The Birth of Tragedy to be:
What is the force behind thinking? Here, the music of reason first appears in
the duplicity of the Apollonian and Dionysian, fraternal drives whose tension
expresses the duplicity within aisthēsis or perception. According to Davis,
“Nietzsche means not to attack science but to spell out its hidden truth—that
it is grounded not in logos but in aisthēsis” (76). Thinking that undertakes
to justify the world with an understanding of the duplicity of the aesthetic
would constitute Dionysian philosophy. “The issue of The Birth of Tragedy
is finally the nature and possibility of Dionysian philosophy.…Nietzsche
means not to bury reason but to praise its deepest form. This is what it will
mean to call for a ‘music-driven Socrates’” (57). While providing an account
of the musical grounds of poetry, Davis thus lays bare the underlying argument of The Birth of Tragedy.
In part 3, “Poetry and Language,” Davis turns to Plato’s Lesser Hippias,
where Socrates presents a paradoxical defense of lying, in response to Hippias’s claim that Odysseus was most “versatile” (polutropos). Davis begins by
noting a number of perplexities about the dialogue, to which he adds a curiosity: the first word of Lesser Hippias is the second person singular pronoun
“you” (su). Why might this be? Davis’s interpretation again focuses on the
dual function of language as communication and articulation, as well as the
necessary obscurity of the self—the hidden “you” referred to by the first word
of the dialogue—which entails that the polutropos soul can never appear as
what it is. Davis discerns a connection between this obscure self and the ambiguity inherent to logos, a connection between agency and poetry. Ultimately,
Socrates’s defense of Odysseus as polutropos comes to light as “a defense of
a mode of philosophy that is necessarily indirect in its approach to the most
important questions, a defense of Platonic philosophy” (166). This amounts to
an account of how poetry tells lies like the truth: “Plato articulates indirectly,
which is to say musically, an account of the necessarily musical character
of all logos. The dialogue is a poetic account of poetry” (163). In addition to
its interpretation of Lesser Hippias, part 3 includes a number of illuminating reflections on relevant sections of the Iliad. Davis concludes his inquiry
with “Coda: Musical Reason,” which compares the works of Rousseau and
Nietzsche, on one hand, with Plato, on the other. In the end, Davis suggests
that Plato’s manifest playfulness may make him the more serious practitioner
of the music of reason.
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In the course of explicating these works, Davis addresses matters of
fundamental philosophic importance. Davis’s inquiry is motivated by the
desire for self-knowledge: given that man is a rational animal, self-knowledge
requires a thorough understanding of reason; and this, Davis argues, requires
an understanding of the necessarily musical character of all logos. Such an
understanding entails an implicit critique of any so-called philosophy that
attempts to purify itself of imagery and related poetic devices. The idea of
philosophy purified of poetry is itself a poetic ideal. Relatedly, tensions inherent to logos so understood set limits on human knowledge. As Davis remarks
in a particularly striking passage: “An enlightenment is ever accompanied by
a darkening; what is brought into the light must cast a shadow. This would be
tragic were it not possible to shed some light on the character and necessity of
the shadow cast” (192). For human beings, whose souls are constituted by the
tensions inherent to logos, self-knowledge requires perceiving the shadows
intrinsic to reason—in other words, knowledge of ignorance. Such knowledge may be the truest experience of the underlying unity of the human soul,
“which must always conceal itself in its attempt to show itself and reveal itself
in this very concealment” (47).
Although the foregoing may suffice as an overview of The Music of Reason, it nevertheless misses what is distinctly valuable, as well as enjoyable,
about Davis’s work. Davis has a unique ability to reveal the poetic devices
employed by authors, hidden in plain sight, and to explain how these devices
are integral to the philosophic meaning of their works. That is to say, Davis is
extraordinarily sensitive to the necessary connection between form and content—which is, in a way, the point of The Music of Reason. I will limit myself
to one example. In part 2, Davis discusses the differences between the 1872
edition of The Birth of Tragedy and the 1886 edition. Among other things,
the later edition includes a new foreword, “Attempt at Self-Criticism.” As
Davis explains, this new foreword serves the same purpose as the prologue in
Euripidean tragedy, foretelling what will happen, an inevitable failure. This
observation not only complicates Nietzsche’s apparent criticism of Euripides,
but it raises a question regarding the status of Nietzsche’s own work: Might
the true paradigm for tragedy reborn be the 1886 edition of The Birth of Tragedy itself? The Music of Reason is filled with such intriguing observations and
suggestions—regarding details of grammar and vocabulary, peculiarities of
chosen examples, and the significance of literary references—all of which
serve to deepen one’s appreciation of these works by revealing their hidden
dimensions. This infuses Davis’s work with a particular delight, that of an
artist, one who delights not only in the meaning uncovered, “but also in the
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fact and in the way that it was covered up” (129)—a delight in the beauty of
the form, as well as the content.
In his Coda, Davis concludes that “Plato reasons musically and lovingly
about the tension between music and reason” (194). A similar compliment
could be paid to Davis himself. Marked by theoretical playfulness, his book
is not only about the music of reason but stands as a paradigm thereof. One
consequence is that, like a good conversation, The Music of Reason has the
power to inspire the reader’s own thoughts. I was particularly inspired by the
questions posed regarding the relation of Lesser Hippias to Greater Hippias
and the puzzle of the first word of Lesser Hippias: “you.” It struck me that
the fundamental problem of Greater Hippias concerns the noble, understood
specifically as the praiseworthy, and the way in which praiseworthy things
are often, in a certain sense, bad: noble things are difficult. Accordingly, the
dialogue begins with Socrates praising Hippias, “Hippias, noble and wise”—
not noble and good. The first word is Hippias’s name in the nominative, not
the expected vocative, highlighting Hippias’s desire to have a “name” among
the many, his desire for praise. The problem of the noble and praiseworthy is
thus hidden in the opening words. Given this, perhaps Lesser Hippias should
be understood to concern the converse problem: the shameful, understood as
the blameworthy, and the way in which shameful things are often, in a certain sense, good. This problem is epitomized by lying, which is shameful and
blameworthy, yet beneficial. Accordingly, Lesser Hippias begins with Eudicus
blaming Socrates for his silence, and the first word is that which is used to
blame another directly: “you.” Although the focus of this interpretation differs from that of Davis, the two interpretations may be harmonious: direct
blame is a striking example of the dual function of language emphasized by
Davis, insofar as what one is attempting to articulate—the blameworthy person—is the same as that to whom one is attempting to communicate.
As I hope these reflections make clear, The Music of Reason is a wonderful book, overflowing with insights and inspiration, which must be read to
be fully appreciated; for, as Davis notes, “if a poem were to admit of a fully
adequate interpretation in clear and distinct prose, why would we need the
poem at all?” (191).
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In Reason and Character, Lorraine Smith Pangle examines the relationship
between reason and virtue in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (books 1–7.10),
presenting an interpretation that fully appreciates how the Ethics is the first
half of a two-part work on political science. According to Pangle, Aristotle
aims not merely to describe moral opinions but to construct a “new synthesis” of traditional civic virtue and Socratic wisdom (3). This new synthesis
is delivered with great rhetorical skill as Aristotle “prods different kinds of
readers to take what steps they are ready to take toward clarity, while also
offering them different possible stopping points along the way” (50). The
great virtue of Pangle’s commentary is her identification of such terminals
for different parts of Aristotle’s audience. Overall, Pangle presents the Ethics
as a sober response to the radical claims made by Plato’s Socrates. She suggests that Aristotle is correcting Socratic rhetoric, or the lack thereof, because
Socrates moves too quickly to the thesis that virtue is knowledge and all the
paradoxes that follow from such a radical position. Pangle argues that Aristotle chooses to give voice to the Socratic thesis incrementally, thus laying a
more complex foundation for his likewise more complex political project.
In chapter 1, “The Task and the Puzzle of Reason in the Nicomachean Ethics (NE 1 and 2),” Pangle reveals how Aristotle’s digressions on method both
satisfy his mature audience members and encourage youthful skeptics to listen
carefully to the moral opinions of their tradition. Aristotle thus initiates a dual
investigation that yields both a more and a less precise teaching about human
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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nature within the same work. “On this most important and most difficult
philosophic subject of our own souls, there is somehow no more direct path to
understanding than the long, winding detour that begins at 1.7 and continues
into book 6 and in a sense up to book 10” (41). The detour takes what serious
people say seriously, and this reveals how morality oversees an independent
realm of human affairs requiring its own standard. Pangle explains how this
assertion of independence continually frustrates any attempt to clarify morality’s standard; consequently, what it really means to perform an action “for
its own sake” or “for the sake of the noble” remains obscure. In chapter 2,
“Knowledge, Choice, and Responsibility for Character (NE 3.1–5),” Pangle
imagines another audience member, someone perhaps more Socratic than the
youthful skeptics of chapter 1, who might object to Aristotle’s broad definition of responsibility in book 3, since it holds people responsible for actions
that are ultimately determined by unchosen passions and habituation. Pangle
helpfully guides the reader through Aristotle’s exchange with this unnamed
interlocutor, showing how he avoids any direct criticism of moral responsibility, which, if dimly seen, may lead even his potentially philosophic readers to
a certain fatalism and carelessness regarding their own development. According to Pangle’s reading of the exchange, Aristotle subtly argues: “We are as free
as anyone could rationally wish to be” (102).
In chapter 3, “Reason and Purpose in the Moral Virtues (NE 3.6–4.9),”
Pangle describes Aristotle’s enumeration of the virtues and shows how his
selection not only clarifies but also revises and reforms traditional morality—
Aristotle names unnamed virtues and vices, omits piety altogether, quietly
removes indignation, and finally demotes shame. In addition to these major
themes, Pangle walks the reader through Aristotle’s strengthening of the individual virtues so that we also see the limits of each virtue within even the most
rationally defensible account of morality. In chapter 4, “Justice and the Rule
of Reason (NE 5),” Pangle explains how Aristotle continues his constructive
project with a detailed analysis of justice that uses mathematical language to
abstract from the thumotic impulses that typically drive our reactions to what
is unjust. The analysis reaches its highest perspective in the famously cryptic
account of what is just by nature, but it also endorses the perspective of decent
people—those who believe a good judge is flexible and should tend toward
forgiveness and selflessness. Pangle suggests that in the background of book
5 is the question, made explicit in the Politics, whether it is better to be ruled
by wise laws or by a single wise man. “Thus our thoughts on natural justice
point us upward to the rule of reason, yet the rule of reason as we try to bring
it sharply into focus turns out to take two very different forms” (170).
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Sensing this duality becomes even more crucial for understanding Aristotle’s complex teaching about intellectual virtue, which Pangle interprets in
chapter 5, “Wisdom and Active Wisdom: The Intellectual Virtues (NE 6).”
Pangle reminds us that Aristotle never fully explained the standard of virtue
to which reason looks when we deliberate and choose an action, much less a
way of life; instead of supplying the missing explanation, Aristotle proceeds
to dissect reason itself in book 6. According to Pangle, the rational soul is still
being analyzed from the perspective of the morally serious person because
morality continues to resist a clear account of its own standard. Phronēsis is
assigned to an intermediate part of the soul and separated from sophia, which
knows universals but is too precise for human affairs. Pangle’s translation
of “active wisdom” for phronēsis is a bit awkward, but I believe it succeeds
in capturing the duality Pangle sees in Aristotle’s account: what is “active”
points toward the city with its authoritative opinions, while “wisdom” points
away from mere opinion toward the possibility of knowledge. Ordinary
active wisdom frequently mistakes mere opinion for knowledge. Pangle
describes this mistake as a “low ceiling of clouds” that prevents someone with
active wisdom from seeing clearly so that, from this perspective, “the true
end seems to be lost in the clouds” (215, 222). Even more poetically, she wonders if the pairing of active wisdom and moral virtue in the soul is “like two
tipsy fellows strolling cheerfully along arm in arm, each saying of the other,
‘I’m just following him’” (221). For an alternative to this unreliable form of
active wisdom, Pangle refers the reader back to book 3 and the possibility of
“natural vision” at the end of Aristotle’s exchange with the unnamed Socratic
interlocutor. Pangle concludes that active wisdom itself must have two forms:
a higher form that sees the truth about human nature with a unified intellect,
and a lower form that accepts the authoritative opinions of the city with a
soul that is divided.
The detour that begins with the shift from reason to virtue in the function argument of 1.7 and arrives at the two faces of active wisdom in book
6 also contains “signposts for three distinct paths of moral inquiry” (218).
First, Pangle sees a false path which listens to those with active wisdom and
attempts to derive universal rules of moral conduct. Instead of imposing such
rules on the fluctuating realm of morality, a second path observes human
nature directly for the purpose of political science. Finally, a third path
would investigate opinions dialectically, imitating Aristotle himself in his
writing of the Ethics. Pangle notes that the third path is essentially a preparation for the second path. This confirms her interpretation of the Ethics as
the first of a two-part project of political science, and it also prompts her to
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exclude Aristotle’s discussion of pleasure, friendship, and contemplation in
the remaining books. Pangle explains that these discussions “leave the moral
life behind” and “venture beyond the scope of political philosophy proper”
because they are somehow a transition to the second half of the whole project
completed by the Politics (11).
Pangle’s reading of the first six books of the Ethics might be expected
to come to an end with her account of active wisdom’s duality: there is a
natural break between books 6 and 7, after Aristotle has finally conceded the
partial Socratic thesis that moral virtues are never without active wisdom,
but before Aristotle asserts “another beginning” and revises his method of
inquiry. Adding a lengthy discussion of only the first ten chapters of book
7 seems a bit arbitrary, but it does clarify what appears to be the main argument of Pangle’s book.
In her final chapter, “Problems of Self-Control (NE 7.1–10),” Pangle provides a masterful interpretation of Aristotle’s analysis of the “quasi-virtue of
self-control” and steadfastness, suggesting that his investigation of this new
territory delves into “questions of more fundamental philosophic interest”
(11, 236). In other words, Aristotle’s sober response to the Socratic denial of
akrasia might direct some readers to the third path of moral inquiry that
Pangle has identified. Therefore, Aristotle’s new beginning in book 7 is not
only important as a propaedeutic for the politician or lawgiver; it also supports a certain philosophic education. “Perhaps even for the wisest,” Pangle
advises, “continuing vigilance is necessary to keep in check the unruly inclinations of our composite natures” (264). Aristotle’s audience is not simply
divided into the civic minded and the philosophic, since there are gradations within each part. Pangle emphasizes the need for many of Aristotle’s
more promising readers to engage in a certain self-habituation that requires
a higher form of steadfastness:
Persistence in pursuing whatever one judges to be worth pursuing
does require a willingness to endure pain and an ability not to be
unstrung by it, either innate or acquired by training. But even this
ability is perhaps not simply subrational; it seems to involve opinions
about what is worth risking for what and about one’s own capacity to
make the best of whatever fortune or inquiry may turn up. Especially
for making progress in philosophy, such opinions seem to be a critical
prerequisite. (241)

Throughout her commentary, Pangle highlights the moments when Aristotle
is addressing his most philosophic readers with an eye to their development
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and the need for some self-knowledge regarding their own progress. And
she also notes that the same text supports many rich, though perhaps less
philosophic, ways of living. In general, Aristotle aims to improve traditional
morality to the extent that some morally serious individuals can handle a
reformation of their own accepted opinions, but he simultaneously attempts
to train future philosophers to the extent that some readers are able to emulate Aristotle’s own habits of inquiry. From the perspective of Aristotle’s new
synthesis, Pangle shows us that moral virtue itself strives to transcend civic
virtue but ultimately falls short of philosophic virtue (234).
I have sketched what I see as the main argument of Reason and Character but have provided only a few examples of the detailed interpretation
Pangle offers, to say nothing of the placement of that interpretation within
the tradition of Aristotelian scholarship in her substantive footnotes. Given
the complex audience Aristotle is addressing, the Nicomachean Ethics will
reward multiple readings and rereadings. Pangle’s commentary, with its
“careful, political mode of reading,” is a worthy companion for those who
endeavor to notice the signposts that Aristotle has left behind (10).
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This is an unusually coherent and provocative Festschrift. Credit is due
surely to its editor, Evanthia Speliotis, but also to Ronna Burger in whose
honor these chapters have been written. Professor Burger is very focused in
her inquiries, and this is evident in those who can be counted her students
and friends. Speliotis’s title, Nature, Law, and the Sacred, almost captures the
central theme that emerges from the volume. Rather than “sacred,” the third
noun might have more aptly been “tragedy,” though it might not have made
for as plausible a tripartite theme. Among Seth Benardete’s students, Ronna
Burger has devoted less time to “tragedy” and more to the “sacred”—and
for that reason the editor’s title may also make more sense. Nevertheless,
her students and friends in this volume return again and again to tragedy
in one form or another: whether it is ancient Greek tragedy’s grasp of what
makes human life tragic in the essays by Speliotis and Michael Davis; the
antitragic spirit of Plato’s appropriation of Aristophanes’s Ecclesiazusae in
Republic 5 in Derek Duplessie’s piece; Aristotle’s supposed overcoming of
tragedy in political life in Nicomachean Ethics 5, in Mary Nichols’s essay;
the highly tragic character of the founding of the Sanhedrin of the Yavneh
Academy, in Jacob Howland’s analysis of the Oven of Akhnai in Bava Metzia; the more loosely tragic relation of pure consciousness to lived thought,
in Peter Vedder’s exploration of Descartes’s Meditation 1; which reappears
in the promise of an overcoming of the tension between consciousness and
what is other than it in Robert Berman’s treatment of a portion of Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit; only for that very overcoming to be challenged,
according to Paul T. Wilford, by Kierkegaard with the firm assertion that
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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this tragic feature of existence most evident in the unhappy consciousness
can be overcome only through “a loving relationship with the word made
flesh,” that is, a miraculous incarnation (362–63). Behind all these senses of
tragedy, one hears echoes of Strauss’s theologico-political problem and Benardete’s indeterminate dyad.
Given the high tragic pitch of Howland’s treatment of the Oven of Akhnai, it is striking that the chapter that vies for being the least tragic in tone
in this volume is Rosslyn Weiss’s closely juxtaposed and well worth comparing piece on the Garden of Eden. She attempts to show that the knowledge
of good and evil acquired by Adam and Eve in the Garden is quite simply
knowledge, and altogether natural. In its spirit, her piece may be closest to
that of Mary Nichols. Both seem to argue that morality and politics can
be made either altogether or nearly fully nontragic. Weiss claims that her
interpretation is the literal (peshat) meaning of Genesis. This literal interpretation has an ancient history, but it is highly theological rather than a naively
straightforward or literal one (209). The view that the knowledge of good and
evil and the commandments that flow from it are natural goes back to the
Mu’tazilite kalām and appears in Judaism first in Saadya Gaon (892–942 CE).
As Leo Strauss explains in “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” (in Persecution
and the Art of Writing [Free Press, 1952], 95–98), this view is known in the
Islamic and Jewish traditions as “rational law” and in the Christian tradition as “natural law.” Weiss claims that this view is captured in Socrates’s
account of the forms as opposed to Euthyphro’s view in the dialogue of the
same name (208). This equivalence of Socrates’s teaching with the biblical one
might be tenable if the forms referred to things like commandments rather
than to “abstractions” like the good, the beautiful, and the just. The challenge
here is evident in the ready confusion scholars make of natural right and
natural law. In its original, ancient conception natural right acknowledges
the high standard either of the best regime (kallipolis) or the best life (the
philosophic). It judges regimes and lives in accordance with these far-fromeasily encapsulated standards. In contrast, rational or natural law assimilates
biblical (or Qur’anic) notions of law (and more specifically the Second Table
of the Decalogue) to philosophic notions of the natural—thereby obscuring
the difference and relation between nature and law. Because the natural law
tradition acknowledges the existence of a high standard, it is tempting to
assimilate natural right and natural law to one another, but one must resist
this temptation.
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If law could be fully naturalized, then perhaps politics would become
thoroughly nontragic. One can see in Mary Nichols’s piece a friendly dispute
with Ronna Burger’s contention, in her Aristotle’s Dialogue with Plato, that
Plato and Aristotle are closer to one another than they appear to be. Nichols
replies that Aristotle’s politics is (almost wholly) nontragic, while Plato’s is
tragic. Although justice as reciprocity, as natural justice, and as equity, that
is, a corrective of law’s universality, are all ways of making politics less tragic
(129), I doubt they go very far in removing the stain of tragedy encapsulated
in the dispute between law and the extraordinary human being (133). That is,
I doubt that the case for the rule of law is as open and shut as Nichols suggests.
After all, recourse to equity would not be necessary if law were as superior a
solution to the rule of living wisdom as she suggests. That the ostracism of
the extraordinary human being is an emblem of the disorder at the heart of
things human is well captured by Howland’s chapter.
Many of the chapters in Nature, Law, and the Sacred that do not touch so
directly on the theme of tragedy are forays by senior scholars into authors or
themes for which they have not become renowned, but which repay with the
delight we feel when we see a steady hand at work in novel terrain: Clifford
Orwin’s foray into Xenophon, Nathan Tarcov’s into Boccacio, and Richard
Velkey’s into Lessing. In his exploration of Xenophon, Orwin is curious to see
how and why Machiavelli and Franklin detected anticipations of the modern
in Xenophon. For those of us especially interested in the hinge between premodern and modern, this is exciting territory. Tarcov’s Decameron reminds
one of the Thousand and One Nights for the manner in which a strictly
speaking nonphilosophic work can reap such philosophic rewards. Velkley’s
analysis of Laocoön promises rewards to anyone with the patience to follow
his analysis of this “immensely complex work” (183), particularly anyone
interested in the theme of beauty and its strange fate in modernity.
Seth Appelbaum explores the “World-to-Come” in Maimonides’s Commentary on the Mishnah and Guide of the Perplexed. This interesting exploration of these two texts leads to a convergence between the silence about
restoration of the Temple in the Commentary and Maimonides’s famous
chapter in the Guide (3.32) on God’s ruse with sacrifices. God educates the
people Israel by leading them away from sacrificial worship toward intellectual worship. Appelbaum tempers this somewhat with his fascinating
discussion of Maimonides’s hints in the Commentary that the Messianic Age
will not last forever but will be followed by a recurrence of an age of idolatry, followed by a renewed effort at enlightenment (264–66). One could ask,
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though, whether by omitting reference to related discussions in the Treatise
on Resurrection and especially in the Mishneh Torah Appelbaum has not
overstated the equivalence of Maimonides’s teaching with its most radical
teaching for the elite (for example, 265). Although his elitism is unwashed in
the Guide, even there he gives pointers to how his teaching in the Mishneh
Torah seeks to educate all Jews, in accordance with their capacity.
In addition to the through line of tragedy, a number of the chapters form
pairs or triplets well worth considering with care. In addition to comparisons
already mentioned of Nichols, Weiss, and Howland and implied in my opening list with reference to Berman and Wilford, Speliotis’s and Davis’s chapters
on Sophocles and Euripides respectively demand comparison. Tipton’s chapter on Plato’s Theages addresses Socrates’s daimonion in a manner called for
in Orwin’s chapter on Xenophon (113).
The remaining chapters by Matthew Oberreider (Plato’s Protagoras),
Steven Berg (Dante), Peter Vedder (Descartes), and Stuart Warner (Montesquieu) all stand out for their close readings. Berg’s Dante is explosive in the
mold of Fr. Fortin’s, though his suggestion that Matelda rather than Beatrice
is Dante’s true love is, to my knowledge, an unprecedented interpretation. For
reasons partly personal, I was especially intrigued by the chapters by Vedder
and Warner. Vedder’s analysis of Meditation 1 is comparable in quality to the
inquiries into Descartes of the more or less incomparable Richard Kennington. I plan to reread this essay, more than once. Although Warner delivered
a lecture on Montesquieu at my university at my invitation, it was quite a
different lecture. What a delightful bonus to have in hand such a careful
investigation of the all-too-easily neglected Preface to the Spirit of the Laws.
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Philosophy and Nonphilosophy:
On Derrida’s Theory and Practice
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The aim and scope of Jacques Derrida’s 1976/77 seminar “Theory and Practice,” which is now available in an accurately translated English edition, must
be understood within its historical, institutional, and political context. The
most pressing issue for French philosophy in the second half of the 1970s was
undoubtedly the question of the relation between philosophy and nonphilosophy. After the events of May 1968, the philosopher’s position within
the academic field and in the rapidly changing political reality had become
increasingly uncertain. The emergence of the so-called new philosophers,
which roughly coincided with the first airing of the exceedingly popular
philosophy TV show Apostrophes on January 10, 1975, as well as the threat to
academic philosophy from a reform championed by French education minister René Haby, reinforced an ongoing debate on the role of the philosopher
and the task of philosophy. The philosophers were forced to reconsider their
position within the French educational system, a system they sought to fundamentally renew while at the same time protecting it against the neoliberal
reform (the administration used the term liberalisme avancé). As the philosophical institutions faced these sociopolitical challenges, the philosophers
were confronted with various questions concerning the nature and task of
philosophy: Is there a clear line between philosophy and nonphilosophy? Has
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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philosophy come to an end, or has it only just begun? Can and should it be
introduced and taught to nonphilosophers? And who are these nonphilosophers? University students? Readers of journals and books, or the audience of
TV shows? Maybe even, or maybe particularly, the workers? Or maybe this
indeterminable collective known as “the masses”?
In relation to the educational system, Derrida’s own position as caïman
at the École Normale Supérieure was both central and peripheral: instead
of holding a chair at one of the Paris universities, he, like his fellow caïman
and close friend Louis Althusser, prepared the students of the ENS for the
challenging and centralized agrégation—a requisite for a career in higher
education. Each year, the agrégés were presented with a different subject, usually a conceptual opposition such as theory and practice or life and death.
Therefore, Derrida was not entirely free in his choice of topic for his ENS
seminar—a circumstance that troubled him as much as his crucial role within
the system of the agrégation, a system he actually despised. The leitmotif
of the 1976/77 seminar on theory and practice was the French expression
faut le faire, an expression which, among other things, refers to the imposed
choice of the subject: “must be done.” As he explained to his students the year
before, Derrida tried to adapt his work to fit the agrégation program “while
fighting against the institution of the agrégation.”1 In 1974, Derrida institutionalized his fight by founding GREPH (Research Group on the Teaching of
Philosophy), a project that would take up a significant amount of his time and
energy in the years to come and would ultimately result in the formation of
the Estates General of Philosophy in June 1979 and the eventual prevention
of the Haby reform, at least of its most severe effects on academic philosophy.
In his seminar, however, Derrida’s strategy was to submit to the agrégation
program while opposing it at the same time: “not conform to it but make of it
the object—to be deconstructed—of this seminar.”2
To address and deconstruct the opposition between theory and practice,
Derrida chose the contemporary discourse of Marxist philosophy as his
starting point, more precisely the writings of his colleague and friend Louis
Althusser. According to Derrida, this was the only “specifically philosophical
field in which the theory/practice opposition remains active, invested” (5).
By choosing this starting point, Derrida engaged in an ongoing debate on
the task of Marxist philosophy and the role of the Marxist philosopher. The
Jacques Derrida, Life Death, ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and Peggy Kamuf, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault
and Michael Naas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 7.
1

2

Ibid.
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classic 1960s “structuralist” Althusser advocated for a very rigid, theoreticist
notion of philosophy and assigned a central role to the philosopher and his
teaching of nonphilosophers in and for society and the history of humanity. However, following the events of 1968, he questioned these positions, a
development that resulted in his widely discussed Elements of Self-Criticism
(1974).3 Shortly after its publication, Althusser’s former student Jacques
Rancière published Althusser’s Lesson (1974), an extensive and brilliant critique of Althusser’s philosophical development and political activism which
denounces the philosophocentrism of his work. Rancière’s critique would
prompt Althusser to fundamentally rethink his idea of the relation between
philosophy and nonphilosophy in the second half of the 1970s.4
Derrida argues that the origin of all Marxist philosophy lies in an “event”
that manifests itself in Marx’s eleven Theses on Feuerbach: the eleventh thesis
(“Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the
point is to change it”), in particular, represents something fundamentally
new in the history of philosophy. As an “event,” it is unexpected and brings
about something radically original: it is “an event of self-institution” (119).
Being part of the history of philosophy, this “event” seems to be preceded by
a long history, and it even seems to repeat this very history: it could therefore be more adequately described as an “auto-hetero-institution” (119). The
meaning and the status of this institutionalizing event has been the subject of
a great deal of debate. While many Marxists, and non-Marxists such as the
Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce, thought that Marx wanted to proclaim
the end of philosophy, some representatives of “Western Marxism,” most
notably Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser, argued that Marx’s famous
thesis articulates a radical change within philosophy.5
In order to understand the meaning of this presumed radical change
within philosophy, Derrida untangles Althusser’s confusing web of definitions
surrounding the notions of theory and practice. For Althusser, everything
3

Louis Althusser, Essays in Self-Criticism, trans. Grahame Lock (London: Verso, 1976), 101–61.

At this time, Althusser made various attempts at writing an introduction to philosophy for
nonphilosophers. These very illuminating manuscripts were recently published. See Louis Althusser,
Philosophy for Non-Philosophers, ed. and trans. G. M. Goshgarian (London: Bloomsbury Academic,
2017); How to Be a Marxist in Philosophy, ed. and trans. G. M. Goshgarian (London: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2017).
4

There is, however, an important difference between Gramsci and Althusser: while Gramsci believes
that everyone is a philosopher, Althusser’s philosophy tends to exclude virtually everyone from the
realm of philosophy. From Derrida’s point of view, both these attempts at eliminating the problem of
nonphilosophy immobilize philosophy, turn philosophy into a mere doctrine.
5
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human is practice and every practice, even in its most basic form (e.g., the
transformation of natural raw materials into product), exists as part of a
complex social arrangement. Therefore, theoretical practice has also to be
understood as a social practice, and it also transforms some form of raw
material (in this case “representations, concepts, facts” [64] which, in turn,
are the products of other, more basic practices). Within theoretical practice,
Althusser distinguishes between prescientific theoretical practice (“ideology”) and scientific theoretical practice (or simply “theory”). The “event,” or
the advent of Marxist philosophy (as manifested in the eleven theses), marks
the threshold that separates ideology from theory. While the prescientific
theoretical practices also had their “philosophies,” only Marxist philosophy
facilitates “Theory” (uppercase), that is, “the Theory of practice in general”
(66). The new Marxist practice of philosophy transforms philosophy as much
as it transforms the world. But did this transformation, this “event,” really
occur in 1845 when Marx wrote his famous notes on Feuerbach? Or doesn’t
Althusser imply that it is only in his interpretation that this “event” actually takes place? For Althusser, “Marxist philosophy is founded, but in an
undeveloped state; it must be elaborated and given theoretical existence and
consistency” (44).
Halfway through the seminar, at the beginning of the fifth session (out
of nine), Derrida declares that, unlike Jacques Rancière a few years earlier, he
will not follow the path of Althusser’s “self-critical” development beyond this
early stage in which Althusser situates his own philosophy as the “Theory of
practice” that would overcome ideology and pave the way for future “theory.”
After pointing out that Althusser’s philosophocentrism reproduces a decisive
gesture of philosophical modernity—claiming to transcend the entire history of philosophy, to mark the end of philosophy and/or the beginning of
philosophy proper—Derrida turns to Heidegger’s appreciation and criticism
of Marxism in his Letter on Humanism (1946). Derrida addresses Heidegger’s
brief but very revealing remarks on Marx’s eleventh thesis not because he
wishes to engage in a Heideggerian critique of Marxism, but because he wants
to develop “a potentially deconstructive reading of him [Heidegger] and of
the questions he poses to Marxism” (73). The intricate path of Derrida’s subsequent meditation on the notions of theory and practice in Aristotle and
Heidegger seeks to reveal the way in which Heidegger, like Althusser, repeats
the traditional gesture, how he also “intends to overflow not only all other
philosophy, the whole history of philosophy,” but also “the philosophical as
such” (71).
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If, according to Heidegger, the entire tradition of philosophy was trapped
in the “technical” determination of “thinking,” then philosophy’s relation to
nonphilosophy would always be one of determination. From this perspective,
Marx’s attempt to redefine philosophy as a deliberate effort to transform the
world would not appear as some radically new approach, but rather as philosophy’s most extreme fulfillment of its destiny. The traditional theoreticism
would prove to be nothing more than the preparation of “an elaboration, an
intervening, aggressive, grabbing elaboration [eingreifende Bearbeitung] of
the Wirkliches” (95).
Whenever Heidegger attempts to overcome, or rather “overflow,” the traditional theoreticism (in other words, the technical determination of thinking
that culminated in Marxist philosophy), it is Derrida’s opinion that this overflow remains “in affinity with what is overflowed, affined and I’ll even say
confined to what is overflowed” (86). Derrida tries to show that Heidegger is
unable to escape the need to determine nonphilosophy, to change the world:
wherever he tries to desist from determining the nonphilosophical, he is confined to questioning and determining nonphilosophy. Philosophy’s relation
to its “thing” (Sache)—the thing to be thought (das zu Denkende), as Heidegger would put it, or the thing that is the point (worauf es ankommt)—can
neither be simply determined by philosophy, nor is it, in turn, able to simply
determine philosophy. For Derrida, all of Heidegger’s attempts to open his
thinking to nonphilosophy, to let “thinking” be determined by nonphilosophy and eventually become nonphilosophy are bound to fail. Or, as Derrida
stated some years later, still in the context of his ongoing reflection on his
struggle for the auto-hetero-institution of philosophy, “There is no nonphilosophical barbarity; the fights of the debates we are talking about always
oppose different philosophies, forces represented by different philosophies.”6
Derrida’s 1976/77 seminar on theory and practice is a crucial document in understanding the development of French philosophy in general
and the debate on Marxism in particular. By focusing on what he calls the
débordement of philosophy towards nonphilosophy, Derrida provides a rich
and thought-provoking interpretation of Marx and Althusser, but also of
Heidegger and Aristotle. In his interpretation of these classical and modern
thinkers, he points the reader to the question of how to situate Derrida’s own
project in the context of the theory/practice opposition and the underlying
Jacques Derrida, “The Antinomies of the Philosophical Discipline: Letter Preface” (1984), trans.
Peggy Kamuf, in Eyes of the University, vol. 2 of Right to Philosophy (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2004), 168.
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question of the relation between philosophy and nonphilosophy. In comparison to Althusser’s explicitly Marxist project, it almost appears as though
Derrida considers his own project to stand closer to the “event” of 1845 —
precisely because, like Marx, Derrida himself does not strive to overcome or
solve the challenge of nonphilosophy. The looming threat of the Haby reform
and the “new philosophers” prompted him to make a case for a philosophy
that refuses to become a mere teaching or a school. Much like Marx, Derrida understands his own philosophical project to be a continuation and an
amplification of a historical movement. In Derrida’s case, this continuation
lies in the auto-hetero-deconstruction of philosophy. However, the point for
Derrida and his philosophical teaching is to destabilize philosophy without
abandoning it, to confront and challenge it with nonphilosophy without dissolving it in the process.

Book Review: Learning One’s Native Tongue

14 3

Tracy B. Strong, Learning One’s Native Tongue: Citizenship, Contestation,
and Conflict in America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019, xii +
329 pp., $30 (paper).

C h a r l e s T. R u b i n
Duquesne University
rubin@duq.edu

If memory serves, my favorite teacher as an undergraduate in the early 1970s
was planning a new political philosophy course but seeking a small class of
motivated students. To discourage the many with a dull title, he was going to
name the course “The Making of a Citizen.”
Times change. Although it is not always made explicit, debates over the
meaning of citizenship are behind controversies about globalization and
immigration, about welfare and the workforce, about voting, law enforcement,
and education. It may seem as if to understand the meaning of citizenship all
one would have to know is the laws that define it. But Tracy Strong’s intelligent and thought-provoking book shows why that will never be enough. The
legal definition of citizenship does not in and of itself answer the question
about how or when (if ever) law and public policy should distinguish between
citizens and noncitizens. And then, of course, what the law is at any given
moment is subject to critique from the perspective of what it should be.
What guides us though issues like these? Strong’s book takes its cue, not
entirely wittingly, from Aristotle: ultimately the question of the meaning
of citizenship comes down to the nature of the regime. In eleven chapters,
Strong takes a pretty deep historical dive into the various and conflicting
views of what it has meant to “be an American,” from colonial times to the
present. What is the “American way of life”? Strong seeks to show that we
are the nation we are in large measure owing to two ongoing historical phenomena: disagreements over answers to the question of what it means to be a
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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citizen, and within that framework the still unfinished “project” to fulfill the
promises of our foundational principles.
To his credit, Strong does not hesitate to go back to the religious ideals
that informed the early settlement of North America. Periodically he even
suggests their ongoing relevance, at least in some form or another; “origins
are…centrally important” (36). In his first two chapters on colonial America
and the founding period he lays out the underlying dynamic of citizenship
that will inform the remainder of the book. On one hand, in these early days
it was defined both by natural qualities (e.g., being a male) and conventional
qualities (church membership). But from the beginning there were debates
about what qualities were relevant, and why.
Thus, for example, while in the early, religiously founded colonies there
was general agreement that citizenship criteria were based on a quest to create an exemplary virtuous polity, there were no illusions about the difficulty
of achieving that goal, and some disagreement (e.g., between John Winthrop
and Roger Williams) about the role government should play in encouraging
virtue. “These arguments set a stage that in one way or another will continue
for much of American history” (33).
In the revolutionary and founding period, Strong suggests in his second
chapter, the meaning of citizenship shifts. Freedom, and the fear of being
“reduced to mere and only subjects” (46) or indeed slaves, comes to the fore,
as does the new science of politics. Citizenship remains confined to white
males, despite the principles articulated in the Declaration, but church membership is being replaced with property ownership. Property ownership was
thought to mean one could maintain a certain independence, which in turn
allowed for a larger concern for the public good, as it meant that one was not
subject to the economic interests of others. From here we get to Madison’s
commercial republic and the general idea that citizenship requires self-sufficiency. The role of any substantive meaning of virtue as a criterion of or even
goal for citizenship is already on the decline. (That Strong takes up Paine but
not the Anti-Federalists, who were not quite so quick to give up on virtue,
foreshadows a selectivity in his treatment of the historical debates that will
become increasingly problematic as the argument of the book develops.)
Chapter 3 takes up the period between the founding and the Civil War,
discussing intertwined themes of religious revival, the temperance movement, early feminism, and slavery advocates and critics. The case for slavery,
as Strong outlines it, accepted the definition of citizenship as self-sufficiency
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and simply denied that slaves were capable of it, requiring the paternalistic care of their masters. This line of thought allowed the development of a
moral critique of northern capitalism, where workers were equally lacking
in self-sufficiency but left entirely to their own devices. Abolitionists, on the
other hand, saw no reason why former slaves would be incapable of the selfgovernment and self-control that they took to be the basis for citizenship.
Chapter 4 focuses on Lincoln’s complex understanding of the relationship
between the human equality enshrined in the Declaration of Independence
and citizenship in a constitutional regime based on compromise with respect
to those principles. Strong argues that Lincoln believed that equality implied
a government that was not tyrannical, and that was based on consent and
self-ownership. Thus, to be a citizen means to be able to enjoy the fruits of
one’s labor and to be self-governing. But, Strong says, Lincoln did not believe
that within the framework of the Constitution these qualities made suffrage a
necessary consequence of citizenship—that states could legitimately require
certain conventional qualities beyond natural equality.
But in the wake of the Civil War, Strong argues in chapter 5, the Fourteenth
Amendment began a fundamental change to the American understanding of
citizenship. For it granted to former slaves citizenship (as would also later
be the case with women) simply on the basis of their being members of a
class defined by the very natural qualities (being black or female) that had
once made irrelevant any consideration of conventional qualities by which
they might indeed have qualified for citizenship. To clarify the significance
of this development, Strong points out the counterfactual possibility that
African-Americans who served in the Union Army might thereby have been
considered to have won their citizenship as individuals, having risked their
lives, fortunes, and sacred honor, rather than its having been granted to all
males as a class.
Here we begin to reach the core of Strong’s argument, which turns out to
be that the history of conflict over the meaning of citizenship in the United
States has increasingly drained the word of any meaning beyond the basic
natural quality of birthplace. The inclusion of conventional qualities in the
definition of citizenship become rarer and by today these pretty much are
confined to age, if we take voting as a signifier of the achievement of full
citizenship status. As we have seen and are seeing, in that case any given
cutoff will in the eyes of some look (as it in many respects is) merely arbitrary.
Why should a well-informed sixteen-year-old be denied the vote when an
ignorant eighteen-year-old can exercise that right? Yet note that, even though
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naturalized citizens are required to pass a test, nobody is proposing that we
test anyone else as a condition of suffrage. Furthermore, it is significant that
we seem to take voting (and Strong sometimes falls into this same trap),
arguably the easiest of citizen prerogatives, to be the definitive act of a citizen
even if other expressions are possible, such as holding office or serving on a
jury. (Indeed, were Strong really true to his insight into the importance of
citizenship as pointing to an American way of life, there would, in the manner of Martin Diamond, be much more discussion in the book of qualities
like being law-abiding, neighborly, charitable, educated, acquisitive, and so
forth.) So it certainly supports Strong’s point about the erosion of the significance of citizenship when we see arguments today claiming that even the
mere natural quality of local birth (or legal “naturalization”) should give way
to the fact of residence as the condition for voting. To go down this road
would mean we approve of suffrage for noncitizens or we extend the notion of
citizen to be defined by residence alone. The latter would seem to be the logic
of being “a citizen of the world” who might yet have special concern with the
affairs of the place in which one happens to live.
The story of how the word was thus drained of meaning, as Strong tells
it in the remaining chapters of his book (chaps. 7–11), is both fascinating and
frustrating. For he focuses almost solely on the rise and, as he sees it, decline
of progressivism in the twentieth century, and his account of the contestations
about citizenship turns almost entirely into an account of debates within the
Left about how to respond to industrialization and communism. This leads
Strong down some paths on which he seems to lose his way with respect to
the question of the meaning of the American way of life—for example, a
lengthy discussion in chapter 9 of the origins of the Cold War.
Of course, he recognizes that those who opposed progressivism in its
various forms existed, but he has almost nothing substantive to say about any
components of the alternative vision of citizenship and America that they
articulated, increasingly subsuming them merely under the broad category
of “anticommunists.” For example, FDR’s vision of what it means to be an
American is discussed at some length, but Herbert Hoover’s interestingly
Tocquevillian vision gets no attention at all. The various youth-oriented
revolutions of the 1960s are detailed, and no mention made of William F.
Buckley’s or Wilmore Kendall’s transformation of American conservatism.
While there are allusions to the Trump presidency, it is as if the Reagan
Revolution or Bush’s “thousand points of light” never happened. Indeed, but
for a final, somewhat abstract chapter that discusses how to distinguish the
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Trumpist dismissal of “facts” from the similar sounding postmodern version,
along with the impact of social media and terrorism on what it means to be a
citizen, the book as an intellectual history effectively ends in the early 1970s.
Such omissions would be unfortunate enough in their own right. They
are probably to be accounted for by the loosely applied materialistic epistemology Strong works from. He believes that changing ideas of citizenship are
responses to altered material conditions (e.g., the rise of industrial capitalism).
It would be hard, perhaps, to account for twentieth-century conservatism
(grounded, for example, in a belief that “ideas have consequences”) in these
terms as anything but irrelevant atavism. But the absence of conservative
voices in Strong’s book is all the stranger given an aspect of his intellectual
history that he refuses to confront head on and sometimes conceals: in the
twentieth century the various forms of progressivism he discusses are largely
responsible for draining citizenship of its meaning. If, as he often suggests,
the very conditions of life in modern industrialized society undermine the
possibility of the self-sufficiency that was once definitive of citizenship, it
should also be added that the various strands of progressivism undermined
both self-government and self-sufficiency.
For example, he presents FDR as an advocate of “active citizenship” for
his effort to have government guarantee the conditions needed for that participation, without giving sufficient attention to how that participation was
crucially limited by the vital role of expert authority that the New Deal was
predicated on, along with FDR’s notorious notion that old-fashioned politics
needed to give way to the age of highly centralized enlightened administration. It is at least arguable, when you put all these points together, that FDR
laid out a vision of the citizen that was much closer to that of a subject than
a self-sufficient, self-governing citizen. His ongoing influence is such that
Strong can apparently cite, without irony, LBJ as advancing an “enhanced
notion of citizenship” for Great Society programs that expanded the largess
of the national government. Or again, Strong is admirably open about the
hidden and revealed role Communists came to play among American progressives, and likewise discusses the challenges of following or breaking away
from Moscow’s lines. But he chooses not to develop the antidemocratic tendency of the vital role of Party members as the “vanguard of the proletariat,”
at most linking it to a broader trend of the professionalization of political
activity, and quoting occasional pious references to early American statesmen as if they are to be taken at face value.
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Strong’s failure to call progressivism vigorously to account for emptying
citizenship of meaning has implications also for the part of his argument
that seeks to present America as an ongoing effort to achieve the promises of
its foundations. This point works well enough at least for early feminism and
for Martin Luther King Jr.’s ideas about civil rights. But it ignores the way in
which many progressives, following, for example, Woodrow Wilson, rejected
the vision of the Framers, in Wilson’s case because it was based on an outdated “Newtonian” science of politics in a world where scientific truth rested
with Darwin. And it is a far cry indeed from Federalist 10 to the vision of a
“brain trust” of intellectual elites who will “solve” all our political problems.
And was it ever really true, as many claimed, that communism was
Americanism for the twentieth century? In carefully limited formulations,
Strong acknowledges that communism “was not completely incompatible”
with earlier understandings of citizenship and that its relationship to American progressivism was “complex, at times confused, and eventually lost.” But
he never comes right out and says how Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism were all
predicated on a rejection of the “bourgeois rights” that constitute America’s
founding principles.
The net result of these self-imposed blinders is seen when Strong seems
to find it particularly noteworthy that in the Port Huron statement “There
is almost no sense in the document that there is anything to be learned from
the American past—a past that I have been trying to set out in this book”
(276, emphasis in the original). Again, on the very next page: “It is as if the
entire history of the ongoing contestations over citizenship, recounted in this
book, simply does not exist” (277, emphasis in the original). By the time Port
Huron was written we had had at least half a century of the progressive critique of American history and foundations; the young activists drafting the
Port Huron statement were simply reflecting the consequences of that fact. It
would be interesting to know Strong’s thoughts now that a general ignorance
of American history combines with the Left’s efforts to yet more thoroughly
delegitimize it for standing in the way of today’s “woke” values.
Strong’s book ends on a somber note. He confesses he does not know
how to restore meaning to our notion of citizenship, offering with the greatest of diffidence the possibility of national service. There is of course much
to be somber about in the state of our political culture today, and it takes a
brave soul to chart a way out of some of our current conditions. But Strong
has made the task all the more difficult for himself by the sectarian selectivity of his intellectual history. A more robust account of the debates about
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the meaning of the American way of life would paint a far richer picture of
debates about our foundational principles, and where we have been since the
early twentieth century, and might therefore provide a better sense of where
we can reasonably expect to go.
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Challenging the tendency among literary scholars to see Montaigne’s Essays
as an “apolitical” work, Douglas Thompson endeavors to bring the sixteenthcentury philosopher’s thought and example to bear on the debate among
contemporary moral theorists about how far the “tolerance” that democratic
politics requires presupposes transcending (as John Rawls and Rainer Forst
would have it) fundamental differences of principle among the contending
parties. Arguing that such differences—e.g., between Muslims and advocates
of laïcité in France, or between “LGBTQ citizens in the United States” and
members of the “Christian Right”—may not be readily soluble by purely
“moral” appeals, Thompson contends that Montaigne offers a useful model
of tolerance that, while it falls short of the idealistic demands of Rawls and
Forst, is more than a mere “pragmatic…modus vivendi” (7–10, 12).
Montaigne, as he repeatedly mentions, spent some half of his adult life
amid France’s bloody civil wars, brought on by the Reformation. Yet he managed not only to survive almost unaffected by them (Essays, trans. Donald
Frame [Stanford University Press, 1958], III.12.800), but also, while living a
largely private life, to serve successfully as an intermediary among the warring parties (III.1)—quite possibly (I observe) having been a critical moving
force in encouraging Henri of Navarre to adopt the policy of toleration that
brought those wars to a close upon his accession to the throne in 1589 as
Henri IV. To articulate what Thompson terms Montaigne’s “political conception of tolerance,” even portraying the Essays as “principally…part of a life of
political action,” “requires” in his view a “gestalt shift” (18–19).
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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Thompson follows Philippe Desan’s implausible suggestion (in Montaigne: A Life [Princeton University Press, 2017]) that Montaigne may have
originally intended the Essays (first published in a limited edition in 1580) as
“a kind of curriculum vitae” designed to advance his political career, whereas
by the time he began work on the expanded edition, which appeared in 1588,
he discovered “that he had stumbled, perhaps inadvertently, upon a successful career as a writer” (21–22). (Of course, as a wealthy nobleman, Montaigne
was hardly in need of a “career.”) Situating the Essays in the context of such
other sixteenth-century “humanist” works on politics and diplomacy as Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, Thompson considers the aspects of Montaigne’s
self-described “political style”—his profession of frank speech; his “tendency
to see multiple sides of an issue—that may not only explain his success as a
negotiator, but also reflect an endeavor to effect a like “political formation in
his readers” (26–28). Yet Thompson never explains what that new formation
would look like, politically, beyond a disinclination to allow one’s “attachments to boil over into violent partisanship.” (Despite a welter of textual
evidence to the contrary, articulated by such scholars as Arthur Armaingaud
and the present reviewer, Thompson is convinced that Montaigne was “a sincerely believing and practicing Catholic,” albeit one who nonetheless thought
it possible to “cultivate a genuine affection for both sides” [39]. He similarly
takes literally the author’s professions of unmitigated honesty and openness,
in practice and by implication [as seemingly affirmed in the prefatory note
“To the Reader”] in his writing, failing to appreciate such double entendres as
Montaigne’s remark that he “mortally hate[s] to seem a flatterer” [26]—again,
in utter disregard of contrary textual evidence, noted by Margaret McGowan
[Montaigne’s Deceits (Temple University Press, 1974)], Eva Marcu, Patrick
Henry, and this reviewer, among others.)
In the subsequent chapter “The Pleasure of Diversity,” Thompson claims
that Montaigne’s repeated “affirmation of…enjoyment of direct contact and
dialogue with people of different religions and cultures” was “quite unprecedented for his time” (46)—a claim seemingly belied by the widespread
interest at the time in reports of the life of natives of the New World (which
Montaigne cites), including the celebrated “visit” of three natives to which
the essayist alludes at the end of “Of Cannibals” (I.31; III.6). Repeating the
(unarguable) claim that the essayist uses his self-portrayal “to model a generous attitude towards religious adversaries” (46), Thompson proceeds to
miss the point of the central chapter of the central book of the Essays, “Of
Freedom of Conscience,” wherein Montaigne sings the praises of Julian the
Apostate, despite his ostensibly having been “bad throughout” with regard
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to religion (i.e., anti-Christian), by claiming that “at first glance…Julian’s
example offers only a begrudging acceptance of modus vivendi toleration”
(49). In fact, by giving Julian this central position in his book, and explaining
that his policy of toleration was merely a temporary device compelled by the
fact that “all his army was composed of Christians,” but aimed ultimately at
allowing the fervent Christians to divide themselves into rival sects so as to
defang them politically (II.19.509; cf. Federalist 10), Montaigne implies that
his own espousal of toleration similarly rested on “pragmatic” grounds as
part of a broader project of political and cultural transformation that would
entail undermining the capacity of religious fanatics (of whatever sect) to
make trouble. In other words, for Montaigne as for Julian, toleration is indeed
only a modus vivendi reflecting the fact of religious division in his time and
place—not an ultimate “moral” principle, as Thompson would wish.
Beyond the foregoing problem, Thompson exaggerates the novelty of
Montaigne’s acceptance of disagreements, and not only his delight in observing the variety of different nations’ practices, but even his reported difficulty
finding any customs that are not as good as French ones (53, 55, 60), failing
to appreciate that this openness is characteristic of philosophy as such, by the
author’s own estimation (e.g., II.12.375–77, 440–41), rather than merely of
sixteenth-century “humanism” (54). (Cf. Plato, Republic 327a, and Thompson’s reference to Plato’s Laws at 61.) What distinguishes Montaigne’s rhetoric
from that of his predecessors is his more open expression of this transcultural
attitude—in contrast to the classical political philosophers’ belief in the necessity of “profitable lies” to attach human beings to their duties (II.12.379–80;
Plato, Republic 414b–415d).
Thompson’s disregard of the link between Montaigne and his philosophic
predecessors continues in the next chapter, “The Power of Uncivil Conversation,” where he singles out the essayist’s denial of taking offense at any
proposition or belief, regarding anyone who contradicts him as a potential
source of instruction, in “On the Art of Conversation” (III.3), as a “valorization
of a more explicitly political form of dialogue” (65, 68–69), when the essayist
is not discussing politics at all. Indeed, Thompson himself cites Montaigne’s
acknowledgment that rather than seek to engage in debate with the next passerby, he prefers “to argue and discuss…in a small group and for myself” (71;
III.3.704). He applies Montaigne’s willingness to listen to opposing views to
political debate only by again situating the Essays within the humanist literature of the time that aimed to modify the political practice of courtiers, but
holding that Montaigne aimed to do so for “a whole public” (79, 85).
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Thompson proceeds to maintain that what he calls the “agonistic” form
of dialogue Montaigne ostensibly praises in III.3—a “capacity to engage in
frank dialogue across contentious lines of difference”—is what underlay Montaigne’s success as a political negotiator (as reported in III.1, “Of the Useful
and the Honorable”), even though the author nowhere makes this connection (84), and attributes his success rather to the purported “pure naturalness
and truth” he employs in that role (a claim that Thompson himself doubts)
(80, 85), despite having gullibly accepted it regarding his writing. Thompson’s real aim is to contrast Montaigne’s tolerance with Forst’s conception of
that virtue “as a form of civil public reason,” that is, engaging in “mutually
justificatory dialogue” with others, designed to guarantee “that our justifications are acceptable to each other,” even amid “deep conflicts of value and
interest” (86). Seeking “a reliable moral rule to which we can all give reasoned
assent” in “judg[ing]” “potential justification[s],” Forst in turn draws on fellow theorist Thomas Scanlon’s argument “that moral agents ought to be able
to justify their actions to each other in terms of principles that ‘no one could
reasonably reject’” (87). Despite admiring the “moral comprehensiveness”
of Forst’s theory (which would exclude from consideration any views allegedly grounded in “immoral prejudices”), Thompson sensibly observes that
“such distinctions are rarely so clear in actual politics,” wherein “all sides…
believe that their reasons are ‘defensible’” (89). Hence he asserts the practical
superiority of Montaigne’s willingness to arrive at acceptable compromises
“without having to find deep moral grounds for all of his political utterances”
(90). Sound advice; but did we need Montaigne to inspire it? What statesman would be so foolish as to take instruction in his trade from otherworldly
theoreticians like Forst or Scanlon?
In the next chapter, “Exiting the Marketplace of Intolerance,” Thompson
considers how Montaigne “envision[ed]” the relationship “between prudential and normative concerns in situations involving tolerance” (91). In other
words, was he chiefly a pragmatist, a moralist, or some combination of the
two? Unfortunately, Thompson’s answer is uninformative: as elsewhere he
maintains that the essayist “argues in utramque partem, both for and against
reason of state, without resolution” (92). But a closer study of Montaigne’s
argument, taking account of the essayist’s political situation, would demonstrate that he does indeed adopt a substantive position. Thompson curiously
denies that in holding that laws “take their authority from possession and
usage” rather than from reason or nature, and observing that tracing a given
law “to its original purpose and use” would unmask the trivial foundations
of what is accepted “by authority and on credit,” Montaigne is aiming to
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“unmask” it—when that is just what he has been doing (100). While the essayist indeed denies the existence of “natural” moral laws (II.12.437), he proceeds
to describe a way of life based on both “reason” and “nature,” that of the
ancient philosophers who ignored conventional limitations on their hedonistic behavior (II.12.439–41)—but Thompson cannot believe he would seriously
espouse it (190n37). Thompson misses the fact that Montaigne, an architect
of modern liberalism, is arguing for a reduction in the scope and number of
manmade laws that restrict our conduct in the name of some higher goal,
using this lower but more realistic standard (see Machiavelli, The Prince, chap.
15) to rationalize the laws that remain (I.23.84–85; III.9.756–58; III.10.769, 781;
III.11; III.13.819–21; cf. Géralde Nakam, Les Essais de Montaigne: Miroir et
procès de leur temps [Publications de la Sorbonne, 1984], 139–49).
While Thompson acknowledges Montaigne’s assertion in “Of Custom,”
shortly after unmasking the arbitrary foundations of many laws, of the need
sometimes to “bend” them for the public good, he persists in inferring from
the essayist’s account of the supposed dangers of innovation that he remained
“in the paradoxical position… of both condemning and advocating action
contrary to established custom” (94–96). But this is to disregard the overall
thrust of I.23, which stresses the arbitrariness of French practices by placing them in the context of the vast variety of human customs; includes a
direct critique of the flimsy and irrational foundations of French laws; and,
following a ridiculously exaggerated warning against any change in the laws,
and a serious critique of one innovation (the Huguenot uprising, along with
the equally violent reaction to it by the Catholic regime), concludes with the
aforementioned, Machiavellian stress on the need for executive action that
violates the law so as to accommodate the vicissitudes of “Fortune.” Could
Montaigne have dared to make his position on raison d’état any clearer? (At
111 Thompson acknowledges the “risks” Montaigne took merely by calling
reported “miracles” into question.)
Thompson takes up Montaigne’s relation to Machiavelli explicitly in the
next section, but again misses his point. Connecting Montaigne’s reference to
contemporaries who might “have something to say to a prince whose affairs
Fortune had so arranged that he could establish them by a single…betrayal
of his word” (II.17.492) to chapter 8 of The Prince, Thompson immediately
cites Montaigne’s warning that princes who repeatedly lie will no longer be
trusted—as if that demonstrated the futility of a single betrayal. Yet Thompson then cites Montaigne’s judgment that Machiavelli’s arguments “were
solid enough for their subject” (a shocking remark for the time), although
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others found them “easy to combat” (II.12.497), to show that “ultimately,
there is no certainty to be found in maxims reflecting reason of state” or in
opposed “political moralisms” (98–99). What benefit could one derive from
considering Montaigne’s political reflections if that were all he had to teach?
Thompson also fails to appreciate Montaigne’s distinction between the
sort of dissimulation that is essential to statecraft and the “lying” religious
“opinion” used by founders and princes (II.16.477) to dupe the common people, often to their detriment (99)—just as Machiavelli had exposed Alexander
VI as history’s greatest liar in The Prince, chap. 18. (Gullibly, Thompson takes
seriously Montaigne’s ostensible exemption of the Mosaic polity from the
list of polities whose founders relied on religious fraud [190n36]. Thompson
overlooks the fact that Montaigne’s grudging acceptance of such “counterfeit”
money occurs near the end of a chapter devoted to arguing against the pursuit of “glory” of various sorts.) But with reference to the question with which
Thompson’s chapter began, he concludes that “Montaigne does something
important” by “not resolving the question” whether “moral or prudential”
reasons should be “dispositive in tolerance situations,” but rather showing
that “the activity of justification is ambivalent” in that instead of offering a
“way out of intolerant conflict” it may just as easily encourage conflict (109,
Thompson’s emphasis).
Again, it is not apparent that a sensible person would need Montaigne
to teach him such lessons. The same can be said of the message Thompson
purports to derive from the Essays at the conclusion of the chapter: we should
“look beyond the role of the state to investigate the broader culture and the
social processes through which” such conflicts as that between Muslims and
“anti-Muslim public opinion” in the West are generated, as they are by “the
constant media association between Islam and ‘terrorism’” (117–18; note the
scare quotes). One suspects that Thompson “knew” these things before he
ever read Montaigne.
In the final chapter devoted to the Essays, “Radical Moderation,” Thompson investigates Montaigne’s view of moderation because the essayist cites
it as a quality essential to his ability to negotiate “in good faith between two
hostile parties” (119). Acknowledging what he terms the essayist’s “cheerful penchant for self-contradiction” (nowhere does Thompson attempt to
uncover the reasons behind those contradictions, despite Montaigne’s insistence that his thought has always remained consistent [III.2.616; III.9.736]),
he nonetheless believes that Montaigne’s account of moderation can “build a
toleration for politics” (121–22).
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Much of this chapter consists of a lengthy and not terribly precise or
informative analysis of Montaigne’s account of how virtue as such is acquired
(cf. Schaefer, The Political Philosophy of Montaigne [Cornell University Press,
1990/2019], chap. 7); curiously, the hilarious-then-serious chapter titled “Of
Moderation” (I.30) goes unmentioned. But in conclusion, Thompson resumes
his comparison between Montaigne’s conception of tolerance and that of such
contemporary theorists as Forst and William Connolly, again suggesting that
the essayist’s view is more realistic because it does not require the tolerant
person to “relativize her most profoundly held convictions” (Forst) or adopt
a “reciprocal ‘relational modesty’ concerning…one’s own faith or creed”
(Connolly) (148–49). Thompson is certainly correct to doubt that “ask[ing]
committed Christians to accept, viscerally, that their faith is ‘contestable’…
is a productive model for political dialogue.” In his most astute observation,
Thompson remarks that Connolly’s implied comparison of committed religious believers to children who need to learn to “reconfigure” their faith to
qualify them to participate in genuine dialogue, which offers “like-minded
readers theoretical license to think and talk about their (let’s be honest: conservative, religious) opponents in this way…is probably not a productive path
to the ‘tolerance of negotiation’” that Connolly espouses (152–53).
As Thompson’s criticisms suggest, the sort of professed academic theoreticians of tolerance he cites, far from favoring impartial negotiation among
alternative moral views, simply want to rule all those who differ from them
out of court (literally as well as figuratively). As I have noted elsewhere, when
Rawls invented his doctrine of “public reason,” ostensibly as a basis for tolerance among those holding diverse philosophical, moral, and/or religious
beliefs, he disregarded the fact that the constitutions of the United States and
other modern liberal republics already provided such a basis. His real goal, I
noted, was to prevent those whose beliefs about such issues as sexual morality differed from his own from continuing to enact them in democratically
adopted legislation—with an assist from the courts (Schaefer, Illiberal Justice
[University of Missouri Press, 2007], chap. 10). While Montaigne was no
prude (see Essays III.5), I am confident that he would regard such dogmatic,
self-styled liberals as being just as dangerous to a secure, constitutionalrepublican order as the Christian fanatics whom the essayist vehemently
denounced.
It will serve no purpose here to discuss Thompson’s conclusion, in which
he attempts to show how Montaigne’s view of tolerance might assist in the
resolution of certain contemporary political controversies, other than to

158

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 1

note that Thompson falls into the same partisan trap as Rawls and Connolly
by simply writing off the concerns of Europeans worried about the effects
of massive Muslim immigration as the consequence of “manipulat[ion] by
media and political elites” (168). Here, Thompson manifestly violates the
rules for effective negotiation and tolerance he professes to have learned from
Montaigne.
Speaking of Montaigne and the Tolerance of Politics as a whole, it is regrettable that, while Thompson displays greater prudence than the contemporary
theorists he cites, he never appreciates the amount of study and reflection that
are required to understand a work like the Essays. Nor does he exhibit much
familiarity with any of the classic philosophic literature—as distinguished
from mostly second-rate “humanist” writings—such as Montaigne expects
of his readers. While the Essays has much to teach us about the most fundamental issues of human and political life, we have Montaigne’s own testimony
that learning from him will require an effort that only those of a genuinely
philosophic disposition are likely to undertake (III.8.716; III.9.761–62).
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The idea that happiness is the goal of political life has a distinguished history.
Liberalism is often assumed to imply a different goal: securing conditions for
the individual pursuit of happiness, understood in subjective terms. According
to this view, the goal of political life is not happiness but security for individual
rights. One might expect to find confirmation of this view in the writings of
the framers and defenders of the Constitution. But as Edward Erler notes in
Property and the Pursuit of Happiness, references to “public happiness” (or the
“public good” or the “happiness of the people”) can be found throughout The
Federalist. He concludes that “for Madison and Hamilton…the purpose of
government was not exhausted by the simple idea of protecting private rights,”
and this was probably true of the Federalists generally (10).
For their part, the opponents of the Constitution do not seem to have
thought differently about the purpose of government, if one judges by the
materials presented in Michael Faber’s book An Anti-Federalist Constitution.
But the Anti-Federalists must have believed that public happiness could best
be promoted by a government different from the one proposed for establishment under the Constitution of 1787.
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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Erler and Faber illustrate different ways of engaging with the framers’
work. Erler is concerned to defend an understanding of the Constitution
that has the right to property at its philosophical center. His approach has
the advantage of showing how scholarship can aid citizens in curbing the
excesses of the “administrative state,” but it risks putting scholarly aims at
the service of political ones. Faber does not address the political disputes
of our time. He presents a careful and thorough account of the Anti-Federalists’ state-by-state response to what they viewed as a seriously flawed
constitutional proposal, then offers an alternative proposal that he believes
most Anti-Federalists could have united around. He cannot avoid evaluating the merits of this proposal (he doubts that it could have held the states
together for long), but that is not his main concern. For all their differences of
approach, both authors draw on sources that challenge any understanding of
the founding that focuses exclusively on individual rights.
The writings of the founders suggest that governments are to be measured
by two criteria: “private rights and public happiness,” to borrow Madison’s
formulation from Federalist 14 (cf. Erler, 7). But if there are two criteria of
good government, the question arises whether they are consistent with each
other. Is the exercise of individual rights necessarily consistent with the welfare of the community as a whole? If it is not, then rights will have to be
sacrificed to happiness or happiness to rights. It is at least plausible to argue
that rights ought to be sacrificed to happiness in the event that these criteria
diverge from each other. Erler quotes (at 9) a passage by Madison from Federalist 45 that includes a strong statement of the view that happiness is the
highest criterion in political life. “It is too early for politicians to presume on
our forgetting that the public good, the real welfare of the great body of the
people, is the supreme object to be pursued; and that no form of government
whatever has any other value than as it may be fitted for the attainment of
this object.” The Constitution itself is to be judged by this criterion. “Were
the plan of the convention adverse to the public happiness, my voice would
be, Reject the plan.”
Madison’s statement was intended as a challenge to the Anti-Federalist
defenders of state sovereignty, but they might have turned it back on the Federalists. If another plan could be expected to promote the public happiness
better than the plan put forward by the Philadelphia Convention, then the
other plan ought to be adopted. Evaluating the thought of the Anti-Federalists is made difficult by the fact that they did not present their own plan for
consideration. But Faber has removed this difficulty, so far as it is possible to
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remove it: he draws on the writings of the Anti-Federalists and the amendments they proposed in the state ratifying conventions to present a concrete
alternative to the Philadelphia plan. His “Anti-Federalist Constitution” cites
“the happiness of the people” in its preamble, though it does little to clarify
the relation between happiness and rights.
The Anti-Federalist Constitution takes the Philadelphia plan as its basis
but incorporates the proposed amendments that had the widest support
(355–95). Unsurprisingly, this constitution begins (after the preamble) with a
bill of rights. Article I in the Anti-Federalist Constitution covers much of the
same ground as the ten amendments adopted in 1791, though with important
differences in wording; its version of what we know as the Takings Clause of
the Fifth Amendment includes a stronger affirmation of the right of property,
for example. (As discussed below, this clause has a prominent place in the
conclusion of Erler’s study.) More strikingly, Faber’s version of the preamble
contains a list of five fundamental principles that make up something like
another bill of rights. The fourth principle (taken from the Anti-Federalist
writer Brutus) states: “The design of civil government is to protect the rights
and promote the happiness of the people.” This statement seems to assume
that the protection of rights and the promotion of happiness will always be
consistent with each other. The assumption is, again, disputable; but even if it
is correct, the question of happiness does not disappear, because many of the
issues that divided Federalists and Anti-Federalists cannot be understood in
terms of rights.
Faber distinguishes three major strands in the thought of the Anti-Federalists (22–44). Some did emphasize rights, or the protection of individual
liberty, over other concerns (“Rights Anti-Federalists”). Others devoted
more attention to the distribution of power between the states and the federal
government (“Power Anti-Federalists”), while still others focused on the representation of the people (“Democratic Anti-Federalists”).
Representation at the federal level was a concern common to all of them,
though emphasized most by those Faber calls Democratic Anti-Federalists.
The Anti-Federalist Constitution reflects this concern in a number of ways.
It increases the size of the House of Representatives and requires the creation
of legislative districts in which the representatives must reside. Senators are
to serve four-year terms and may be recalled by their respective state legislatures. Both houses are subject to rotation (their members would become
temporarily ineligible for reelection after four consecutive years in office). The
power of confirming executive appointments is taken away from the Senate
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and assigned to a council, to be chosen by the House of Representatives. Faber
quotes Brutus in support of these changes (360): a body chosen for the purpose of representing the people “should resemble those who appoint them.”
The authors of The Federalist, of course, defended a very different
understanding of representation. In the words of Federalist 10, the role of representatives is to “refine and enlarge the public views.” Such an understanding
was anathema to the Anti-Federalists. Study of the literature on both sides of
the ratification debate invites this question: Which kind of representation
best promotes the happiness of the American people?
It is a question that still divides Americans, though it is seldom addressed
explicitly. The view expressed by Brutus can be restated in the political language of today: the representatives of the people should have “real world
experience,” such as the experience of running a business; they should not
be “career politicians” or “Washington insiders.” The Anti-Federalist understanding of representation goes by the name of “populism,” especially among
those who disparage it. Because the name often signals disapproval, few are
willing to defend the thing as clearly and openly as the Anti-Federalists did.
Much the same is true on the other side. The filtering role that was defended
by Federalists such as Madison is stigmatized with the name of “elitism.” As a
result, it is not defended with the same frankness that the Federalists showed.
Faber’s account of the ratification debates in the individual states, which
makes up the middle chapters of his book, shows that both sides were guilty
of questionable tactics, including personal attacks on their opponents. On the
whole, however, they showed a willingness to put forward and respond seriously to arguments, which may be the most enduring lesson of this episode
in American political history.

The reference to the “pursuit of happiness” in Erler’s title orients readers to
the earlier and more fundamental of Americans’ two founding documents.
The Declaration of Independence figures in Faber’s account also, though less
prominently. The preamble of the Anti-Federalist Constitution is an attempt
to address the Constitution’s “perceived abandonment of the principles of the
Revolution,” which are found in the Declaration (356). But Faber does not say
whether he believes the perception was correct. Erler leaves no doubt about
his understanding: the Declaration of Independence is “the principled source
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of the Constitution” (11; cf. 165). This is the view he attributes to the authors
of The Federalist, but he has evidently adopted it as his own. Unfortunately,
the effect of reading the Constitution through the lens of the Declaration
is that the question of happiness gradually falls away and a focus on rights
takes its place. By the end of the book Erler appears even to reject happiness
as a criterion of good government.
I cannot do justice to the full scope of Erler’s argument, much of which
concerns Locke, the figure who most obviously connects the American
founders with the tradition of political philosophy in the West. Erler suggests that the Second Treatise, viewed as “a prudential application of natural
right to the political circumstances of the late seventeenth century,” is consistent with Aristotle (90), and his discussion of Locke encompasses less
familiar works also (he notes that the phrase “pursuit of happiness” appears
frequently in Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding, a book the
principal founders certainly knew [96–97]). However, I leave these points to
the consideration of other readers and proceed to his discussion of recent
constitutional jurisprudence.
The Takings Clause of the Fifth Amendment prohibits the taking of private property “for public use, without just compensation.” But the effect of
recent Supreme Court decisions, as Erler demonstrates, has been to effectively
change the constitutional standard from “public use” to “public purpose.”
This change comes at a time when laws and government actions that bear
on other constitutional rights are subject to heightened scrutiny. Something
has happened to create a division in Americans’ minds between the right of
property and those other rights—a division that did not exist at the time of
the founding. The principal landmark in this change is the Court’s decision
in the 2005 case Kelo v. City of New London. Erler characterizes it as a “decision to expel the right to property from the pantheon of fundamental rights
that make up the Bill of Rights” (163). In this case the Court upheld the taking of residential property for the purpose of economic redevelopment, even
though much of the property was intended for use by a private corporation.
Erler describes the Kelo decision as being in line with a broader change
in the understanding of the American political system that actually amounts
to a “re-founding.” Under the influence of Progressivism, the system has been
transformed “from one that protected individual rights and liberties to one
in which public welfare and the redistribution of property was the primary
object of government” (205). But this description is ambiguous, because it
speaks of “public welfare” and “the redistribution of property” as if they were
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the same thing. That is an odd view for a defender of property rights to take.
One would expect him to say that public welfare and individual rights are not
incompatible objects of government, provided that public welfare is correctly
understood. Indeed, he affirms that this was the founders’ view: “The founders were convinced that the welfare of the community was best protected by
promoting liberty” (211). The action that the Court upheld in Kelo, then, was
a mistaken application of a legitimate criterion, because the redistribution
of property does not in fact contribute to public welfare; what contributes to
public welfare, or happiness, is the protection of property. But this does not
appear to be Erler’s view.
In another place (209), Erler omits any reference to redistribution and
writes simply, “The protection of individual rights has been replaced by the
welfare of the community as the end, or purpose, of government.” As he goes
on to observe, “The welfare of the community, of course, demands the subordination of rights and liberties to this greater good.” This is presented as a
reason for rejecting the welfare of the community as the end of government.
Again, one would expect him to say that individual rights are incompatible
only with a false understanding of happiness or public welfare; but he seems
to go further and deny that the happiness of the people is a legitimate criterion
at all. If I am correct about Erler’s view, one reason for this unexpected and
even shocking conclusion may be that “public welfare” is alarmingly similar
to the new standard for determining constitutionality under the Takings
Clause, “public purpose.” But this looks like the constitutional tail wagging
the philosophical dog.
If it is true that the rights protected by the Constitution do not serve to
promote the happiness of the American people, then Americans certainly
find themselves in a grave crisis, and the citizens of other liberal democracies
along with them. But this crisis may not be exactly the one that Erler has
diagnosed.
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C. Bradley Thompson, America’s Revolutionary Mind: A Moral History of
the American Revolution and the Declaration That Defined It. New York:
Encounter Books, 2019, xiv + 447 pp., $32.99 (cloth).
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Each chapter of C. Bradley Thompson’s thoughtful and important new book
examines a passage from, or major principle in, the Declaration of Independence. Serious books about the Declaration are seldom just about the
Declaration, and Thompson’s book fits this profile. From the progressive-era
triumphalism of Louis Becker’s The Declaration of Independence: A Study in
the History of Political Ideas (Harcourt, Brace, 1922), to the post-Vietnam-era
malaise and communitarian introspection of Gary Wills’s Inventing America
(Doubleday, 1978), through to the first hopeful moments of the post–Cold
War pax Americana embossed in Pauline Maier’s American Scripture (Vintage Books, 1997), major studies of the Declaration of Independence have
often assumed a totemic quality channeling the zeitgeist of their time.

Thompson’s offering appears at arguably another salient moment
in American political history, one marked by perhaps unprecedented
ideological polarization in which the intellectual reputation of the
classical liberal philosophy of the Founders seems to have reached its
nadir. Members of today’s progressive American Left tend to dismiss
the Declaration and its naturalistic moral philosophy as the products
of a benighted past blighted by slavery, patriarchy, and the attempted
genocide of America’s indigenous peoples, which all occurred with
great aplomb under the hypocritical banner of natural rights and the
slogan “All men are created equal.” On the other side of the ideological
spectrum, some critics of liberalism, inspired either by gauzy nostalgia
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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for the pre–Vatican II liturgy or by theocratic fervor, demand that
Americans abandon the failed liberal project of the Founders even
as many erstwhile defenders of the importance of traditional “classical virtue” in American political life have devolved into apologists for
völkish nationalism and cynical B-list celebrity demagoguery. In this
context, Thompson restores a much-needed Archimedean point for
serious reflection about the American liberal tradition enshrined in the
Declaration of Independence.
The central character in Thompson’s American Revolution narrative is the seventeenth-century English political philosopher John
Locke. Strangely, Locke—long viewed as the arch-apostle of acquisitive capitalism by many of the Old Left such as C. B. Macpherson—has
also become something of a pantomime villain in recent times among
certain religious critics of the American liberal tradition. This is curious, indeed, given that, as Jeremy Waldron relates, it was not so very
long ago that no less a figure than neo-Thomist philosopher Alasdair
MacIntyre declared (only half jokingly) that Locke’s political theory is
so imbued with religious content that it is constitutionally unfit to be
taught in American public schools! But for Thompson, “America’s revolutionary mind is virtually synonymous with John Locke’s mind” (32,
232). He firmly situates Locke, and thus the founding of the American
regime, in the tradition of Enlightenment rationalism, according to
which human nature, and the axiom of natural equality in particular,
is knowable by means of inductive reason and empirical observation (6,
50, 88). Thompson proclaims that far from being merely inheritors of
an intellectual tradition, the American revolutionaries were innovators
who “radicalized the Enlightenment theory of natural rights” handed
down from Locke, Pufendorf, and others (185). Thompson persuasively
argues that Locke’s rationalist metaphysics and epistemology appealed
to the American revolutionaries precisely because it projected an intelligible moral order compatible with a range of religious and ethical
dispensations, but crucially was also not in principle logically or ontologically dependent on any particular orthodoxy.
Perhaps the main highlights of Thompson’s analysis of Locke’s
influence in revolutionary America are his first-rate discussion of what
it means in Lockean terms to identify “certain truths” as “self-evident”
(71–74) and the excellent and original account explaining why and how
the Lockean state of nature motif was so easily and effectively adaptable

Book Review: America’s Revolutionary Mind

167

to the perceived “lived experience” of colonial Americans in the revolutionary period (223, 257–62). However, it would have been helpful to
have seen a good deal more treatment of the list of grievances in the
Declaration. Thompson deals with them only briefly in passing (40–41,
110), and yet given the clear Lockean resonance in many of the grievances, he perhaps missed an opportunity to elucidate the philosophical
nous informing the major part of the actual text of the Declaration,
which often seems anachronistic and irrelevant to the current generation of Americans.
Thompson’s careful scholarship tracks Locke’s philosophical influence through the diverse array of earlier colonial pamphlets, sermons,
and political tracts that acted as a kind of palimpsest for the Declaration, leaving their traces on the document that would in Thomas
Jefferson’s words eventually come to express the “American Mind” at
the outbreak of the Revolution. In response to progressive critics of the
natural rights tradition, Thompson offers a compelling case that ideas
matter historically; in other words, the American revolutionaries were
not simply cynical pragmatists driven by their material self-interest who
rationalized hypocrisy in the face of flagrant injustice and inequality.
The men who drafted and ratified the Declaration, Thompson demonstrates, genuinely struggled to reconcile the horrors of slavery and
their own moral failings with their ideals of human equality (chap. 5).
To others celebrating the putative demise of liberalism, Thompson’s
theoretical reconstruction of the Lockean American mind delivers a
timely reminder of the moral seriousness demanded by the principle of
natural liberty as well as the muscular intellectualism of the Founders,
who crafted a public philosophy grounded upon reason and individual
freedom that inaugurated a democratic constitutional experiment that
would come to assume world-historical significance.
One of the defining features of this book is the characterization
of it in the subtitle as a “moral history of the American Revolution.”
Thompson’s focus on moral philosophy is a deliberate and sophisticated
hermeneutical strategy designed to highlight Locke’s rationalist influence on the Declaration, while also trying to avoid becoming ensnared
in endless and irresolvable speculative and theological controversies
about the meaning of its references to the “Creator” and “Nature’s God.”
The emphasis on moral philosophy reflects both a strength and potentially a weakness in Thompson’s methodology. Identifying one factor
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as a key part of civic discourse and normative reasoning does not, of
course, logically require the exclusion of other influential ideas as well.
Along these lines, Thompson does well to highlight the rationalist and
individualist moral philosophy à la Locke as one supremely important
source of unity and intellectual inspiration among the American colonists. However, the danger in Thompson’s methodological approach lies
in the problem of defining a complex intellectual tradition so narrowly
that important elements of it that are in tension with the supposedly
superintending position are rendered largely invisible.
For example, while one may gladly grant that Lockean natural rights theory is deeply individualistic (6, 8, 101), one also cannot
help but notice that there are also perhaps recessive, but nonetheless
significant, traits in the Lockean orientation predisposed toward the
common good, as evidenced for example in his controversial “public
safety” argument for executive prerogative in chapter 14 of the Second
Treatise of Government, and the pronounced claims for distributive
justice in his monetary writings. This is not meant to minimize the
profound individualism of Locke’s moral philosophy, but rather to
acknowledge a quasi-collectivist dimension even in Locke’s version
of liberalism—and by extension the American Founders—that held
important political and constitutional implications. Another aspect
of the American revolutionary mind that cannot be completely subsumed in Thompson’s treatment of moral philosophy is the founding
generation’s posture towards intellectual, as opposed to strictly moral,
virtue. He seems to concur with Alexis de Tocqueville’s observation
that the American mind instinctively turns away from general ideas
and abstract theorizing such that, as Thompson puts it, “the whole purpose of the Declaration’s ideas was to liberate men to act” (352, italics
in the original). Fair enough, but the difficulty with focusing almost
exclusively on the practical, moral side of the American revolutionary
intellectual milieu is that it leaves the other hemisphere of the American mind largely unexplored. The speculative bent and scientific talents
of such founding-era luminaries as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Benjamin Rush receive little notice (but see the
reference to George Washington’s almost Jeffersonian condemnation
of “the gloomy age of ignorance and superstition” in the past [183]).
It is perfectly understandable that a book about the American Revolution would have a practical and moral focus, but it is probably fair
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to acknowledge that this reflects only a part of the multiplex Lockean
legacy in America.
Locke’s philosophy is notoriously complex, especially with respect
to the difficulty involved in reconciling the empiricist epistemology of
the Essay concerning Human Understanding with the rationalist, transcendent natural law rhetoric of his most important political work, Two
Treatises of Government. To his credit, Thompson recognizes that there
appear to be “certain flaws and contradictions” in Locke’s epistemology,
and that the philosopher’s claims about the possibility of a demonstrative moral science are “elusive” and “less than one might hope for” (18,
19, 21). It is clearly beyond the scope of this review to explain adequately
Locke’s complicated attempts to fuse empiricist and rationalist idioms
in a single coherent philosophical vision. But it may not be amiss to
recognize that even on Thompson’s terms, Locke’s moral philosophy
points beyond itself to an internal mental domain marked by speculation about both material causation (natural science) and soteriological
concerns about personal identity and the immortality of soul (religion).
That is to say, there is a “Red State” Locke who supports traditional religious values, upholds the sanctity of private property, exudes an ethic
of rugged individualism, and exhibits profound distrust of political
elites. But there is also a “Blue State” Locke animated by a commitment
to science, a posture of intellectual skepticism, and a secular worldview
marked by religious and cultural pluralism and banal consumerist
hedonism. The Texas cattle rancher and the coastal bourgeois bohemian are both Lockeans, even though they reflect different aspects
of America’s complex Lockean inheritance. Perhaps recognizing the
creative tension between these two wings of Lockeanism may help to
explain both America’s historic political, economic, and cultural dynamism and the internal conflicts and social divisions that continue to
challenge the American liberal order.
Whereas most of this book is marked by nuanced and careful scholarship and a measured and deliberate tone, the epilogue, “Has America
Lost Its American Mind?,” is somewhat prone to sweeping generalizations and dubious claims about malevolent and insidious (mainly
foreign) philosophical influences that have supposedly corrupted the
American political and moral imagination over the past two centuries
or so. However, I do not believe the epilogue is integral to this treatment of the Declaration of Independence, and therefore I leave it to the

170

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 1

reader’s judgment whether to engage seriously with the final section
of the book. At any rate, to the extent that Thompson sheds real and
original light on the philosophical foundations and moral meaning
of the Declaration—itself an enormous task—it will likely remain an
important book for some time to come.
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In Recovering the Liberal Spirit, Steven F. Pittz has written an engaging
defense of liberalism which rests on the fundamental claim that liberalism
“can provide the spiritual nourishment that human beings require” (1). Pittz
argues, contra liberalism’s critics, that liberalism does not impoverish the
human spirit but may, in fact, make possible the achievement of individual
“spiritual fulfillment” and “higher meaning.” In other words, liberalism
is not a successful conspiracy against man’s spiritual nature but provides,
rather, for its ultimate fulfillment.
The golden thread running through this broad and far-ranging work—a
work which discusses thinkers as dissimilar as Nietzsche and C. S. Lewis—is
the author’s desire to reinvigorate contemporary liberalism through an
endorsement of the value of spiritual freedom. Such an endeavor requires
the articulation of a new (or perhaps rediscovered) understanding of the liberal individual. In fact, for Pittz, liberalism has little to do with a particular
institutional framework and everything to do with the free development
of the individual. That being said, Pittz believes the liberal individual must
raise his eyes from time to time above what Leo Strauss called the “low but
solid ground” of liberalism. One could say that Pittz shares Patrick Deneen’s
trepidations about liberalism’s preoccupation with material acquisition; he
is far more sanguine than Deneen, however, regarding its actual capacity to
nourish the spirit. The bulk of the book is therefore dedicated to a description
of what such a spirited liberal might look like.
© 2021 Interpretation, Inc.
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To make this overarching argument, Pittz sketches out a novel—perhaps one should say, nontraditional—understanding of the “spirit” and of
one’s spiritual needs. Upon this conceptual pillar rests the whole argument,
and therefore his notion of the spirit will receive special attention here. It is
important, moreover, because it reveals a profound divide among Americans
as to what sort of liberation is ultimately needed and from what. We all agree
that there are societal dogmas that need to be resisted in the interest of free
investigation; however, the solution to the problem of conformity probably
does not lie in still more self-generated spirituality, when it is precisely our
quest for individuality that led us to our contemporary impasse. Before we
engage in judgment, however, let us consider the argument in full.
The “Spirit” of Liberalism
Pittz aims to make a “spiritual defense” of liberalism, on the grounds that
spiritual freedom—a term he seeks to bring to the table—is a necessary
component of any truly liberal order. Unlike political or economic freedom,
spiritual freedom admits no strict definition. At the outset, Pittz describes
it as “intellectual freedom plus a concern for spiritual fullness” (4). In other
words, one should be free to think as one might and to cultivate an individual spirit—which is largely defined by one’s subjective desires, beliefs, and
preferences. Here it should be clear that Pittz departs from other thinkers
concerned with the spirit, for he is adamant that an individual can achieve
spiritual fulfillment outside the four walls of churches, the confines of tradition, and the embrace of family. For Pittz, the words “spirit” and “spiritual”
are nonreligious, referring instead to one’s interiority and one’s “affective
attachment to existence and life” (16). Pittz has in mind something like Rousseau’s “sentiment of existence.” Yet Nietzsche, rather than Rousseau, proves
the great inspiration behind his notion of the free spirit.
According to Nietzsche, there is a rare sort of man who is liberated from
convention and who “hover[s] over men, customs, laws and the traditional
evaluations of things” (quoted on 22). Such a man is able to look with fortitude
upon the “terrible truths” of human existence, including death, meaningless
suffering, and ceaseless desire. More than that, he is able to bring himself to
stand upright in a world devoid of “true knowledge of the physical world or
of metaphysics” (26). The free spirit overlaps therefore with the skeptic—one
who stands scrupulously aloof from the “dogmata” (the claims of certitude)
of a given society (31). To be clear, this is not a thoroughgoing skepticism,
which undermines its own philosophical footing; it is something akin to
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an inherent distrust of popular doxa, whether social, political, or religious.
Yet to be skeptical alone is not enough, for a free spirit must be the sort of
skeptic who maintains a “cheerful” temperament and affirmative disposition towards existence itself. The free spirit must not be bowed before what
Edmund Burke called our “naked, shivering natures.” If “perspective” is truly
“the basic condition of all life,” as Pittz suggests, then cheerfulness amounts
to the best of all perspectives—the most valuable of all values (33–35). Channeling Nietzsche, Pittz summarizes the free spirit as follows: he is “a skeptic
with a cheerful temperament who seeks above all to confront life and existence directly, fearlessly hovering over the illusions of tradition, metaphysics,
and customary morality” (38). Such a person, Pittz hopes, will be found once
again in our liberal societies.
At this juncture, one must remark upon Pittz’s efforts at appropriating
Nietzsche to liberal societies—a task Nietzsche himself would deem futile.
While Pittz knows full well that Nietzsche detested liberalism, and that he
leveled scathing critiques against its tendency towards conformity, he nevertheless thinks that Nietzsche’s insights into the free spirit can benefit liberal
societies. It is hard to believe, however, that the man who called liberalism
“herd-animalization” would admit that the free spirit could be anything
but crushed by liberalism. Even in ideal political circumstances, Nietzsche
thought, “free spirits” were something exceedingly rare—perhaps encountered only a few times each generation. So, Pittz has the unfortunate task of
having to liberalize and democratize the Nietzschean ideal, to make it useful
in our own context. To make his case, Pittz weaves in and out of the Nietzsche
scholarship. Nietzsche scholars will quibble with his conclusions, but, in my
view, the minute discussions therein will be out of place in a book of such
great breadth and aspiration. In fact, one wonders why Pittz expends so much
effort to make Nietzsche his guiding spirit, when someone like John Stuart
Mill would be more to the point.
More interesting than his attempt to define a free spirit abstractly is his
investigation of how spiritual freedom is embodied in certain figures—that
is, in actual free spirits. Since Pittz employs an expansive notion of a free
spirit, the cast of characters he assembles is wide-ranging: Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, Herman Hesse, C. S. Lewis, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry
David Thoreau. What unites these disparate individuals is that they deliberately avoided politics, dissented from broader society, and cultivated in
themselves a certain spiritual depth. This is not to say that they were unconcerned with the common good, but that they eschewed day-to-day politics
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and shallow interactions in favor of deeper pursuits and more meaningful
relationships. By standing scrupulously aloof from the dogmas of society and
the burdens therein, each could see the deeper (and often imperceptible) currents of human thought and action—something Pittz wishes for individuals
in our own society.
From Goethe, we learn the virtue of solitude, for Goethe openly lamented
that his poetic muse—and indeed his quest for total self-realization—was
stymied by the responsibilities of politics and life in modern society (59–64).
From Hesse, too, we learn the virtue of detachment—of withdrawal from an
external society obsessed with “mass” and “quantity,” in favor of an inner
life of “depth” and “quality” (64–71). From Lewis we learn that the events
that make news are largely illusory and obfuscate the deeper movements of
human history (71–77). Lewis, one must comment, is the strangest addition to
the list, given that he certainly adhered to Christian dogma; however, Lewis’s
scrupulous eschewal of politics—to say nothing of his distrust of democratic
society and human wisdom—earns him a spot in this pantheon of skeptics.
Finally, from Emerson and Thoreau we learn the virtue of self-reliance—of
looking inward, and not outward, for the moral values by which to orient
ourselves and our lives (77–89). These individuals share a “skepticism, or
antidogmatism, and intellectual humility; a detachment from politics and a
focus on inner, spiritual life; a yearning for affective attachment to something
greater than oneself; and a stubbornness in the face of public opinion and a
strong resistance to conformity” (88).
Like Mill, Pittz is concerned with the circumstances under which free
spirits—or “energetic natures”—flourish. What conditions, in other words,
prove favorable to the emergence of a Goethe, a Lewis, an Emerson? Negative
liberties, while a necessary component of any liberal order, are less important
than the individual’s positive ability to craft for himself a novel “aesthetic
perspective,” or the generation of his values. Such a pursuit requires the space
to follow one’s own dictates and therefore a social context immune to conformity. Or at the very least, society must generate in individuals the strength of
character to look upon its homogenizing tendencies with contempt. To paraphrase Mill, eccentricity is the soil in which genius thrives; yet we have few
geniuses, for, the argument runs, we must not be comfortable with eccentricity. The norm in liberal societies, Pittz argues, is “borrowing thoughts others
have generated,” and no amount of liberal “rights” makes for “true independence of mind,” though they often help (100). Pittz is undoubtedly correct
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about this fact, and his discussion causes one to question which thoughts
exactly are “borrowed” and which untimely truths are needed today.
Accordingly, the final pair of chapters seeks to defend both the possibility
and desirability of individual autonomy—a defense that takes aim at progressive and communitarian critics alike. Pittz argues here that such individual
soulfulness is “not only enabled by liberal society, but benefits that society as
well” (113). Distinguishing himself from other liberal theorists, Pittz reasons
backwards from the existence of free spirits to the political and philosophical foundations of liberalism itself. One needs no state of nature doctrine
(or Rawlsian veil of ignorance) upon which to found an edifice of individual
rights; one need only show how individual rights buoy the free spirit. Where
Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Rawls might have had to hypothesize about
the individual, we can look to existing persons—to free spirits—who prove
the value of considering humans as autonomous individuals. As Pittz puts
it, “the existence of the free spirit points to the existence of the autonomous
individual” (138). The individual “emerges out of society,” but he should never
remain there. The individual must, in important respects, liberate himself
from society in the name of autonomy.
Pittz makes an important distinction late in the argument: individual
autonomy does not mean “unencumbered choice,” but rather “mastery over
one’s drives” (129–30). Because Pittz is a skeptic, something like consistency
here must replace any external ideal—as it tends to do in all existentialist
arguments. This point about mastery over oneself is supposedly what makes
it possible for Pittz to speak of Nietzsche in the same breath as C. S. Lewis, for
both seem deeply concerned with the fickleness of human desires. What Pittz
hopes to effect is a consistency of character and intention across one’s life that
stands in contrast to the typical person tossed about by this or that opinion.
This is well and good, but he says very little about the values toward which the
individual should orient himself (138). In other words, which drives should sit
atop the hierarchy of human desires? For Pittz, the individual must decide for
himself. No answers are given or can be given. But can one really be agnostic
between, say, Nietzsche and Lewis? Do not Nietzsche and Lewis have incommensurable notions of what dogmas must be resisted (to say nothing of what
dogmas must be believed)? These are the sorts of questions one is left asking
upon finishing Pittz’s book.
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Analysis and Criticisms
What Pittz seeks to inculcate, most of all, is something much needed today:
a strength of character which enables one to dissent from the dogmas of contemporary culture. However, one’s final judgment of the matter will depend
upon whether one believes Pittz has correctly identified the dogmas that
today must be resisted. A person who is liberated from traditional attachments, Pittz argues, is best able to serve as “a bulwark against spiritual and
political oppression” (169). A free spirit’s skepticism, he argues, can “loosen
the knot of ideology” and immunize a society against the “tyranny of public
opinion” (171). If you agree with Pittz’s claims—namely, that the greatest
threat to spiritual freedom comes from unthinking adherence to religion,
tradition, conventional morality, and society—then you will likely agree with
his prescriptions (173). Others will think that our hyperindividualistic society could use more grounding in religion, tradition, conventional morality,
and (perhaps) society itself. I find myself leaning towards the latter opinion.
Liberation from traditional attachments may well be of some value in
a highly traditional society. But Americans inhabit a culture dedicated to
undermining tradition at every turn. A call to greater detachment from tradition would only exacerbate this dedication. In fact, the most profoundly
countercultural position these days is to commit oneself to a traditional
vision of life. Pittz seems unaware, or gives no indication, that our contemporary dogmas come not from religion but from a pseudo-religious adherence
to the doctrines of liberal progress. The real source of incontestable dogma in
modern-day society is not religious fundamentalists, as Pittz seems to suggest, but “woke” liberals and their “cancel culture”—who demand the sort
of bottom-up censorship of which tyrants could only dream. Perhaps Pittz
detests religious fundamentalists and woke liberals alike, and with equal
vigor. But his emphasis on the former will lead a great number of his readers to suppose he thinks only traditionalist forces are now arrayed against
liberty. This is the most disappointing of Pittz’s errors and the reason his
argument does not rise to a true defense of the liberal spirit in our age. Such
a defense would see the dangers on either side and call out each with equal
candor. However, one must remember that there are “third rails” in liberal
society that even the freest of spirits must not touch.
Second, much as one might admire the high-minded individual who
emerges from Pittz’s book, one cannot shake the thought that this is simply
the byproduct of a felicitous selection of noble or exceptional souls. To put this
another way, do we find the idea of free spirit appealing, or do we simply find
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Goethe, Hesse, Lewis, Emerson, and Thoreau appealing? Are there not other
sorts of free spirits we might dislike? Is it really their liberation from tradition that generates our admiration for the former? Pittz grapples with this in
his conclusion, where he admits the possibility of “bad” free spirits, and that
most free spirits might boil down to “free riders.” While he ably dismantles
these criticisms, he never asks whether the free spirit might be sprung from
the crooked timber of humanity or whether it might be a whole lot more
mediocre and laughable than the serious cast he has brought together here.
We appreciate Goethe, Hesse, Lewis, Emerson, and Thoreau, but do we really
think that our fellows would act and think in similar fashion with a greater
infusion of individuality?
One is glad that Pittz has brought together such a wonderful constellation of sympathetic authors; yet the picture might look entirely different with
another cast of characters. There is probably a reason that Pittz chose Goethe,
Hesse, Lewis, Emerson, and Thoreau as examples of free spirits, and ignored
Camus, Kafka, Lovecraft, and Foucault. The latter’s versions of the Nietzschean free spirit lack the cheerful temperament Pittz so values. In fact, their
version seems fated to end in madness, suicide, or things yet worse. Is the
cheerful Nietzschean a real human type, or simply a chimera—a combination
of words signifying nothing real in nature? The buoyant and life-affirming
Nietzschean seems nowhere to be found, least of all in Nietzsche himself. We
find cheerfulness in a Chesterton, not a Nietzsche.
Perhaps the most fundamental difficulty for Pittz is democracy and especially our commercial democracy. As Tocqueville perceived, we have both
a tendency toward the sacralization of the individual and a corresponding
tendency towards group homogenization and mediocrity. We strain towards
individuality only to achieve a new and yet more pervasive conformity. The
conscious quest for individuality in our situation, as the past half century
demonstrates, results primarily in bohemians, hippies, and hipsters—a
strange conformist (and so commercially exploitable) brand of rebellious
individuality. Perhaps the eccentricity of hippies and hipsters proves fertile
soil for Millian geniuses and Nietzschean Übermenschen, but one has one’s
doubts. I cannot shake the sense that Pittz’s advice would only exacerbate
our preexisting tendency to follow our individual desires directly into banal
conformity. Virtues often differentiate men, but vices homogenize. The cult
of individuality, moreover, lends itself directly to commercial manipulation
and results in anthropological sameness. Though I am no communitarian,
I have my doubts that deep meaning can be generated from within, and I
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cannot help but be skeptical when Pittz offers each of us a direct, individual
attachment “to life and existence” (160). I know of no person who has created, ex nihilo, “an affective attachment to existence, engendering love of life
and the world” (160). Such attachments, Christopher Lasch has taught us,
generally come only after we have renounced our individual right to pursue
happiness, subjectively understood.
Finally, one cannot help but wish Pittz consulted yet another free spirit,
Fyodor Dostoevsky. Though himself an individual of the highest sort, Dostoevsky nevertheless turned his rhetorical talents against other free spirits
whose skepticism severed their already tenuous connections to tradition,
religion, and civilization itself. Dostoevsky understood that a revolutionary
age has need of the sort of free spirits who dissent from popular opinion precisely in order to uphold its inheritances. Perhaps Pittz and I simply disagree
as to whether we live in a revolutionary age.
Conclusion
It is fitting to conclude with a return to the beginning—in this case, a return,
not to the first page, but to the first thing that strikes one’s eye. Emblazoned
on the book cover is Caspar David Friedrich’s Woman before the Rising/Setting Sun, curiously rendered so as to make it darker and more foreboding
than the original. The choice of illustration is fitting, given both Pittz’s and
Friedrich’s Romantic, if not Nietzschean, themes—most of all, their shared
interest in the lone individual’s communion with nature. There is, however,
something odd about this selection of painting. For one, the darkness of the
book cover seems at odds with the desire for a fundamentally cheerful temperament in the face of brute nature. Second, the meaning of the painting is
intentionally ambiguous: because we cannot see the woman’s face we cannot know whether the woman’s outstretched arms represent her enthusiastic
welcoming of the rising sun, or her tragic resignation to the setting sun. Perhaps this ambiguity actually reveals two fundamental human types: those
who view the scene as the rising sun, bringing enlightenment to a heretofore
benighted world, will likely agree with Pittz’s argument about the possibility
of individual (or, individualistic) spiritual fulfillment; those of us who interpret the painting as a tragic dying of the light, however, will be unconvinced
by a life of what amounts to expressive individualism.
Both the book and the painting bring to mind the sublimity of the individual, and what we will conclude ultimately depends on whether we believe
sublimity to be that which is impressive or awe-inspiring or that which reveals
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man’s essential smallness. What I see when I survey this landscape, and the
human landscape, is the utter inability of individuals to achieve spiritual
fulfillment on their own terms. The quest for individuality itself, in a deeply
individualistic culture, can lead only to the blandest sort of conformity. If one
seeks a true critical distance from our deepest social dogmas, we must first
understand the purchase expressive individualism has on our souls.
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