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Thomas More’s Hermeneutic Politics
Ja s o n B l a k e ly
Pepperdine University
jblakely@pepperdine.edu
Abstract: Thomas More’s Utopia is often portrayed either as a work of bold political radicalism or as subtle, cautionary conservatism. While the scholars who have contributed to
these opposing accounts of More’s dialogue offer a number of profound insights, they have
also inadvertently obscured crucial philosophical features of his political thought. This essay
argues that More’s Utopia should be read as advancing a hermeneutic politics—that is, a
politics emphasizing the contingency of the historical and cultural meanings that constitute
social life while nonetheless retaining an anthropology of human limits. Reading Utopia as
a fusion of hermeneutic insight and anthropological limits clarifies More’s deeply original
notions of social ontology, normative critique, and humanistic authority.
Keywords: humanism; utopian studies; political imagination; realism; social ontology

Thomas More’s Utopia is an enigma, frequently read as a fount either of
conservatism or of radicalism; a light-hearted farce or a moralistic jeremiad;
nostalgically medieval or prophetically modern. And although the commentaries on More’s dialogue are rich, the central mystery persists, with
contemporary scholarship no closer to a consensus on the politics that motivated More to write in the first place. The present essay hopes to shed fresh
light on this puzzle by drawing attention to frequently unnoticed features of
More’s thought stemming from his vision of politics as comprising contingent meanings or what I will call his hermeneutic assumptions.
The two opposing camps are familiar to readers of Morean scholarship.
On one side are conservative interpretations that identify the dialogue’s politics with the eponymous character, Morus, who is skeptical about the abolition
of property. Conservative readings stress Utopia as an ironic critique of excessive fantasizing in politics. Rather than championing idealized institutions,
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the function of Utopia is cautionary and even implies an antiutopian realism.1
More’s Utopia becomes dystopian. Opposing these readings are radicalizers
who associate Utopia’s underlying politics with the visionary world-traveler,
Raphael Hythloday. Foremost among these readers is Eric Nelson, who
offers an impressively erudite interpretation of Utopia as a form of Platonic
radicalism.2 Nelson establishes that it was a commonplace in More’s humanist
circle to believe that the ideal political society would abolish private property.
Other radicalizing readings have highlighted the ferocity of More’s critique
of European society as well as his clear interest in total political rupture and
transformation.3 Utopia becomes prophetically revolutionary.
By contrast, my analysis might be identified with a third cluster of
scholars, including Elizabeth McCutcheon and Dominic Baker-Smith, who
believe More’s Utopia is primarily a mode of thought. As Baker-Smith aptly
puts it, Utopia is a “parable of political imagination” whose “goal is a state of
mind rather than a specified state of society.”4 However, unlike McCutcheon
and Baker-Smith I present this way of thinking as explicitly hermeneutic. In
doing so I draw on past theorists of the Renaissance such as Ernesto Grassi
who insisted humanism was of “philosophical” not merely “literary and aesthetical significance.”5
My argument has four parts. In the first I argue that More’s Utopia conceptualizes social ontology in hermeneutic terms as a theater of performed
Notable conservative readings include R. W. Chambers, Thomas More (London: Jonathan Cape,
1938); Alistair Fox, Thomas More: History and Providence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1983); J. H. Hexter, More’s Utopia: The Biography of an Idea (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1952); Peter Iver Kaufman, Incorrectly Political: Augustine and Thomas More (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007); C. S. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century excluding
Drama (Oxford: Clarendon, 1954), 167–71; Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political
Thought, vol. 1, The Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978); Edward L. Surtz,
The Praise of Pleasure: Philosophy, Education and Communism in More’s “Utopia” (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1957); Gerard Wegemer, Young Thomas More and the Arts of Liberty
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
1

Eric Nelson, “Greek Nonsense,” Historical Journal 44 (2001): 899–917; Nelson, The Greek Tradition
in Republican Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Nelson, “Utopia through
Italian Eyes,” Renaissance Quarterly 59, no. 4 (2006): 1029–57.
2

Karl Kautsky, Thomas More and His Utopia, trans. H. J. Stenning (London: Black, 1927); Fredric
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future (London: Verso, 2005).
3

Dominic Baker-Smith, “Reading Utopia,” in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas More, ed.
George M. Logan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 149, 162. See also Dominic BakerSmith, More’s “Utopia” (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991); Elizabeth McCutcheon, “Denying
the Contrary: More’s Use of Litotes in the Utopia,” Moreana 32 (1971): 107–21.
4

Ernesto Grassi, Rhetoric as Philosophy: The Humanist Tradition, trans. John Krois and Azizeh
Azodi (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2001), 35.
5
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meanings arising from creative human agency. In the second, I show how
this ontology implies a normative critique of any politics that presents itself
as fated, or the only realistic ordering of human life (I briefly contrast More
here with his contemporary Niccolò Machiavelli). Unlike Machiavelli, More’s
humanism envisioned humans in the imago Dei and worthy of political communities that affirm their infinite dignity.
All of this might lead readers to conclude that More’s hermeneutics is
revolutionary. However, in the third part I explain how More’s radical utopian ontology is situated against the backdrop of an Augustinian account of
human limits and fallibility. The unresolved, central tension of Utopia is that
radical imagination exists in dynamic tension with an anthropology of limits.
In the fourth and final part I briefly sketch how these two seemingly opposing elements shed light on More’s own championing of humanistic authority
in the courts of Europe. More’s politics did not result in revolutionary mobilization but in the chastened attempt to critique and improve European society
from the top down via virtuous humanists advising monarchical power.
1. Utopia as Cosmopoetic Ontology
Some scholars have suggested that the dominant popular theories of politics
in the Middle Ages conceptualized the cosmos and polity as held together by
a single regime type: kingship. On this view, monarchism was fated by the
very structure of reality. To disrupt or rebel against monarchical hierarchy in
politics was to rebel against God’s very sovereignty.6 Although this is surely
an oversimplification, it does capture one popular conception of the divinity
of kingship in Europe at that time. Of course, the Middle Ages also saw the
flowering of Aristotelian and republican notions of kingship, which envisioned monarchy as only one among a repertoire of regime types. But even in
these cases kingship was not only part of a limited, ahistorical set, but it also
remained a permanent, theoretical ideal—even if particular times and places
called for less ideal arrangements.7
By contrast, although there was no single Renaissance philosophy,
humanism did mark a general shift away from monarchy as either providentially given or even an ahistorical ideal—towards the view that political life
was open-ended historically. For many humanists this was not based on a
William Bouwsma, The Waning of the Renaissance (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000),
86; Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007).
6

Thomas Aquinas, On Kingship, to the King of Cyprus, trans. G. B. Phelan (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1949).
7
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rejection of theism but on a theology that perceived humans as an imago Dei,
or image of God, sharing in the latter’s creative freedom.8 For this reason,
Renaissance humanism saw the poet—who called the “human world into
being”—as central to politics.9
This is one way to arrive at the Renaissance theme of “cosmopoiesis,” or
world making, in which human imagination generates politics akin to a work
of art.10 For Renaissance humanists, aesthetic creation was not limited to the
art object nor did art simply perfect nature (as in Cicero’s notion of vivendi
ars, or the “art of living”).11 Instead, art itself was the medium in which
humans dwelled in worlds of meaning. This notion is central to grasping utopia as a hermeneutic and ontological concept that envisions social reality as
expressive of created meanings.
More’s cosmopoetic conception of politics can be seen in how he describes
the island of Utopia in a way that makes readers aware of its createdness.
His microcosmic attention to detail subtly foregrounds cosmopoiesis. For
example, Hythloday describes Utopia’s geography with poetic flourishes (the
island is “crescent-shaped, like a new moon”) as well as exacting detail (“two
hundred miles across the middle”).12 This cosmopoetic power is also evident
in Utopia’s historical and ethnographic specificity. Although the reader—like
a traveler—only glimpses fragments of Utopia’s culture, the overall effect
implies a much larger whole.
Consider, for instance, how Utopia’s citizens are themselves world makers with fifty-four meticulously planned cities and a dredged channel that
transformed the peninsula into an island. Such astonishing creativity makes
the reader aware of their imago Dei capabilities. Utopus, the mythic founder
of the commonwealth, is a cosmopoetic creator of politics (and stand-in for
More). He is a planner of cities and dreamer of things others dare not envision. His creativity is so potent that history, culture, and geography bend to
his will: he “conquered the country and gave it his name,” gave the island’s
“uncouth inhabitants” their “high level of culture,” and even “changed its
Charles Trinkaus, In Our Image and Likeness: Humanity and Divinity in Italian Humanist Thought
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012).
8

9

Grassi, Rhetoric as Philosophy, 83.

Giuseppe Mazzotta, Cosmopoiesis: The Renaissance Experiment (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2001), xi, xiv.
10

11

Compare Wegemer, Young Thomas More, 30.

Thomas More, Utopia, trans. Robert Adams, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002),
41. References to Utopia will henceforth be given parenthetically in the text, by page in this edition.
12
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geography.” Utopus is not a Platonic contemplator of eternal forms but a creative visionary who enacts things so strange that “at first” he is “laughed at
[for] his folly” but later strikes everyone with “wonder and terror” (42).
In this light, the famous dialogue on counsel in Book 1, often interpreted
as a reflection on decorum, can alternatively be read as a meditation on cosmopoiesis. In this passage Morus describes “political action” as a “drama,”
the social context as a “stage,” the various positions people assume as “role[s]”
with “garb” and an informal script which an individual can either successfully execute or “pervert and ruin” (34-35). Thus, politics is an intersubjective,
communal act of cosmopoiesis. Political history can take the narrative form
of a comedy by Plautus or a tragedy by Seneca. Humans are perpetually
involved in a rolling work of art that constitutes history.
As with a traditional work of art, this collective act of cosmopoiesis can
assume endless iterations and modifications. Morus observes that a clownish
“trivial” joke might be cracked amid a bloody, tyrannical political scene (35).
Surprising and confounding mixtures of meanings can and do occur. Politics
is thus conceptualized as thoroughly hermeneutic or consisting of contingent
meanings.
In this way Book 1 is preparing readers for the more radical project of
Book 2: inventing a world (Utopia) in which the entire theater of meanings
is alien. From the European perspective, Utopia is an outlandish clash of
genres (for example, are the golden chamber pots serious or farcical?). Utopia’s scathing severity and weird whims disorient. Here it is important to see
that More is clearly using satire and hyperbole to ironize a given utopian
innovation—a point powerfully underscored by conservative readers of Utopia like C. S. Lewis, who calls it foremost a jesting, “jolly invention.”13 Of
course, particular leaps of Utopian imagination More leaves for readers to
puzzle over whether they are farcical, serious, or some combination of both.
This paradoxical feature of utopian dreaming will require a fuller development of More’s notion of ethical limits below. For now, the point is that the
meaning of “utopia” as a word is very far from the normative idealization that
is anachronistically assigned to it by contemporary politics. Hermeneutics
is not foremost idealization; it is ontology. It is lived theater but also a dense
puzzle of interpretation. The significance of any given theater action, occurrence, or sequence needs to be decoded. This Morean conception of social

13

Lewis, English Literature, 167.
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ontology reaches aphoristic brilliance in William Shakespeare’s famous
claim in As You Like It that “all the world’s a stage.”14
Utopia as hermeneutic ontology implies that humans are always-already
dwelling in worlds of imagined and performed meanings. Yesterday’s dreams
are today’s social realities. And, in fact, today’s social realities are sustained by
a kind of collective dreaming. What appears as mere fantasy in Europe is the
way alien people already live in the New World or in ancient times. The ontological assumption is that politics is conducted in the medium of imaginaries.
This has the effect of universalizing utopian imagining and deepening historical consciousness. Utopia thus participates in what Charles Nauert identified
as the “new historical consciousness” that allowed Renaissance humanists to
perceive the “historical discontinuity” of epochs and “discrete cultures.”15
The geographic isolation of Utopia as an island thus takes on a deeper
philosophical significance as symbolic of the carving of human societies into
separate cultures. Tellingly, Utopia is not a natural island but one created
by human imagination and enactment—a “channel cut fifteen miles wide
where the land joined the continent” (42). A cultural and historical rupture
is being spatialized by More (a trope he also employs in the case of the Polylerites, Anchorians, and Macarians). This deep historicity is a departure from
Plato. It is true, as we shall see below, that More retains the Platonic concern
with the centrality of virtue to political life. However, where The Republic
famously identifies a perennial cycle of regimes participating in eternal forms,
More instead unleashes human creativity as historical world-making.16 For
More—unlike for Plato—political history is open-ended, contingent, subject
to radical breaks and leaps of the imagination. To think in utopian terms is
to see beyond fixed, naturalistic, essentialist (or later mechanistic) structures.
It is to perceive politics as the realm of creative and historically performed
hermeneutics—even if, as will become clear later, this is still embedded
against an anthropology of human ethical limits.17
A number of scholars have established the centrality of theater to Renaissance thought, for example, Bouwsma, Waning of the Renaissance, 129–42. Arthur Noel Kincaid notes the “image of theater”
pervades More’s “whole view of life” and relates it to Shakespeare. See Kincaid, “The Dramatic Structure of Sir Thomas More’s History of King Richard III,” Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 12, no.
2 (1972): 227.
14

Charles Nauert, Humanism and the Culture of Renaissance Europe, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 19–21.
15

A similar point might be made concerning Seneca, who—although he is an important source for More’s
image of the world as theater—nonetheless had an ahistorical sense for a fixed range of literary genres.
16

17

More ought to be viewed as a key figure for the later notion of social imaginaries. See Charles
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Utopia’s ontological, creative potential is related to the view of humans
articulated by Pico della Mirandola, whose biography the young More translated.18 Pico’s oration On the Dignity of Man envisions God as an artist—“the
master-builder” and “the Artisan”—and humans as another creator inside
creation.19 As Pico put it, humans alone have an “indeterminate form” such
that all creation is assigned a fixed nature, but God says to Adam: “[thou]
art the molder and maker of thyself.”20 Tellingly, More has the citizens of
Utopia echo Pico’s conception of God as artist—the “author and maker of
nature” who “like other artists created this beautiful mechanism of the world
to be admired” (76). The political world as a work of human imagination
makes possible the leap to unexpected new worlds and utopias. Yet More will
synthesize this creative side of Pico’s account of human agency, with the need
nonetheless to recognize perennial human limits to certain insuperable realities concerning human character.
In short, utopia conceptualized as universal to human social ontology
clarifies how politics is pervaded by contingent imaginaries of meaning—
even if it is never wholly swallowed up by them alone. More’s dialogue
self-consciously constructs a world together with the reader’s activated
imagination. This alerts the attentive reader to a parallel creative act carried
out heedlessly in the sphere of politics. Utopia thus marks a moment in the
middle of the actual historical drama of politics in which the actors might
become self-aware of their performance. Perhaps for the first time they recognize the stage and theater of their society for what it is: a shared imaginary, a
utopia. What has been done collectively and unselfconsciously might be done
intentionally and with full self-awareness. The naivete of fated, inescapable
politics is gone.
2. Utopia as Critique
My interpretation of utopia as an ontological concept is reinforced by the
general scholarly consensus that Renaissance humanism made a major
breakthrough in terms of historical consciousness. Starting with Petrarch,
humanists were some of the first Europeans to grasp the pastness of the
past. As James McConica observes, the humanists followed Petrarch in “the
Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003).
18

Thomas More, The Life of Pico Della Mirandola (New York: Scepter, 2010).

Pico della Mirandola, On the Dignity of Man, trans. Charles Glenn Wallis (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1965), 4.
19

20

Ibid., 4–5.
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consciousness of historical change” and the need to understand historical
and social realities in “the context of their time” in order to “recover the very
outlook of the original authors.”21
Yet this ontological claim also has some normative or critical implications.
Specifically, the contingency of the meanings enacted as a kind of political
theater implies a criticism of all beliefs, practices, and social worlds that present themselves as inevitable, necessary, or fated. Utopia as a hermeneutic
social ontology reveals that although societies often understand themselves
as the only realistic option, there are in fact always other possible worlds. This
critique from the contingency of meanings pervades More’s Utopia. It might
even be thought of as central to his entire notion of political criticism.
Consider, for example, how Hythloday’s critique in Book 1 of various
European practices (the enclosure movement, militaristic expansionism, the
education of servants, criminal justice, and so on) is saturated with an awareness that these are far from the only, natural way of constructing society. The
entire purpose of imagined alternative criminal justice regimes like those of
the Polylerites is to impress upon the reader that England’s way of punishing
thieves is in no way natural or inescapable. To the contrary, the fatalism of
England’s practices and its supposed realism about crime are precisely what
block its imagining better and more effective political alternatives (15–21,
22–24, 30, 34).
After describing the radically different punishment regime adopted by
the Polylerites, Hythloday underscores this point by noting that he sees “no
reason why this system could not be adopted in England” (24). Of course,
this proposal is immediately attacked by the pedantic English lawyer who
threatens that “such a system could never be established in England without
putting the commonwealth in serious peril” (24). In this deft passage, More
humorously suggests that one of the main responses to humanist, utopian
dreams is threats and mockery from realists who repress the role of the
political imagination. In stark contrast to the lawyer, contingency pervades
Utopia’s entire portrayal of politics as a field of meanings that happen to be
one way but might be another. This is why the dialogue entertains many possible alternative worlds. The frightened and defensive response by those at
Cardinal Morton’s table—which serves as a foil to Giles and Morus’s humble
James McConica, “Thomas More as Humanist,” in Logan, Cambridge Companion to Thomas More,
23. Also see Nauert, Humanism and the Culture of Renaissance Europe, 18–21; Skinner, Modern Political Thought, 1:86–87.
21
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and generous receptivity—precisely conveys the extreme scandal of those
unable to think in terms of utopian contingency.
Indeed, the notion of utopian contingency helps clarify how the early
imaginative exercises in Book 1 set the pattern for the far more ambitious
proposals of Utopia as a society. Only in Book 2, when full attention is
turned to the practices and institutions of Utopia, does the reader finally
encounter the ambitiousness of More’s imaginings. Here readers learn that
Utopia is not merely a piecemeal concept but embraces as its ultimate horizon an entire cultural world or epoch. It is concerned with what Fredric
Jameson rightly dubs “totality.”22 Specifically, what appears as the only realistic option—for instance, the cosmic monarchical fatalism of Europe—is
actually a sign of the boundedness of human politics within one imagined
horizon. To the Utopians—as Hythloday frequently stresses—it is Europe
and its politics that appear unreal, unsustainable, and unworkable. The permissibly real, too, is imagined.
In this way, More’s Utopia stands as a tacit critique of political realism.
Utopian imagination is more realistic than realism insofar as it grasps the
contingency of meanings comprising human life. Utopia recovers the original imagined dimensions of all politics. What More recognized perhaps more
deeply than any political thinker before him was that contingency applies to
the whole culture. This is why today’s political “realism” is always superseded
by another epoch rendering it strange and unreal. This is an intentional effect
of More’s utopian thinking. For example, why are European cultures so fascinated by, even worshipful of, precious metals like gold? Or why do economies
of money create scarcity? A careful reader of utopia emerges less oriented to
his or her own social world as the inescapably real. Contingency creates a
disorienting effect.
The purpose of losing one’s political and social bearings is critical. As
Baker-Smith aptly observes: More’s utopian thinking inherits from Erasmus
the notion that human customs contain a form of “structural sin” that invites
readers to “resist the idols of society” and recognize instead that “society is
founded on a conspiracy of shared delusions.” The point of this, Baker-Smith
continues, is to offer an image of society that is “free from the dead hand
of custom” and “prompt acts of political imagination.”23 The contingency of

22

Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, xii.

23

Baker-Smith, “Reading Utopia,” 145, 162.
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human politics is often tied by More to sin and folly. It is not simply that
humans could live a different way, it is that they very often ought to do so.
More’s Utopia turns the table on all realisms, naturalisms, and fatalisms.
Political realism does not uncover the final, ahistorical politics; it attempts
to surreptitiously fix one cosmopoiesis for all times and places. Realism is
thus engaged in repressed hermeneutic imagining (utopia in the ontological
sense). It tries to fix one social imaginary as eternal. Consider, for example,
the case of More’s contemporary and founder of the most influential tradition of modern realism, Niccolò Machiavelli.
From the perspective of More’s ontological conception of utopia Machiavelli does not escape the hermeneutics of imagination, he simply represses it.
As Giuseppe Mazzotta points out, Machiavelli’s realism is in fact an extended
act of political performance and imagination. Among other things the reader
of The Prince is invited to imagine: power as made visible in “spectacles and
ceremonies” like “public executions”; humans as the most dangerous animal
(both lion and fox); the prince as skilled in the “black magic of power” and
illusions; the tragic metaphysical stand-off between virtù and Fortuna as
a woman; and so on.24 But the virtù-Fortuna dyad are meanings that can
be enacted to greater or lesser extent and not simply awaiting discovery.
Likewise, to resist Machiavellian realism is to refuse to imagine its world or
perform its meanings. Machiavelli’s The Prince, in other words, is still a form
of utopian imagining in the ontological sense but missing the critical selfawareness. From More’s perspective Machiavelli’s famous denunciation of
utopian fantasies as useless gets politics exactly backwards.
More’s Utopia also contrasts with Machiavelli in being a part of the explicitly Christian Renaissance. Charles Trinkaus has argued with great erudition
that the theological anthropology of the Christian Renaissance had origins in
ancient patristic texts, which taught that each and every human participated
in divinity. Trinkaus describes this as “possibly the most affirmative view
of human nature in the history of thought.”25 The orienting anthropological
question for More’s utopian political theory is openly Christian: What is a
dwelling place worthy of the imago Dei, or humans apprehended as divinity?
We will see below that this radically central role for the imagination is nonetheless hemmed in by an anthropology of ethical limits—but it is important

24

Mazzotta, Cosmopoiesis, 30–31.

25

Trinkaus, In Our Image and Likeness, xiv.
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to underscore this novel role for imagination in politics, which is part of
More’s deep originality.
The normative standards for utopian dreaming are explicitly Christian.
Thus, one might heuristically organize the various customs, practices, and
institutions of Utopian society around the triad of neo-Platonic transcendentals—the True, the Beautiful, and the Good—held by traditional Christianity
to be characteristic of God and divinity. Since humans are created in the
imago Dei and are able to divinize (theosis) through greater free participation
in Christ’s kingdom, their communities too might increasingly be patterned
in a way that embodies the features of divinity.
Take first the traditional transcendental feature of the True. In a dramatic departure from Plato’s Republic, More envisions education in Utopia as
largely egalitarian and premised on the direct apprehension of truth and not
indoctrination into noble or beautiful lies. Utopian arrangements are expressive of the value of truth and humanistic education available to all residents.
As Hythloday notes, the Utopians leave open that “all citizens should be free
to withdraw” from toil to “devote themselves to the freedom and culture of
the mind” (53). This is not simply left at the level of individual initiative but
is generously provisioned to “every child” in free humanistic education and
lifelong open lectures (63).
Similarly, the relative freedom and pluralism of religion in Utopia also
could be seen as reflecting the transcendental, divine characteristic of the
True. There exist in Utopia various archaic religions as well as a dominant
form of monotheistic worship of a “single divinity, unknown, eternal, infinite, inexplicable” (93). The contrast with the homogeneity of mythic belief
in Plato’s Republic is striking. Utopia includes a humanistic affirmation of
pluralism and an awareness that theological matters remain fundamentally
obscure to humans. Indeed, we learn that Utopia’s founder, Utopus, believed
it was “arrogant folly for anyone to enforce conformity with his own beliefs
on everyone else by means of threats or violence” and so he “left the whole
matter open, allowing each individual to choose what he would believe” (95).
For utopians, violence and aggressive proselytizing distort true religion, as
does glib dogmatizing. Truth in the pursuit of divine things involves free
exploration and dissent.
The second transcendental feature of divinity—the Beautiful—is if anything more pronounced in Utopian arrangements. Unlike modern cities,
Utopian urban centers are planned on a human scale with an emphasis on
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walkability not merely internally but also between cities where “a person”
can “go on foot from one to the other in a day” (43). There is an attempt
to synthesize the urban and rural without negating either, as evident in the
importance of planned gardens—one behind every house—and also the
twelve-mile greenbelts encircling each city. Such commitment to beauty is
evident even in small flourishes as the insistence that common meals are
“elegant and sumptuous” and “dessert…never scanted” (56, 58). Table talk
itself has an artful ebb and flow, supported by Utopian customs, that keeps
it from becoming onerous. The point is not to fix any one Utopian practice
as definitively beautiful. Rather, the exercise in utopian thought is to imagine what a truly beautiful dwelling space for beings participating in divinity
would look like. Politics is a lavish hosting of the imago Dei. Therefore, as
Hythloday pithily puts it, “no kind of pleasure is forbidden, provided harm
does not come of it” (58).
A similar ethos is found in More’s careful emphasis on a humanized
economy—one in which skilled crafts and agriculture are essential. If
humans share in divinity, their participation even in mundane exchanges
should affirm this dignity. Utopia’s abolishing of money is in this regard less
a dogmatic commitment to Platonic communism than a playful recognition
of the imago Dei. Would God be charged money for the necessaries to live?
If not, perhaps neither should those made in God’s image. Markets that meet
all human needs are therefore accordingly imagined “without any sort of
payment or compensation” (55). In Utopia “no one is poor…there are no beggars, and though no one owns anything, everyone is rich” (103). Likewise, the
divinity of humans is affirmed in imagining the good of health administered
in free “public hospitals” that are “not…packed closely and uncomfortably”
and everything is done to prioritize the patients (56).
By the standards of his time More’s vision of utopia is also highly
democratic. This is evident in the elaborate system of representation at the
household level as well as the universal legal education and simplicity of laws
that eliminate the need for a profiteering class of legal experts who prolong
and expand the realm of litigation. Instead, everyone in Utopia is given
enough education to litigate on their own behalf. Similarly, the relationship
Utopia has with other peoples is marked by an imago Dei ethos. War is seen
as bestial, an ugly desecration of the human-divine image. Enormous energy
is spent on avoiding war at all costs.
But perhaps the most vivid affirmation of humans as imago Dei comes
in Utopia’s abundant and even extravagant democratization of leisure. As the
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God of traditional monotheism reaches his creative highpoint on the Sabbath
or a sacred time of rest, so too Utopia is filled with holidays, festivals, and
times for humans to achieve fulfillment in leisure which they view as their
utmost happiness. The work day is affirmed as a positive feature of human
creative powers while at the same time “no one has to be exhausted with
endless toil from early morning to late at night like a beast of burden,” a fate
“worse than slavery” (49).
3. Anthropological Limits on the Utopian Project
One might draw the inference from my account so far that for More there are
no limits on politics except for the borders of the imagination itself. Politics
can become whatever we imagine it to be. But this would be a mistake. Part
of the complex tension in More’s thought is precisely the way that an unprecedently demanding, open-ended role for political imagination is located
against the backdrop of an anthropology of human limits and frailty. As with
his positive affirmation of the imago Dei, More inherited this anthropology
of limits from the Christian patristics, especially Augustine.
As is well known, More gave public lectures as a young man on Augustine’s City of God.26 Scholars like Peter Iver Kaufman have made a sweeping
case for More’s political thought as predominantly a form of Augustinian
pessimism.27 Although Kaufman neglects the radicality of More’s cosmopoetic ontology, he and other conservative interpreters of More are nonetheless
correct to draw attention to the importance of human frailty and the extreme
effort required to achieve excellence in the virtues. Such Augustinian themes
are persistently voiced in More’s late works—such as A Dialogue of Comfort
against Tribulation and The Sadness of Christ—composed as he awaited
execution. Although these writings are often presented as devotional, they
are also practical ethical manuals on how to maintain virtue amid suffering,
death, and the failure of the political community. A brief exploration of the
role of human frailty and limits in More’s writing is necessary to understand
the complex tensions in his form of utopian thought.
More’s Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation is an imagined exchange
between a young man, Vincent, asking his elderly uncle, Anthony, for advice
on how to strengthen virtue in the face of life’s adversity and suffering. More
locates the dialogue in sixteenth-century Hungary in the shadow of an
26
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impending foreign invasion by Turkish forces as well as tumult caused by
the corruption of the political community. Anthony’s main goal is to offer
Vincent extended meditations on how to strengthen virtues like hope, courage, faith, and kindness even as personal and communal well-being falter
and spin into dark decline.
Throughout the dialogue, Anthony emphasizes the difficulty for all
human beings in facing their limits and mortality without falling into some
vice. As he tells his nephew, “there is not a person on this earth…entirely
free of dread” and thus without need of encouragement toward virtue and
consolation in the face of human limits.28 These include sins like “indifferent, deadly, dullness” or “sloth” as well “grouchy” and irritable anger when
ill, persecuted, or otherwise in pain and fear.29 Anthony is careful to warn
his nephew that any moral or spiritual improvement is gained with the
understanding that “none among us may think of ourselves as anything but a
sinner.”30 In other words, virtue is the fruit of struggle against an inescapable
background of human sliding towards vice—pride, fear, cruelty, spite, and
myriad other faults.
For More, as for Augustine, human weakness is both a moral and physical given—what Anthony refers to as “the conflict of the flesh against the
soul” that is “in all of us” as part of “old original sin.”31 To be human is to
continually contend with a tendency towards viciousness as we experience
the failure of our bodies, our personal projects, and our political societies.
For this reason, as Anthony advises his nephew, no worldly good is capable
of consoling us in the face of our ultimate limitedness. Instead, “those who
in their sorrow seek worldly comfort” will eventually encounter adversity
so great that “all the pleasures of this world will…drown…in the depths of
tribulation.”32 Such worldly goods include those of politics. Thus, only God—
who is infinite and eternally transcends the limits of the world—can provide
true consolation.
In this manner More affirms the basic Augustinian distinction between
the finite, passing goods worshiped by the city of man and those eternal
goods worshiped by the true pilgrim church destined for the city of God.
28
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As Augustine famously argues, there exist only “two cities,” “created by two
loves…the earthly by love of self, extending even to contempt of God, and the
heavenly by love of God extending to contempt of self.”33 Any utopian imagining—along with any utopian political project—must fall short because it is
composed ultimately of finite and earthly goods, not eternal ones. This gives
us the central paradox of More’s utopian thought as both infinitely demanding and inescapably doomed.
This Augustinian backdrop should be enough to decisively distinguish
More’s utopianism from contemporary Marxist thinkers like Jameson who
claim him as their own while omitting the anthropology of human folly. And
yet More’s Augustinian inheritance is evident in Utopia itself. The namesake character, Morus, voices this theme explicitly in the dialogue when he
responds to Hythloday’s advocacy for the abolition of private property at the
end of Book 1. As a number of conservative scholars have noted, Morus’s
objections to this proposal are familiarly Aristotelian. Less frequently
observed is that they also affirm an Augustinian anthropology in which virtue and vice are never fully resolved in their contest for the human heart.
The utopian proposal is treated with skepticism because greed and the “hope
of gain” is presented by Morus not only as ineliminable but as in a kind of
internal war with other vices like indolence (39).
This objection parallels Augustine’s account of human fallenness in The
City of God. For Augustine, politics is inescapably sinful and unjust because
the human soul is never fully in a just and virtuous condition. This is true
even for those who have achieved the highest “degree of wisdom” who must
nonetheless daily “wage perpetual war against the vices” and “not the vices
of others” but “internal ones.”34 This “internal warfare” against the vices even
among the most virtuous is directly mirrored by the political community,
which Augustine tells us is “held captive by vices” and “divided against itself
by lawsuits, wars and strife.”35 Morus draws this same Augustinian conclusion after considering the role that vices like greed and indolence will play
even in the Utopian commonwealth. As he puts it, “continual bloodshed and
turmoil” will disturb Utopian society surging from this internal condition of
warfare and vice (39).
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The Augustinian link between internal viciousness and political disorder
is sounded again in the closing words of Hythloday who announces that the
prime obstacle to establishing a Utopia-inspired commonwealth in Europe is
pride as the “prime plague” that “twines itself around the hearts of men” and
is “too deeply fixed in human nature to be easily plucked out” (106). Augustine, of course, argues that pride drives humans to puff themselves up and
deny their origins in dust and nothingness, instead assuming a kind of divine
permanence that rivals God. As Augustine puts it, “pride is the beginning of
sin” and “occurs when a man is too well pleased with himself” and “falls away
from the immutable good with which he ought rather to have been pleased
than with himself.”36 Prideful organization around ephemeral, worldly goods
is what ensures that “the earthly city will not be everlasting” but is “condemned to that punishment which is its end”—namely, to “no longer be a
city” and return to nothingness.37
Indeed, when it comes to the societies of Europe, both Hythloday and
Morus are unflagging Augustinians castigating the cities of man as little better than bands of robbers.38 The difference only arises when Hythloday seems
to improbably locate prideful vice outside of Utopia, while Morus sees it at
work even inside the Utopian community (after all, it remains ineliminable
from the human heart). Yet even in Augustine’s terms there remains a partial truth in Hythloday’s hopefulness about Utopia. After all, since Utopia
resides in the imagination, it has a role to play in mediating between the
fallen, earthly city and the heavenly city whose founder is God. In spite of
all the skepticism he expresses, Morus also says he needs “time for thinking
of these matters more deeply” and looking at them “in more detail” because
the “Utopian community” contains “many features that in our own societies
I would wish rather than expect to see” (107).
Once again paralleling Augustine, More allows an iconic earthly city to
act as a paradoxically divine sign—orienting politics toward aspects of God’s
kingdom. The city of Rome offers Augustine and his readers the basic metaphor for God’s community as a city. Heaven is a city, a political community,
like Rome—but one that exceeds it in every aspect. So, Augustine says Rome
(as the height of ancient politics) plays the role of sharpening “the sight of
36
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men” and giving “citizens of the eternal City during their pilgrimage here”
the ability to “diligently and soberly contemplate such examples.”39
In addition, for both Augustine and More the political community is
the keeper of real goods. So More presents the Utopian commonwealth very
much in the spirit of Augustine’s claim that “it is not rightly said that the
goods which [the earthly] city desires are not goods” for they are “without
doubt gifts of God.”40 The role of true Christians is therefore to not merely
passively or fatalistically remain indifferent to the earthly city but to maintain “the cooperation of men’s wills in attaining those things which belong to
the mortal nature of man,” for “even that city is better when it possesses them
than when it does not.”41
The deep tension that human society is unceasingly pulled by a vision of
heavenly community that it is unable to fully manifest is another version of
the same paradoxical tension at the center of More’s utopian thinking. No
status quo of the earthly city is sufficient to the demands of the kingdom of
God. As Augustine insists, “true justice…does not exist other than in that
commonwealth whose Founder and Ruler is Christ.”42 Faithful humans must
imagine something better, although they never expect to transcend anthropological limits even in their greatest political imaginings.
For More (like Augustine) even earthly cities play a positive role in human
life, both in terms of real concrete goods that sustain human flourishing and
peace, but also in terms of an iconic and imagined dimension that allows
the faithful to better picture God’s own way of building community. Of
course, More radicalizes the role of imagination in a way that never occurred
to Augustine. More’s imaginative leap allows the human mind to self-consciously envision institutions and practices that so far evade actual political
communities. In this way, Utopia as the icon of justice can become more powerful—spurring on epochal shifts in politics and alien forms of world making.
At the same time, the utopian project is severely chastened. Morean utopians
expect to fail if for no other reason than all human projects fail.
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4. Humanists as Chastened Utopian Counselors
The synthesis of radical awareness of the contingency of the political world—
and the high demands of a dwelling place worthy of the imago Dei—together
with an Augustinian anthropology of fallenness sheds fresh light on More’s
commitment to humanistic authority in politics. More and his humanist
circle were precisely a set of scholars capable of interpreting politics as a
theater of meanings but also embodying a chastened and humbled effort at
virtue. Rather than revolutionary or violent change, they sought prudent but
also critical counsel to Europe’s monarchs, enacting any changes gradually
from the top down.
Consider first the way that utopia as an ontological and critical concept
facilitates a significant shift in epistemic authority within politics. Indeed,
More’s dialogue offers a notion of political authority as distinctive as Machiavelli’s virtù in The Prince. Only unlike Machiavelli, a Morean humanist
recognizes the contingency of the sociopolitical world in such a way as to call
into question all realisms surrounding a myth of power.
Of course, it is a commonplace that Renaissance humanism embodied a
new kind of scholarly authority in Europe. But More’s dialogue on counsel
in Book 1 of Utopia—in which Peter Giles and Morus press Hythloday to
put his humanistic erudition in the service of kings—goes much further by
posing the problem of whether humanistic learning might reshape existing
power in Europe. Giles makes clear that Hythloday’s “learning” and “knowledge” qualify him to advise kings while Morus gushes: “you would be an
extraordinary counsellor to any king in the world” (13-14). Such a shift in
the concept of who ought to counsel power (a project in which More personally participated and catastrophically failed in the court of Henry VIII) both
shores up and radically subverts the monarchism of the Middle Ages.
As is well known to scholars of the Renaissance, a central feature of
humanism’s bid at epistemic authority was the effort to advance “the value
of the studia humanitatis” as a “cluster of five subjects,” namely, grammar,
rhetoric, poetry, history, and moral philosophy.43 Although this is often
presented as the view that humanism was a syllabus rather than a monolithic, unitary philosophy, it is also crucial to see how the Morean strain of
humanism participated in a broader epistemic shift. This is part of a larger
history in which humanists arose out of a new lettered class in Europe whose
Charles Nauert, “Humanism as Method: Roots of Conflict with the Scholastics,” Sixteenth Century
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philological techniques undermined existing intellectual authorities in a
truly astounding number of areas (including theology, law, medicine, history,
and philosophy). The humanists’ radical sense for the historicity of meanings
challenged the dominant academic school of Scholasticism, whose manual
collections of formal propositions drew from ancient authorities but often
rested on historically naive or faulty interpretations. Thus, an awareness of
the historicity of meanings was a crucial innovation of the humanists.44
Where Scholastics advanced ahistorical metaphysical systems often buttressing existing institutions, humanists offered a new hermeneutic authority
over meanings. A paradigmatic case of this momentous move away from
medieval intellectual authority was Erasmus’s championing of the new historical techniques to correct the Latin Vulgate Bible through use of Greek.45
Humanists uncovered the importance of historical context and authorial
intentions in the recuperation of meaning. In this way, hermeneutics as an
art of interpretation became central to humanistic authority.
But utopia as an ontological concept also greatly expanded the scope of
humanistic authority far beyond scholarly domains. A Morean humanist was
not merely a reviver of ancient texts; he was at the same time a skilled master
of the art of interpreting and reading living political reality. Hythloday is an
example of such humanistic authority—a polyglot, student of history, traveler of strange lands. All this contributes to his ability to interpret ongoing
theaters of action at the micro level and entire cultural worlds at the macro
level. This hermeneutic art includes a vast storehouse of counterfactual situations, analogous historical moments, and imagined scenarios from which to
view the politics at hand. Knowledge of alien customs and institutions brings
Europe’s own way of doing things into critical focus.
For example, Hythloday observes the way England’s execution of thieves
entangles it in various avoidable quandaries of an inconsistent, overly harsh
regime of punishment. He also has at his fingertips a number of alternative and more effective regimes, including those of ancient Rome and those
derived from his “Persian travels” (especially the imagined Polylerites whose
punishment for theft is forced labor) (22). In the same discussion he considers alternative customs and institutions that stymie corruptions plaguing
Europe, such as militaristic expansionism (contrasted with the Anchorians)
and the enrichment of political elites (compared to the Macarians). Unlike
44
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the lawyer at Cardinal Morton’s table—who plays the role of boorish antihumanist—Hythloday does not believe there is a single, knock-down, formal
argument by which he might “demolish” and “reduce” his opponent’s politics
to “rubble” (21). Rather, true political judgment requires patient historical
and cultural immersion and reflection.
Although the differences between Hythloday, Giles, and Morus have
often been remarked upon, it remains true that all the interlocutors are in tacit
agreement about the new humanistic authority. The urgency with which Giles
and Morus exhort Hythloday to counsel power expresses their confidence in
this kind of authority. The well-known clash over the vita activa versus the vita
contemplativa (on which Morus and Hythloday sharply disagree) too often
eclipses this profound agreement. As Hythloday frankly admits, much of his
political wisdom is derived from immersion in something he “read of in other
ages” or saw “in practice elsewhere” (14). This sentiment should be read as
programmatic for the utopian authority of Morean humanists. For More, the
ability to learn from alien peoples requires the virtue of humility and openness. A humanist is willing to be taught and corrected by both non-Christians
and non-Europeans. As Morus earnestly says to Hythloday of his travels to
the New World: “we want to know everything that we don’t know yet” (40).
The dialogue participants—in their generous but also highly perceptive
exploration of Utopia—model for the reader a humanistic mode of political
learning resting on an encounter with alien cultures. Morean humanists are
masters of making alien cultures appear coherent, while familiar cultures
suddenly appear alien. This kind of political multilingualism requires a
hermeneutic approach (as opposed to a Scholastic one) that artfully absorbs
meanings in the areas of history, philosophy, literature, rhetoric, and law.
Morean humanism’s extreme lack of interest in and even hostility to formalistic knowledge and metaphysics is an affirmation of the value of this
hermeneutic mode of grasping the world. This is the serious point behind
More’s little philosophical joke that a society such as Utopia is much happier
than Europe without a single shred of Scholastic formal logic and metaphysics. As Hythloday reports, the Utopians “equal the ancients in almost all
subjects” but “they have not discovered even one of those elaborate rules”
that occupy “our modern logicians” (64). This also opens a further point of
rupture between More and Plato for whom political authority was established
through the perception of abstract, eternal forms.
In short, rather than foundational certainty or logical precision, humanist political knowledge rests on an art of interpretation or hermeneutics. This
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is an ability to discern (often on the fly) what Morus pithily refers to as the
“drama in hand” (35). Such ability is not limited to the humanistic syllabus
but includes the recognition that politics is a form of cosmopoiesis or world
making. Morean humanists thus expect to out-read their epistemic rivals
when confronting social reality. They are expert interpreters of meaning who
have a better chance of entering the stage of politics and grasping the unfolding drama—or at least this was the Morean gamble.
But equally, these humanists are not bright-eyed revolutionaries. Their
political agenda is significantly chastened. Rather than take over society by
force or by popular mobilization, they expect to play the role of circumspect
and virtuous counselor to monarchs. Political change—insofar as it arrives
for the better—comes from an epistemic and virtue elite that infiltrates power
and patiently attempts to improve life from the top down.
In this regard, it is quite telling that Utopia opens with the failure of a
high-powered diplomatic mission in which Morus has been sent by Henry
VIII to Bruges to resolve a dispute over tariffs. The high affairs of state are
put on hold and Morus makes a side jaunt to Antwerp to visit the Erasmian
humanist Peter Giles. Here—after leaving the celebration of Mass—Morus
is ready to listen to the strange tidings of the old traveler Raphael Hythloday
(named after an archangel or messenger of God). Taking the sacrament and
participating in the liturgy precedes Morus’s patient listening to the tales and
dreams of Utopia.
What should not be missed is the setting up of two rival communities to
the failed politics of Europe: first, the humanist circles as a kind of friendship
transcending political boundaries and, second, the liturgical and sacramental
church. Both are involved in transcending the false fatalisms and realisms
of existent political regimes and spurring imagination which in turn brings
with it new worlds. This Augustinian theme of a contrast community working
within the polity to change it is expressed by Hythloday in Book 1 where he
notes: “If we dismiss as out of the question and absurd everything which the
perverse customs of men have made to seem alien to us, we shall have to set
aside most of the commandments of Christ,” since “his teachings differ…radically from the common customs of mankind” (36). It is in this sense not at all
surprising that the contrast communities of the Catholic monasteries provide
More with inspiration for a number of Utopia’s customs including the rotating
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housing assigned by lottery and the “contempt for material ostentation” and
“simple…garb” reminiscent of Franciscans and Carthusians.46
And yet all this influence of a heavenly contrast community occurs
paradoxically with the equally strong Augustinian awareness of human
imperfectibility and the distortion of even the greatest imaginings by human
folly and sin (35). And so we have a circumspect form of elite authority that
works within the old society to give birth to new possibilities. This implies
conservative readings are correct to see More’s Augustinian hesitation before
revolutionary destruction of the current order. Pride must always be chastened—even pride in human imaginative and redemptive powers. But radical
readings are right about the depth of More’s critical thought and his infinitely
demanding vision of a truly good society. So, the paradoxical situation for the
positive side of More’s utopian project is humanist counselors must imagine
dwelling places worthy of the imago Dei from within wildly hostile, violent,
and vicious existing communities that are little better than bands of robbers.
In this game of cutthroat, imaginative play, there must be a light sense of
human folly amid immense suffering and darkness. The politics of Utopia are
always in the future. Utopian political theory is both humbled and concerned
with the hopeful coming of a new world that only partially, if ever, arrives.

46

Fox, Thomas More, 53.

“A Mysterious Communication”

307

“A Mysterious Communication”: Schopenhauer’s Will to
Live in Conrad’s The Secret Sharer*
John K ir by
Independent Scholar
johnskirby@gmail.com

Justi n Zhou
Upper Canada College
justin.zhou@ucc.on.ca

Conrad’s The Secret Sharer has enjoyed enormous popularity since it first
appeared in 1912 and has inspired an enormous number of interpretations.
Commentators have employed theories from different schools of philosophy,
psychology, comparative religion, aesthetics, structuralism, gender studies, and
the history of British maritime law in attempts to identify the core meaning
of the story. In what follows we propose to return to one of the most familiar
known influences on Conrad, the thought of Arthur Schopenhauer, and by
doing so to develop a new reading of The Secret Sharer.
Extended research on the Conrad-Schopenhauer relationship has been
largely confined to the major novels and has not focused on the short stories.1
Interpretations of The Secret Sharer have most often been based on concepts
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borrowed from Freud, Jung, and Nietzsche.2 Of the older literature, Bruce
Johnson’s study from 1971 contains perhaps the most sustained attempt to
identify the influence of Schopenhauer on The Secret Sharer. He saw elements
of Schopenhauer’s concept of will throughout the story, but nonetheless
judged that Conrad was uncertain about how to represent it in the actions of
his central characters.3 As we will make clear, this judgment grew out of Johnson’s constricted view of Schopenhauer’s will to live that in turn obscured key
imagery and themes in the story. We shall consider Johnson’s assessment in
detail below. What follows will show that Schopenhauer’s view of the will to
live is a central and unifying feature of the characters, the action, and the
story as a whole.
We know from John Galsworthy that, around the turn of the century,
Conrad took an interest in Schopenhauer’s work, which “used to give him
satisfaction.”4 Translations of Schopenhauer’s major works as well as his popular essays were widely available in the 1880s and ’90s. There is not complete
agreement on the details of Conrad’s contact with Schopenhauer’s thinking,
but, as Owen Knowles has made clear, several paths of direct and indirect
exposure were available even if Conrad were disinclined to spend time wrestling with “sometimes the tortuous abstractions” of The World as Will and
Representation.5 Commentaries and criticism of Schopenhauer by English
For interpretations based on Nietzsche, Freud, and Jung, see Jeffrey Meyers, “The Secret Sharer: A
New Interpretation,” Conradiana 47, no. 3 (Winter 2015): 247–50; Douglas Kerr, “The Secret Secret
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convincing. In “Who’s Afraid” Knowles does not discuss The Secret Sharer. See also Owen Knowles
and Gene Moore, “The Secret Sharer,” in The Oxford Reader’s Companion to Conrad (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 337–38 and “Schopenhauer,” in Oxford Companion, 326–27. Knowles and
Moore do not discuss The Secret Sharer in the article on Schopenhauer. In “A Note on the Naming of
5
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and French writers were appearing in the 1890s along with William Wallace’s
biography, The Life of Arthur Schopenhauer. As well there was the work of
Frances Hueffer, father of Conrad’s collaborator Ford Madox Ford, who had
studied with Schopenhauer and wrote widely popularizing his thought in
Britain. Conrad would also have encountered the influence of Schopenhauer
in the works of other writers such as Flaubert, de Maupassant, and Max Nordau. In any case, Knowles concluded that the fact “that Schopenhauer’s more
popular essays were directly echoed in Conrad’s dark letters of the 1890s…
seems indisputable.”6
Conrad commentators have focused on various aspects of Schopenhauer’s enormous oeuvre in an effort to identify the themes and images
that may have been particularly influential. In our view, they have paid too
little attention to one of Schopenhauer’s central concepts, the will to live.
The philosopher understood the world as composed of two dimensions: the
phenomenal world of appearances, of persons, of things, as well as the interactions between them; and, beyond this realm, the noumenal world of Will,
the invisible, eternal reality that operates in all created beings. For Schopenhauer, “will, considered purely in itself, is without knowledge, and is merely a
blind incessant impulse” to exist and to strive to continue to exist.7
And since what the will wills is always life, just because life is nothing
but the representation of that willing…instead of saying “the will,” we
say “the will to live.” Will is the thing-in-itself, the inner content, the
essence of the world. Life, the visible world, the phenomenon, is only
the mirror of the world.8

The will to life is constant and restless. It “always strives, for striving is its sole
nature, which no attained goal can put an end to.”9 It “fills everything and
strives and strains in all.”10 The individual in Schopenhauer’s universe may
conceive great plans and singular aspirations but in fact remains simply “the
Archbold in The Secret Sharer,” Conradiana 9, no. 1 (April 1984): 25–27, Knowles examines only the
historical background of the Archbold name and the irony of its use in the story and does not mention
Schopenhauer.
6

Knowles, “Who’s Afraid,” 77.

Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. R. B. Haldane and J. Kemp, 7th
ed. (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1909), 1:355. The Haldane-Kemp translation is likely the
one that Conrad and his contemporaries would have read. Notwithstanding the different practices of
later translations, we follow Haldane-Kemp in not hyphenating “will to live.”
7
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Ibid., 401.
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fixed will to live, i.e., asserts life with all its power.”11 The massive focus on
will as “the only metaphysical reality” is not confined to the major works.12
In his more popular and more accessible essays, Schopenhauer maintained
the view of will as “the lord of all worlds” and considered the “most perfect
manifestation of the will to live, to be the human organism, with the cunning and complex workings of its machinery.”13 And if human beings are,
for Schopenhauer, fundamentally animated by will, so too is the rest of the
natural world. Thus, “the whole of nature is the phenomenon and also the
fulfillment of the will to live.”14 And “man is Nature itself, and indeed Nature
at its highest grade of self-consciousness, but Nature is only the objectified
will to live.”15 Indeed, the “aims of Nature” serve “the will to live…which is
its inner being.”16 Schopenhauer emphasizes the completeness of this identification of will and nature: “We have recognized the inmost nature of the
world as will, and its phenomena as only the objectivity of will; and we have
followed this objectivity up from the unconscious working of obscure forces
of Nature up to the completely conscious actions of man.”17
This brief sketch of Schopenhauer’s philosophy of will highlights themes
and language that appear in Conrad’s depiction of the characters and the
action of The Secret Sharer.
The tale begins simply enough. A young, inexperienced, unnamed captain prepares to undertake a voyage home to Britain from the East Indies.
New to his ship, he wonders about the coming trip and his ability to perform
successfully as commander. The young captain, like his ship, is unnamed,
as if he were Everyman, the hero of an epic tale from long ago who engaged
in a great struggle with mythic forces. At the outset, Conrad sounds a note
of gravity as he locates the captain and the ship in an immense universe of
nature far from the institutions of society. The story opens with the young
captain surveying the “immense stillness” of the sea around him and thinking about his upcoming journey.18 He senses the vastness and the indifference
11

Ibid., 453.

12

Ibid., 512.

Arthur Schopenhauer, “The Vanity of Existence,” in Essays and Aphorisms, trans. R. J. Hollingdale
(London: Penguin Books, 1973), 52, 54.
13

14

Schopenhauer, World as Will, 356.

15

Ibid., 357.
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Ibid., 512.
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Ibid., 524.
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of the natural world that enfolds him and his journey as he watches a tugboat
sail out of view while returning to the nearby island. “The tug…became lost
to my sight, hull, funnel and masts, as though the impassive earth had swallowed her up without an effort, without a tremor.” Both the captain and the
ship “seemed to be measuring our fitness for a long and arduous enterprise.”
This enterprise is “the appointed task of both our existences to be carried out,
far from all human eyes, with only sky and sea for spectators and for judges.”
Conrad’s captain is not a modern, nineteenth-century man ready to measure
scientifically and to challenge nature but a more traditional sort ready to be
measured by the natural world of which he is a part. The forces that guide
nature will measure him. Judgment of the adequacy of the captain and the
ship for their tasks will not be determined by human beings or institutions
but by “sky and sea,” by the order of nature. A particular notion of nature is
suggested as the story is told.
As the crew prepared to begin their journey westward, their solitude is
interrupted by the discovery of another vessel anchored nearby. While pausing to discuss that ship, the chief mate reports another recent surprise: a week
earlier he had found a dead scorpion in his inkwell, an alien life form that
had somehow managed to board his ship and find its way to his cabin. The
scorpion offered a quiet reminder of the unusual forms that life can take and
the dangers that can accompany them. The scorpion was a precursor to the
fugitive seaman Leggatt who would arrive shortly thereafter and would have
a more dramatic impact on the life of the ship.
During an evening watch he took over himself, the young captain discovers a naked swimmer at the side of his ship. Leggatt, it turns out, has just
escaped from his ship the Sephora where he served as chief mate and where,
during a typhoon, he had gotten into a fight with a mutinous sailor and accidently, he claims, killed him. Unwilling to face the charge of murder leveled
by a captain he considered incompetent, Leggatt escaped by swimming two
miles to the young captain’s ship where he is given refuge, tells his tale and
befriends the young captain who hides him and helps him plan a final escape.
As Leggatt’s confidant, the young captain comes to see himself in the other,
his “double,” his “secret self,” his “secret sharer” (16, 17, 21–24, 29). He grows
closer to Leggatt as they plan a final escape and, by the end of the story, seems
a man thoroughly changed by this experience.

York: Norton, 2015), 8.
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A pivotal moment occurs when Leggatt describes the events on the Sephora
that led him to flee to the young captain’s ship. Leggatt paints a clear and dark
picture of the fight he had with an insubordinate sailor during a typhoon that
resulted in the sailor’s death. The sailor was clearly a very hard case.
He was one of those creatures that is just simmering all the time with a
silly sort of wickedness. Miserable devils that have not business to live at
all. He wouldn’t do his duty and wouldn’t let anybody else do theirs.…
You know well enough the sort of ill-conditioned snarling cur— (14)

As Leggatt attempted to save and set a reefed foresail, the last remaining sail
on the ship, the seaman challenged him and in the ensuing fight, in which
Leggatt grabbed the other by the throat amid wild waves crashing onto the
deck, the seaman was killed. Leggatt describes it as essentially an accident.
The captain and crew felt otherwise and Leggatt was relieved of his command as first mate and confined to his quarters. Leggatt claims, in effect, that
the man was killed when he became an obstacle to saving the ship and all its
crew, something the captain had not managed to do. As the young captain
listened, he judged that “it was all very simple. The same strung-up force
which had given twenty-four men a chance, at least, for their lives, had, in a
sort of recoil crushed an unworthy, mutinous existence” (30). The fight and
the resulting death mark a turning point, and critics cannot agree on what
happened there. Was the seaman murdered? Was the officer doing his job
in a crisis? How did the crisis arise, and who was responsible? What was the
“strung-up force which had given twenty-four men a chance, at least for their
lives?” Did this force operate only on Leggatt, or on the young captain and on
Archbold, commander of the Sephora, as well? When Leggatt was attacked
by the insolent sailor he was already engaged in fighting for his life and the
lives of the crew against a typhoon that had nearly destroyed the ship. By
challenging his officer the sailor had made himself part of the threat. A force
for life surged in Leggatt at that moment of extreme danger and he disabled
the sailor to save his own life and the lives of those around him. Was it the
will to live? No mention of the will to live occurs in this scene.19 Conrad does
The phrase “will to live” does not occur in The Secret Sharer. Yet the strength of will and its weakness are basic features of the three central characters. Suggestive language does appear elsewhere
in Conrad’s work at that time. The crew of the Narcissus, after righting the ship which had been
swamped in a storm, had not a word of conversation as they recovered. They were consumed with
“the mental occupation of wishing to live. And the desire of life kept them alive.” Joseph Conrad, The
Nigger of the “Narcissus,” in The Secret Sharer and Other Stories, 195 (emphasis added). The language
of the will is even more explicit and varied in Under Western Eyes, which Conrad was finishing when
he took a break to write The Secret Sharer. Early in the novel, Razumov worries about his relationship
with Haldin and he is possessed at once by “the blind rage of self-preservation.” Joseph Conrad, Under
Western Eyes (New York: Penguin Books, 1979), 32. Pondering the political future of Russia, Razumov
19
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not use the language of the will to tell the story but he does make constant
allusion to a reality, a force that stands behind and around the central characters, invisible but for its effects. That force, the will to live, we argue, draws
the young captain to Leggatt who becomes his double, his secret self.
The absence of any direct mention of will seems intended to drive readers to search for another dimension, a new context, one that will more fully
explain the meaning of the tale. It is at this point that Bruce Johnson’s probing analysis seems to wander away from the text and causes him to judge
that Conrad had “by no means decided how the idea of will is involved in
such actions as Leggatt’s.”20 This happened, in our view, because Johnson
had an understanding of Leggatt influenced too heavily by Freud.21 Leggatt’s
actions were “primitively instinctive,” they derived from “raw impulse,” they
were part of “man’s irrational nature…man’s animal nature,” they displayed
“primitive spontaneity” and “primitive levels of human nature” (129, 132,
136, 137). The accent in this picture of Leggatt tilts more to the primitive
forces of the Freudian unconscious than to Schopenhauer’s view of the will
to live which, we have seen, he considered “the inmost nature of the world”
which he had traced “from the unconscious workings of obscure forces of
nature up to the completely conscious actions of man.” Indeed, it is in human
considers that “what it needed was not the conflicting aspirations of a people, but a will strong and
one” (35). Dealing with the local revolutionaries he worries that his future could be imperiled by “the
will of violent enthusiasts” (58). At the same time, he wonders how to change any great mass of people
and he judges that “nothing could. Nothing but a single will” (37). He considers a political mob “a
miserable encumbrance of space, holding no power, possessing no will” (36). To ready himself for a
meeting with General T—, Razumov “had prepared his will and his intelligence” (78). In language
recalling Leggatt on the deck of the Sephora, he needs to control “his strung-up individuality.” In
private, he judges that “the true Razumov had his being in the willed and determined future” (71). To
Natalia Haldin, Razumov speaks of “a people’s will to achieve anything” (116). Pointedly, she replies
that “the will must be awakened, inspired, concentrated.” Later Razumov suggests that “an iron will
is an integral part of such a (leader’s) temperament” (195). In discussion with the revolutionaries,
Razumov considers that “the only condition of success and safety was indomitable will power” (208).
In a moment of confusion Razumov experiences self-doubt. “It was weakness; it was this disease of
perversity overcoming his will” (212). A tense conversation with Sophia Antonovna becomes “a plain
struggle for self-preservation” (214). Razumov asks the student Kostia if he believes the revolutionaries’ talk “of the new future and the sacred will of the people” (260). While speaking with Natalia
Haldin, Razumov starts losing his self-control and recovers it by “a miracle of will” (289). At the exact
time that he was writing The Secret Sharer, Conrad was finishing Under Western Eyes, a work permeated by the language of struggling, surviving, and willing as understood by Schopenhauer.
Johnson appreciated the centrality of the will to live to Schopenhauer’s general view of human
nature as he indicated in several places (Conrad’s Models, 42, 44, 134). He saw in The Secret Sharer
“men who discover within themselves great natural impulse, energy and determination…flowing
from primitive essential wellsprings” (134). But he did not identify this as the will to live in Leggatt or
the drama of The Secret Sharer as a whole. Regarding another story, he did speak of the “will to live” in
Falk (134). There he emphasized the primitive in “the crude Schopenhauerian will.”
20
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action, including rational action, that Schopenhauer judged one finds the
“most perfect manifestation of the will to live, the human organism, with the
cunning and complex working of its machinery.” The will to live is more than
the instinctive impulse in which it originates. It is this encompassing vision
of the entire natural world that seemed to fascinate Conrad and to animate
The Secret Sharer. Such a vision exceeds the explanatory powers of Freudian
theory. Conrad borrowed from many sources but there is little clear evidence
that Freud was one of them. Lenormand, the French playwright and disciple
of Freud, told a story of once having lent Conrad two volumes of Freud’s
essays, which the novelist considered contemptuously and returned two days
later unopened.22 Distracted by Freud, Johnson never identified the will to
live as the driving force of The Secret Sharer.
In explaining his actions, Leggatt introduces the conflict that drives so
much of the story: whether his actions had been justified or not, whether he
was a criminal or an honorable man. The story compels readers to consider
two views of justice: the simple, strict application of maritime law by Captain
Archbold of the Sephora, and a more nuanced understanding by the young
captain of Leggatt’s character and the circumstances surrounding the event.
The tension between these views constitutes, said Knowles and Moore in
2000, “one of the major cruxes in interpretation of the story, which largely
depends on how one understands the captain’s motives, the question of
whether or not Leggatt’s homicide is justifiable, and the nature of the intense
bond that unites the two men.”23 We propose to answer these three questions
by considering how Schopenhauer’s notion of the will to live is reflected in
the character and the actions of Leggatt, the young captain, and Archbold.
Recent commentary on the story is remarkable for two reasons: it displays
an enormous variety of opinions on what the story means, and this variety
includes virtually no mention of Schopenhauer.
The question whether Leggatt’s homicide is justifiable is perhaps the most
fundamental of the three cruxes that Knowles and Moore pose as it raises a
series of moral and legal issues in what follows. Many critics simply judge
Leggatt a “murderer.” Others, looking at the extraordinary circumstances,
think otherwise. In his depiction of the fugitive, Conrad turns the question of
“What did Leggatt do?” into the question of “Who or What is Leggatt?” One
Giles Foden, “The Moral Agent,” Guardian, December 1, 2007, https://www.theguardian.com/
books/2007/dec/01/classics.josephconrad; Morton Zabel, The Essential Conrad (New York: Penguin
Books, 1947), 13.
22
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is struck by the strange and varied ways Leggatt is described. At one point he
appears to be the epitome of health, strength, and vitality and at other times
as ghostly and dead. He appears as a sea creature, as a magician, as a mirror
to the young captain, as a corpse, and as a naked soul awaiting judgment.
Exactly how is he alive? How is he dead? Something sets him far apart from
other men. By analyzing the imagery with which Conrad describes Leggatt,
we will identify a thread that links them all, namely, Leggatt’s remarkable
attunement to the will to live and the effect this has on the young captain.
What is known from the outset of his story is that Leggatt killed a man.
Judged a murderer by a captain he believed had abandoned him and confined
to his room, he felt compelled to escape a legal regime that lacked justice and
the entire world that had produced it. Leggatt fled with no intention ever
to return to society and its institutions. He has died to that world, and had
become invisible to the familiar world of ships, sailors, and the commercial
enterprises they served. He declared simply, “I am off the face of the earth
now” (35). Who Leggatt was and what he had become, Conrad indicates with
a series of dramatic and colorful images.
Leggatt at the outset is “a mysterious arrival” from the sea (17). He has
just swum two miles in the open ocean. Floating near the ship he appears
only as “something elongated and pale” like an eel or a sea serpent. Emerging
from the water he looks “fish-like” and is “as mute as a fish too.” It seemed as
if “he had risen from the bottom of the sea” (12). The preternatural creature
is also vigorous and strong. Later, when speaking of his weeks of arrest and
confinement, “there was nothing sickly in his eyes or his expression” (17).
Leggatt spoke of his nighttime swim with the voice of “a strong soul,” a man
full of “self-possession” (13). The man from the bottom of the sea was a force
of nature—a strange force of nature. He was a man full of the will to live.
He was a strange apparition. Naked in the water he appeared “cadaverous,” even for a moment like a “headless corpse” (12). And later he appeared
as the young captain’s “own grey ghost” (16) reflecting the “ghostly grey”
sleeping suit (14). When told to “vanish into the bath-room” he moved “as
noiselessly as a ghost” (23). He had become “invisible” and was “not visible to
other eyes” than those of the young captain (24, 34). At times, he “haunted”
the young captain (34). Leggatt declares that “it would never do for me to
come to life again. It was something that a ghost might have said.” He was
speaking to the young captain saying “things not fit for the world to hear”
(35). Leggatt the ghost was now partly in this world and partly in another. He
had become, like the will to live, a force that was real but was itself not visible.
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The ghostliness of Leggatt is related to a certain atmosphere of death that
is highlighted in different ways in the story. When the crew of the Sephora
went in search of the escapee “the anchorage became as still as death” (19).
Later, as the ship approached Leggatt’s jumping-off point for his escape to
the nearby island, it moved noiselessly on its path “shadowy and silent like a
phantom sea” (35). Sailing closer to the island, the presence of death seemed
to intensify. “The black southern hill of Koh-ring seemed to hang right over
the ship like a towering fragment of the everlasting night” (40). The young
captain at that point gave a new order to the sailor “who stood at my elbow
as still as death” (40). The ship continued silently to skirt the shore. “Such
a hush had fallen on the ship that she might have been a bark of the dead
floating in slowly under the very gate of Erebus.” In Homer, the bark carrying
the dead passed Erebus, the realm of darkness, as it approached Hades in
the underworld where their past lives would be judged and their eternal fate
determined. Leggatt had already suggested that he was “naked like a soul on
the Day of Judgement” (35). In Plato’s Gorgias (523–524a), the souls of the
dead appear naked on the day of judgment, as do their judges, so that no one
is distracted or impeded by clothing that can disguise and distort appearances. Conrad repeats the Homeric reference a page later, when the young
captain tries to assess his progress but can detect no movement on the surface
of “the shadowy water” (41). Without any palpable wind, the ship is at risk of
drifting and grounding on the rocky shoreline “and her very fate hangs in the
balance, with the black mass of Koh-ring, like the gate of everlasting night
towering over her.” Yet further on, the young captain spies his white hat floating nearby “on the very edge of a darkness thrown by a towering black mass
like the very gateway of Erebus” (42). The ship’s movement into darkness and
the world of the dead suggests the captain’s movement into the unknown, a
new realm, a different plane of reality not visible to other men.
Leggatt, the invisible force, appears to have strange powers. His first,
late-night conversation with the young captain resembled “a scene of weird
witchcraft.” Leggatt was exercising a mysterious power over the young captain (16). Talking with him, the young captain felt as if he “had been faced by
my own reflection in the depths of a sombre and immense mirror” (14). The
mirror was not only “sombre” as befitted the discussion but was “immense,”
because something in Leggatt was putting the young captain’s life, his view
of himself, in a dramatically new and larger context. Schopenhauer frequently described life or the world as the “mirror of the will.”24 The world of
24
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phenomena and the interaction of these phenomena were for Schopenhauer
only the reflections, the representations of the true reality, will. In Leggatt,
a man attuned to the will to live, the young captain saw life, saw the world
reflected back to him in a new way. In the captain’s experience of Leggatt, as
in Schopenhauer’s vision of the world, “life is the mirror of the will.”
Leggatt, the mysterious arrival, immediately commenced “a mysterious
communication” with the captain (13). He had at that point told the young
captain nothing but his name. Yet a “mysterious communication was established already between us” (13, emphasis added). “The self-possession of that
man had somehow induced a corresponding state in myself.” Leggatt had
begun to change the young captain simply by being who he was. Leggatt told
his story without pause or interruption. “There was something that made
comment impossible in his narrative, or perhaps in himself; a sort of feeling, a
quality which I can’t find a name for” (20, emphasis added). Later, reflecting
on the challenges that confronted Leggatt’s final escape, the young captain
marveled “at that something unyielding in his character which was carrying
him through so finely” (34). From the moment they met the young captain
was drawn to Leggatt. A “mysterious communication” occurred which did
not involve the delivery of any information. OED recognizes several meanings for “to communicate” including “to give to another as a partaker” and
“to share in; to use or enjoy in common” or “to participate.”25 Leggatt had
shared something, had made the young captain a partaker in something,
starting at their first meeting, something that had begun to change him.
And it was something the young captain could not name. The captain did
not know how to name the life force emanating from Leggatt but he knew
that he felt it. The weak will to live in the young captain was attracted by
the stronger will in Leggatt. The strong will of Leggatt evoked an incipient
strength in the captain. When the captain saw himself reflected by the mirror
of Leggatt he saw himself as Leggatt, as what he might be if the force which
animated the other were more powerfully to animate him. Leggatt was the
captain’s double, his doppleganger. He did not, however, like famous doubles
from fiction, biography, and mythology, carry a message from the past or the
future. Leggatt’s words and action spoke of a dimension of life the captain
did not know; they spoke of the will to live. Leggatt communicated, he shared
his experience of the will with the captain. The attraction of the life force in
Leggatt for the captain was powerful, disorienting, creating a tension in the
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1944), s.v.
“communication.”
25
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young captain’s sense of himself. “The dual working of my mind distracted
me almost to the point of insanity” (23). The captain’s intense awareness of
Leggatt as “my secret self” was almost crippling. “It was very much like being
mad.” The captain felt he was going out of his mind because he was. The
“mysterious communication” with Leggatt was pulling him “out of his mind”
to somewhere new. It was forcing him to understand the world and himself
in ways that he had not previously imagined.26
For Schopenhauer the will to live is not simply a feature of life; it is the
“inner being” of Nature, including human nature. And one clear indication
of the strength of will is the health and vitality of strong persons. In the story,
Conrad portrays health, like other basic features of life, by drawing contrasts.
As the captain studied Leggatt on the night of his arrival, it was clear that
“there was nothing sickly in his eyes or in his expression. He was not a bit like
me, really” (17). Listening to Leggatt describe his escape from the Sephora,
the captain feels he “could imagine perfectly the manner of this thinking
out—a stubborn if not a steadfast operation; something of which I should
have been perfectly incapable” (17). Conrad highlights the health and the
vigor of Leggatt by comparing them to the sickliness and diffidence of the
young captain.
In a similar fashion, the strength and resoluteness of Leggatt are contrasted with the weakness and sickliness of Archbold. The captain of the
Sephora “always seemed very sick” when he spoke with Leggatt about the killing (18). The night Archbold refused to leave Leggatt’s door unlocked he was
“looking more sick than ever.” Archbold inadvertently raised the question of
health during his conversation with the young captain by musing about the
source of Leggatt’s behavior. “What was the cause of it—some disease?” (25).
The captain surprises him with a too ready agreement, “yes, disease,” which
shocks Archbold at the same time that it calls into question the meaning of
health and sickness when applied to himself, to Leggatt, and to the crew of
the Sephora.
Beyond that, Archbold also struggled to command.27 He clearly had
not disciplined the sailor who challenged Leggatt. After the homicide he
Johnson argued that the reader “may wonder at the rapidity with which (the captain) comes to feel
nearly ‘insane’” (Conrad’s Models, 131). This is because he missed the power of the will to life in Leggatt reshaping the mind of the captain.
26

Harry White and Irving Finston, “Conrad’s Incompetent Secret Sharer,” Conradiana 44, no. 1
(Spring 2012): 51–70, make a compelling case for Archbold’s failure to command his ship properly and
his need to cover up his actions. They argue that The Secret Sharer, like Lord Jim and The Shadow-line
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was found in the cuddy, not on deck giving orders (15). “He was afraid of
the men, and also of that old second mate of his…[an] old humbug” who
was a “sort of loafer” and a seaman who served seventeen years as a second
mate without ever making first mate.28 It was a testament to the corruption
of Archbold’s command that “no chief mate had ever made more than one
voyage on the Sephora” (18). Leggatt judged that the loafer second mate and
the equally old steward actually “ran the ship.” Indeed, Leggatt thought that
“the devil only knows what the skipper wasn’t afraid of.” The most conspicuous aspect of Archbold’s command appeared to be his weakness of resolve,
his weakness of will. When he visited the young captain and reported on the
events on the Sephora, Archbold “mumbled…as if he were ashamed of what
he was saying” (24). He told his story “in the manner of a criminal making a reluctant and doleful confession.” There was a “spiritless tenacity” to
his account of Leggatt’s guilt and the need for the judgment of a court. He
seemed convinced of his judgment of Leggatt, but he lacked conviction about
himself. Something inside him seemed broken or sick. His attempt to find the
fugitive on the islands near his ship was a “painful duty” (25). “He seemed
completely muddled” in his recollection of the events from two months earlier. He “persisted in his mumbling” throughout the conversation. He was
intensely anxious about his reputation but was vague about details of events
on his ship. He had an “obscure tenacity” about getting Leggatt judged legally
by others (26). He insisted on repeating the details of his exemplary career.
“I’ve had the Sephora for these fifteen years. I am a well-known shipmaster”
(25). His sanctimonious account of “seven-and-thirty virtuous years at sea of
which over twenty of immaculate command” betrayed by its tone his lack of
genuine conviction. Archbold was clear and strong about his years on the sea,
weak and uncertain about recent events on the Sephora.
He claimed to recall struggling to get the last sail rigged properly during the typhoon. He declared “that I hardly dared give the order” and never
actually said that he had. Archbold believed that the Sephora had survived
“by a special mercy” (26). And he could see “God’s own hand in it.” Divine

depicts “the incompetence and corruption” that afflicted many British merchant ships in the late nineteenth century. By reporting Leggatt a “suicide” rather than an “escapee” or a “mutineer” Archbold
assured that no further investigation into his command of the Sephora would be conducted that might
jeopardize his reputation. The White/Finston recounting of the Sephora incident is based on an extensive review of British merchant navy practice and law and is the most detailed and most convincing
study available of the events on the Sephora leading up to the homicide and the aftermath.
White and Finston point out that it was remarkable at that time for anyone with a measure of talent
to serve so many years as second mate and never advance to first mate. “Incompetent Secret Sharer,” 56.
28
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intervention, of course, is a power that Conrad himself tended never to
invoke.29 In Leggatt’s account Archbold played a very different role. “I assure
you he never gave the order. He may think he did, but he never gave it. He
stood there with me on the break of the poop after the main-topsail blew
away, and whimpered about our last hope—positively whimpered about it
and nothing else” (30).
The failure, the inability to act, was complete and it frightened Leggatt.
“It worked me up into a sort of desperation. I just took it into my hands and
went away from him.” That is, Leggatt left Archbold on the poop at the rear
of the ship and moved forward toward the foresail where something effective
might still be done. By failing to act, Archbold effectively deserted his command and left Leggatt to attempt the rescue of the ship on his own.30 To cover
up his failure, Archbold lied about the incident on the Sephora, reported
Leggatt as a suicide, discouraged any investigation, and added corruption to
the incompetence he had already displayed. The corruption of his command
was another emblem of his weakness of will. The unlikeliness of Archbold’s
discourse continued to grow as he spoke. When he finally concluded his visit,
Archbold “drew a long, spiritless sigh and mumbled dismally that he must
really be going back to his ship” (28).
Another clear identification of the young captain with Leggatt occurs in
the final scene, which has attracted relatively little attention. As the young
captain’s ship approached the island near the jumping off spot for Leggatt,
the helmsman began to worry about sailing too close to shore. He began to
throw a fit, waving his arms wildly, shouting and ignoring the captain’s commands. The captain responded immediately,
I caught his arm as he was raising it to batter his poor devoted head,
and shook it violently.…I hadn’t let go the mate’s arm and went on
shaking it. “Ready about, do you hear? You go forward”—shake—“and
stop there”—shake—“and hold your noise”—shake—“and see these
head sheets properly overhauled”—shake, shake—shake. And all the
time I dared not look toward the land lest my heart should fail me. I
released my grip at last and he ran forward as if fleeing for dear life. (41)

The captain had reenacted Leggatt’s actions on the Sephora. He had
grabbed the helmsman who was losing self-control during a critical moment.
On Conrad’s lifelong skepticism regarding the supernatural, see Keith Carabine, “Conrad, Apollo
Korzeniowski, and Dostoyevsky,” Conradiana 28, no. 1 (Winter 1996): 3–25, and John Lester, Conrad
and Religion (New York: St. Martin’s, 1988).
29

30

On the chain of command see White and Finston, “Incompetent Secret Sharer,” 58–60.
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He shook him repeatedly, reiterating his orders until losing his grip and letting the frightened man run away fearing for his life. The young captain’s
ship, like the Sephora, survived the crisis. In the reprise, the frightened sailor
feared for his life but did not actually lose it. The will to live that Leggatt
had evoked in the young captain gave him the resolve, the strength to exert
command effectively and guide his ship through a dangerous maneuver. The
young captain’s repetition of Leggatt’s actions suggested a common source:
a force that had impelled the two very different men to respond similarly to
crises of command as each sought to save his ship. At the conclusion, Leggatt
again reentered the sea that had sustained him before, an outcast from the
human community, this time “to take his punishment: a free man, a proud
swimmer, striking out for a new destiny” (42).
It has not previously been appreciated how fully the patterns of opposed
images are clarified if one considers Leggatt an embodiment of the will to life,
the life force that animates the universe and all who live in it, and the young
captain as a response to it. Dead to the world he had grown up in but alive to
the will to live, Leggatt existed at the border of two realms both of which he
inhabited partly. His robust will communicated itself to the captain whom it
transformed during their encounter. It is this peculiar tension that Conrad
captures in his portrait of Leggatt and his relationship to the captain. This
tension arises from the different strength of will in the two men. To address
the cruxes of Knowles and Moore: the captain is motivated by his attraction
to the strength of will in Leggatt which he himself lacks; the will to live, the
reckless insubordination of the insolent sailor and the need to save lives in a
crisis render Leggatt’s homicide justifiable; the bond between the two men is
formed by a sharing, a communication of will by Leggatt to the captain, who
needed it desperately to succeed in his role as a commander.
With this reading, we have sought to show how Conrad’s art in The Secret
Sharer was informed by his encounter with a vast, encompassing philosophical vision of the universe and human nature. Reading The Secret Sharer in the
light of Schopenhauer’s will to live clarifies the pattern of opposed images that
recur throughout the story. It connects the language of strength and weakness, death and life, health and sickliness, the resolute and the muddled, the
earthly and the ghostly, the animal and the human, the visible and the invisible. The relationships between Leggatt, the young captain, and Archbold
are clarified. The identity of the decisive “strung-up force” that burst forth
on the deck of the Sephora is established, the substance of the “mysterious
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communication” is identified, and the dynamic at the heart of the doubling
relationship is revealed.
The young captain had begun his journey as a “stranger” to the ship,
to the crew and to himself (9, 10, 41). As Leggatt made his escape, the captain completed his ship’s dangerous maneuver and sailed triumphantly away
from the “towering black mass” of Koh-ring. He was a changed man for his
encounter with Leggatt and he declared the early estrangements overcome.
“Nothing! No one in the world should stand now between us, throwing a
shadow on the way of silent knowledge and mute affection, the perfect communion of a seaman with his first command” (42).
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Commentary on Hegel’s political philosophy has largely circumvented his
philosophy of nature—which Hegel himself placed at the heart of his philosophic opus. The Nature-Philosophy (Die Naturphilosophie) is literally the
central (and longest) of the three parts of Hegel’s most complete published
expression of his philosophy as a whole—the Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences. I wish to suggest that greater attention to Hegel’s philosophy of
nature, especially in its complementarity and contrast with the philosophy
of nature elaborated by Hegel’s great teacher, Aristotle, will shed crucially
needed light on Hegel’s understanding of human nature and humanity’s
place in nature, not least as a political animal. Above all, I submit, such a
comparative study is essential to our better understanding of Hegel’s—as
well as Aristotle’s—conception of human individuality, of the individuality
of the statesman and citizen, and of the supreme form of individuality in the
consciousness which constitutes the highest norm for humanity’s civic existence. It is my impression that too much of the discussion of Hegel’s political
philosophy has tended to eclipse the fact that for Hegel, even more than for
Aristotle, the highest purpose of civic existence is the cultivation of the life of
individual philosophers dedicated to study of the whole of being.
Nature as “Riddle and Problem”
For one coming to Hegel’s philosophy of nature from that of Aristotle, what
is most amazing and thought provoking is Hegel’s answer to his own massive question, “What is nature?” Hegel articulates with unrivalled clarity
the deeply perplexing dimension of this question—a “riddle and problem”
© 2022 Interpretation, Inc.
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which, Hegel ventures to suggest, “is why Aristotle said that philosophy
started from wonder.”1
In studying nature simply to understand it, we first seek “to step back
from the natural things, to leave them as they are,” and to conform our understanding to them. “We thereby begin from sensory knowledge of nature.” But
the senses by themselves give us only awareness of particulars—an awareness that we share with other animals. As humans, however, distinguished
by thinking spirit, we immediately perceive, and express in language, each
sensed particular as an instance of a universal class or kind of entity or attribute: “this here” is perceived to be a horse, or a dog, or a red color, and so
forth. Thus, particular natural entities (which for Hegel are, most concretely,
plants and animals)2 and their particular attributes immediately “acquire the
determination of universality for us.” But this means that “the more thought
enters into our representation of things, the less do the things retain their
naturalness,” as “their singularity and immediacy.” Hegel expresses the loss
in an uncharacteristically elegiac register: “all-pervading thought impoverishes the wealth of infinite natural shapes; their springtime dies, their play
of colors fades.” The “sound of life in nature is silenced in the stillness of
thought”; nature’s “warm fullness, that gives itself a thousand delightfully
wonderful shapes, shrivels into arid forms and shapeless generalities that
resemble a murky northern fog” (9.16 [N 7, sec. 246]).
9.12 (N 3). Citations of Hegel’s works, other than the lectures on the history of philosophy and on
the philosophy of history, will be to volume and page of the handy, paperback Werke, 20 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986), followed by parentheses with page numbers of widely available
English versions (though I have altered the translations in my quotations, for more literal accuracy),
with titles of those translations abbreviated as follows:
N = Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature, Part Two of the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences (Oxford:
Clarendon, 2007);
EM = Philosophy of Mind: Part III of the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1971);
EL = The Encyclopaedia Logic (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1991);
SL = The Science of Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010);
PhS = The Phenomenology of Spirit (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
The lectures on the history of philosophy, abbreviated as LHPh, and the lectures on the philosophy of
world history, abbreviated as LPhWH, will be cited by volume and page of Vorlesungen: Ausgewählte
Nachschriften und Manuskripte (Hamburg: Meiner, 1983–), followed by parentheses with volume and
pages of Lectures on the History of Philosophy 1825–6, vols. 2 and 3 (Oxford: Clarendon, 2007 and
2009) and of Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon, 2019).
1

“The merely contingent things of the world are a very abstract determination. The organic formations and their goal-determinations [Zweckbestimmungen] belong to a higher circle, to life”—8.134
(EL 98, sec. 50); see also 9.114 (N 89–90, sec. 275): “it is absurd to regard the stars as superior to, e.g.
plants; the sun is still not concrete”; “only light-matter is present in sun and stars.” Hegel for the most
part ignores Aristotle’s characterization of the heavenly bodies as divine (LHPh 8.71–74 [2.237–40]).
2
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But what is worse, “we also find that the theoretical approach is self-contradictory, inasmuch as it seems to bring about the direct opposite of what it
intends”: for “we want to know the nature that really is, not something that
is not”; but “instead of leaving her as she is, and taking her as she is in truth,
instead of simply perceiving her, we make her into something quite different.” Insofar as “we think things, we make them into something universal;
but things are singular, and the Lion in general [überhaupt] does not exist.”
We “make them something subjective, produced by us, belonging to us, and
indeed as human properties: for natural things do not think, and are not
mental presentations [Vorstellungen] or thoughts.” So, “it might seem that
what we are beginning is thus made impossible.” We have, “with this position,
straightway established a duality, object and subject, and their separation, a
something on this side and a something beyond.” Our “intention, however, is
much rather to get hold, to grasp nature, to make her ours, so that she is not
something alien, beyond.” So “here, then, comes the difficulty: how do we, as
subjects, get over to objects?” This, therefore, “is the point at which the issue
becomes: the nature of cognition—this is the interest of philosophy.”3
Aristotle’s Articulation of the Perplexity
Aristotle would certainly recognize Hegel’s “riddle and problem”; and for
Aristotle this entails and signals permanent limits on the human capacity fully to penetrate comprehendingly what exists and is to be rationally
analyzed as “nature” (physis) and “substantial being(s).”4 For “scientific

9.16–17 (N 7–8, sec. 246). See also Hegel’s discussion of medieval nominalism in LHPh 9.41–42
(3.51): “this is now the issue, and it is of great interest”; “this a much higher version of the antithesis
than as the ancients knew it.” Cf. Sebastian Rand, “Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Hegel, ed. Dean Moyar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 390–91 and n20. Hegel
in LHPh 9.78 (3.92) cites Bacon’s formulation of the problem in Novum Organum 2.2–3. For Kant’s
formulation, see his Vorlesungen über Rationaltheologie, in Gesammelte Schriften, Akademie ed.
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1972), 28.996: “Our understanding can do nothing else than through universal
indications to know things; this is, however, a limitation of human understanding, and this is not
found with God—in Whom we think the maximum of understanding, which is, an intuiting understanding [einen anschauenden Verstand].”
3

ousia(i)—the fullest sublunar forms of which are for Aristotle plants and animals: see esp. Metaphysics (henceforth M; all translations from Greek are my own) 1032a19–20, 34a4, 23, 40b5–16,
43a5, b21–23, 69a32, 70a8, 71a1–3, 77a21–23; compare 1017b10–25, 20a20, 28b10ff., 42a8ff.; On Soul
412a11–13. The nonartificial lifeless entities can be “much, but not many” (M 1056b16); “none of them
is a one, but they are like a heap [sōros], until they are metabolized [pephthē] and there comes into
being some one out of them” (M 1040b8–10). For the (traditionally underestimated) importance of
Aristotle’s biological works and thought in illuminating and clarifying his metaphysics and ontology,
see esp. Montgomery Furth, Substance, Form and Psyche: An Aristotelean Metaphysics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988).
4
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knowing is of the universal,” but “the universal is not substantial being.”5
“Substantial being of each is that which is unique to each, which does not
belong to another, while the universal is common/shared” (M 1038b10 and
context). “Substantial being is said, most authoritatively and primarily and
emphatically, to be what is neither said to be of nor in some substratum: for
example, ‘the particular human,’ or, ‘the particular horse.’” Of course, in
addition, “secondary substantial beings are spoken of—the species to which
the primary substantial beings are said to belong, and also the genera of these
species, such as: the particular human being belongs in the species of the
human, and the genus of the species is the animal.” But then these secondary substantial beings, like “all the other” qualifications, are spoken “either
of the primary substantial beings as substratum or in them as substratum”
(Categories 2a11–15, 2a35–b2). “Every substantial being seems to signify a
particular: as regards the primary substantial beings, it’s indisputable and
true that it signifies a particular; for the thing being made clear is indivisible
and one in number; but as regards the secondary substantial beings, by the
way one speaks it appears similarly that the declaration signifies a particular,
when one speaks of ‘human’ or ‘animal’—but not truly, but rather that signifies” a “what sort/quality [poion] of substantial being” (ibid. 3b10–18). Now
“of the perceptible substantial beings as particulars there is neither definition
nor demonstration, because they have matter, of which the nature is such
that it can both exist and not exist; therefore,” Aristotle somewhat grimly
adds, “all of the particular instances of them are perishable” (M 1039b28–31).
Aristotle more engagingly adds: “If someone were to define you, he would
say: ‘an animal, lean, or white, or something else’—which would apply also
to another” (M 1040a13–14). This fact, “that all scientific knowledge is of the
universal, so that necessarily the first principles of the beings are universal, and not separate substantial beings, is especially perplexing among the
things that have been said,” and “is on one hand true, as said, but is on the
other hand not true.” For “scientific knowledge, like scientific knowing,” in
“actuality [energeia] defines a particular and is of a defined particular.” Thus
“sight sees color in general [only] incidentally—because this particular color
which it is seeing is color—and the grammarian contemplates this particular
A, as an A” (M 1087a11–21). It “is impossible to have a view of the universals
except through induction,” and “it is impossible to carry out induction for
M 1086b33 and 1087a2; see also 1039b27ff., as well as 1003a7–10, 1036a2–8, 1026b10 with context,
1026a24–31; also Walter Leszl, “Knowledge of the Universal and Knowledge of the Particular in Aristotle,” Review of Metaphysics 26 (1972): 278–81, who refers us to Hermann Bonitz, Index Aristotelicus
(Berlin: Reimer, 1870), 20b25–28 and 279a22–25.
5
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those lacking sense perception; for the sense perception is of the individuals;
for it is not given to scientific knowledge to grasp them” (Posterior Analytics
81b2–9).
Hegel’s “gulf” is thus anticipated by Aristotle. The world of concern to
us, the world of pragmata, the world in which we live, as an intelligible world,
is largely, but by no means entirely, constituted by humanity’s mind and its
universals—engaging with and interpreting particular substantial beings
that are perceived as “sensory magnitudes” that in their uniquely divergent
individuality are in some measure opaque to mind with its insuperable universals, including the categories of the sensory.6
And the gulf widens, Aristotle indicates, when we realize that we have
no direct access through either perception or intellectual intuition to what
we can infer is likely to be some sort of spatially extended, moving, material
substratum underlying even the four material elements—earth, air, water,
and fire—which Aristotle (and Hegel following Aristotle) designates as the
perceivable universal material for all earthly sensory magnitudes. Aristotle
points to this problem of the deeper substratum, I believe, by passages that
have traditionally if dubiously been interpreted as indicating his belief in
some utterly formless “prime matter.”7

Ibn Khaldun brings out the grave theological challenge to which this opens Aristotle: “The arguments concerning the corporeal existentia constitute what the philosophers call the science of physics.
The insufficiency lies in the fact that conformity between the results of thinking—which, as they
assume, are produced by rational norms and reasoning—and the outside world is not unequivocal.
The first are the judgments of the mind, which are general ones, whereas the existentia of the outside
world are individual in their matter. Perhaps, there is something in the matter that prevents correspondence between the universals of the mind and the individual outside, except for what is attested
by sensual perception.…The arguments concerning the existentia beyond sensual perception—the
spiritualia—constitute what the philosophers call ‘the divine science’ or ‘metaphysics.’ The essences
of the spiritualia are completely unknown. One cannot get at them, nor can they be proven by logical
arguments, because an abstraction of intelligibilia from the individual existentia of the outside world
is possible only in the case of things we can perceive by the senses, from which the universals are thus
derived.…We have, thus, no demonstrations for them, and we have no way whatever of affirming
their existence, except through inner experiences of the human soul, and especially the dream visions
which are within the intuitive experience of all.” The Muqaddimah, 3 vols., trans. Franz Rosenthal,
2nd ed. (Princeton: Bollingen, 1980), 3.251–52.
6

Most relevant are M 1010b30–1011a2, 1015a7–10, 1029a11–30, 1044a15–17, 1049a24–27,
1070b10–13; Physics 192a31, 217a21–b11; On Heaven 305a22–32, 312b20ff.; On Coming into Being and
Passing Away 314a8–13, b1–5, 317b23–36, 320a2–5, b12–14, 318, 23, 322b11–21, 328a19–22, 329a8–12,
324–35, 332a6–13, 17–20, 327–b1, 334a24–25, b2–7, 335a28–33; Aristotle refers us also to Plato’s
Timaeus 49a–51b. For the controversy over the traditional view, see esp. William Charlton’s incisive
analysis, Aristotle’s Physics Books I and II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 76–77 and appendix—responded to by Howard Robinson, “Prime Matter in Aristotle,” Phronesis 19 (1974):168–88, and
Christopher Williams, Aristotle’s De Generatione et Corruptione (Oxford: Clarendon, 1982), appendix.
7
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Hegel Eliminates the Gulf
Hegel sees in Kant the most powerfully extreme expression of the “gulf”—
and Hegel defines his own thought in this regard as the overcoming of Kant’s
problematic: “as for the grasping of the objects of our immediate consciousness, which form the content of empirical cognition, as mere appearances
[blosser Erscheinungen], this anyway must be regarded as a very important
result of the Kantian philosophy.” Hegel agrees with Kant that our “immediate consciousness of the being-there [Dasein] of external things,” insofar as it
is taken to be “immediate knowing of the being of external things,” is “deception and error,” and “there is no truth in the sensible as such”; “the being of
these external things is much rather contingent, passing away, an appearance”
(Schein); “they are essentially this: to have only a being-there that is separable
from their concept, their essence.” No doubt, for “our ordinary (that is, the
naive sensory-understanding) consciousness, the objects that it knows count
as self-standing and self-founded in their singularity [Vereinzelung].” But it
“must certainly be maintained against this that the objects of which we have
immediate knowledge are mere appearances, i.e., they do not have the ground
of their being within themselves, but within something else.” According to
“the Kantian philosophy, however, the things that we know about are only
appearances for us, while what they are in themselves remains for us an inaccessible beyond”; and “the naive consciousness has rightly taken exception
to this subjective idealism, according to which the content of our consciousness is something that is only ours, something posited only through us.” In
fact, “the true situation is this, that the things of which we have immediate
knowledge are mere appearances, not only for us, but also in-themselves, and
that the proper determination of these things, which are in this sense ‘finite,’
consists in having the ground of their being not within themselves but in
the universal divine Idea.” Whereas “according to Kant, thoughts, although
they are universal and necessary determinations, are still only our thoughts,
and are cut off from what the thing is in itself by an impassable gulf,” Hegel
rejoins: “on the contrary, the true objectivity of thinking is this: that the
thoughts are not merely our thoughts, but at the same time the in-itself of the
things and of whatever else is objective overall.” This “conception of things
must also be called idealism, but, as distinct from the subjective idealism of
[Kant’s] Critical Philosophy, it is absolute idealism.”8
8.116 (EL 83, sec. 41), 8.122–23 (EL 88–89, sec. 45), and 8.166 (EL 122–23, sec. 76); see also 3.29–31
(PhS 16–17) and 10.232–34 (EM 181–83, sec. 441). For lucid and helpful accounts of how Kant’s
doctrine of divine reason, beyond understanding, adumbrates and helped inspire Hegel’s teaching
on thought-determinations as the in-itself of things, see Clinton Tolley, “Hegel and Kant on Reason
8
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Thus Hegel makes the breathtaking and astounding claim that the particular sensory magnitudes extended in space which Aristotle took to be the
true substantial beings are in fact only phenomenal, or apparent, “externalto-itelf-being” (aussersichsein) of an underlying immaterial, nonspatial,
ideational substantial being that is a universal, total, conceptual system designated by Hegel as the Concept (Begriff ), or the Idea (Idea). “Only to the
sensory consciousness does nature appear as the primary, immediate being.”9
“Reason is the certainty which consciousness has of being all reality,” with
“the consciousness of the non-being of anything that is other” (3.179 [PhS
137]). So “logic coincides with metaphysics, the science of things grasped in
thoughts which has counted as expressing the essentialities [Wesenheiten] of
the things” (8.81 [EL 56, sec. 24]). As an illustration: the underlying substantial
being of the solar system is not the apparent sun and its particular satellites
moving in space and time, but rather the correct, fundamental scientific and
philosophic “laws” of those apparent material entities and their apparent
motions. “These laws are the soul [Seele] of the solar system” (LPhWH 12.161
[1.247]). “The true inner” is “the same as that which we call law”—“as regards
external nature, for example, the law of the motion of the planets” as “an
inner, necessary unity” (10.211 [EM 163, sec. 422]). These “laws” (today physics speaks also of “equations”) do “not exist externally [in space] as universal:
the kind as such cannot be perceived; the laws of the motion of the heavenly
bodies are not written in the sky”; “so one does not see, and does not hear, the
universal”; “only for the mind/spirit is it” (8.78 [EL 53–54, sec. 21])—but not
only for or in human minds, nor only for or in consciousness in any form.10
and the Unconditioned,” Hegel-Studien 50 (2017): 131–41 and “The Subject in Hegel’s Absolute Idea,”
Hegel Bulletin 40 (2019): 151–54; see also Hegel’s own account of Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic, in
LHPh 9.162–64 (3.184–87).
9.28 (N 17, sec. 248)—and so Hegel in his philosophy of nature soon provides the antistrophe to
his earlier elegiac salute to nature’s “singularity and immediacy”: “the naive mind [der unbefangene
Geist], when it intuits vital Nature, as we find made vivid especially by Goethe in a sensory way, feels
the life and the universal connectedness in Nature; it divines that the universe is an organic whole
and a rational totality, even as it feels in single life-forms an inner oneness with itself”; and “so, in the
Philosophy of Nature, people have fallen back on intuition [Anschauung] and set it above reflective
thought; but this is a mistake [ein Abweg]”; “every particular must be brought back in thinking to
simple universality”—9.21 (N 11–12, sec. 246).
9

In the past couple of generations an attempt has been made to interpret Hegel as nonmetaphysical,
as instead “contributing to the Kantian project of spelling out the nature and conditions of specifically
human cognition” (Tolley, “The Subject in Hegel’s Absolute Idea,” 143–44, quoting Robert Pippin,
Hegel’s Idealism [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989], 6, 8, 40 and Pippin, “The Significance of Self-Consciousness in Idealist Theories of Logic,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 114
[2014]: 149). This approach misses or avoids the ontological problem of nature’s particularity that I am
discussing. For helpful presentations, see also Alison Stone, Petrified Intelligence (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005), 19–27; James Kreines, “Hegel’s Metaphysics: Changing the Debate,”
10
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The true, ultimate principles of nature, underlying gravity, motion, thinking,
and so forth, would not disappear if the human species, or for that matter all
other conscious species, became extinct. “When one says, ‘thought as objective thought is the innerness of the world,’ it can appear as if consciousness
is therewith being ascribed to natural things.” But “we feel a repugnance
against conceiving the inner activity of things to be thinking, since we say the
human distinguishes itself from the natural through thinking.” So “we must
talk about nature as the system of non-conscious [bewusstlosen] thought.”
Therefore “instead of using the expression thoughts, it is better, in order to
avoid misunderstanding, to speak of thought-determination [Denkbestimmung]” and of “a system of thought-determinations overall [ein System von
Denkbestimmungen überhaupt] in which the antithesis between subjective
and objective (in its usual meaning) falls away” (8.81 [EL 56, sec. 24]). Hegel
repeatedly insists that the forms of what he calls “subjective” thought—such
as concepts, judgments, and syllogisms—do not necessarily pertain to or
exist in conscious or self-conscious “subjective” thinking. The term “subjective” (Hegel concedes) can bring with it the “misunderstanding” that it refers
to “determinations that belong to the form of consciousness” (5.62 [SL 42–43,
“Introd.” end]). Hegel is well aware that “judgment is usually taken” as being
“simply present in self-conscious thinking”; but he insists that “the judgment
is to be taken in a totally universal sense: all things are a judgment—that is,
they are singulars which are in themselves, or as inner nature, universality, or
a universal that is individualized” (8.318–19 [EL 245–46, sec. 167]); “everything
is a syllogism; everything is concept” (8.332 [EL 257, sec. 181]); “the Concept is
also not to be considered here as the act of the self-conscious understanding,
not as subjective understanding, but as the concept in and for itself, which
constitutes a stage of nature as well as of spirit” (6.257 [SL 517]).11
Philosophy Compass 1 (2006): 466–80; and Simon Lumsden, “The Rise of the Non-Metaphysical
Hegel,” Philosophy Compass 3 (2008): 51–65; see also Klaus Hartmann, “Hegel: A Non-Metaphysical
View,” in Hegel: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Alasdair MacIntyre (New York: Anchor Books,
1972); Terry Pinkard, Hegel’s “Dialectic” (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988); as well as the
more recent Robert Pippin, “Hegel on Logic as Metaphysics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Hegel, and
Rocio Zambrana, Hegel’s Theory of Intelligibility (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015). For
critique (briefly anticipated by Errol Harris, “The Philosophy of Nature in Hegel’s System,” Review of
Metaphysics 3 [1949]: 222–23) see esp. again Tolley, “The Subject in Hegel’s Absolute Idea”; Alfredo
Ferrarin, Hegel and Aristotle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 78–82; and Robert
Stern, Hegelian Metaphysics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009)—but consider the complaint of
Stern’s follower Paniel Cárdenas, “Contemporary Hegelian Scholarship: On Robert Stern’s Holistic
Reading of Hegel,” Topicos, Revista de Filosofia 50 (2016): 139: “Stern’s account, though, seems to be
crying out for a more detailed treatment of the individuation of objects”; “this seems to be not fully
explained nor treated in Hegel either.”
11

See also Tolley, “The Subject in Hegel’s Absolute Idea,” 160–63. This does not mean that the forms

Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature as Foundational for His Political Philosophy

331

This “meaning of thinking and of its determinations is more precisely
expressed,” Hegel declares, “when the Ancients say, nous governs the world”
(8.81–82 [EL 56–57, sec. 24]; see also 5.44 [SL, 29]). But “by this one must not
think right away of thinking as it is in our consciousness, but of objective
thinking.” We say, a “table is also rationally made”; but in this artificial case,
“the understanding is as an external form,” imposed “on the object.” That “is
not how we must take all this, but here the understanding, the universal, is
the immanent nature of the objects themselves; this is the principle” (LHPh
8.93–94, [2.94–95]).
“An example closer at hand is when we, in speaking of a definite animal, say, ‘it is animal’.” The “animal as such cannot be pointed out; only a
specific animal can ever be.” But “to be animal, the species as the universal,
belongs to the determinate animal and constitutes its determinate essentiality.” “The things overall have an enduring, inner nature, and an external
being-there [äusserliches Dasein].” They “live and die, come to be and pass
away”; but “their essentiality, their universality, is the species [Gattung], and
this is not to be grasped as simply something in common” (8.82 [EL 56–57,
sec. 24). “One can often hear it said,” by “empiricists of various sorts” (Hegel
refers especially to Locke), “that these classes and orders one only makes up,
as aids to cognition.” This “metaphysical empiricism,” Hegel concedes, “is
the procedure in the ordinary sciences.”12 But Hegel further observes that
when scientists “determine the universal as law, force, matter, then they
cannot allow that it counts only as an external form and a subjective addition”; no!—then “one attributes objective reality to the laws; the forces are
immanent; and matter is the true nature of the thing itself.” Hegel demands
of the Concept are unalive: while “the Logic of the Concept is usually understood as a merely formal
science,” its forms regarded as “dead, inactive, and indifferent receptacles of representations or
thoughts,” the truth is that, “being forms of the Concept they are, on the contrary, the living spirit of
the actual; and only that is true of the actual which is true by the power of these forms, through them
and in them. Yet the truth of these forms for themselves has never been considered and investigated
until now”—this Hegel sees as one of his great innovations in logic: 8.310 (EL 239, sec. 162). Helpful
is the formulation of Robert Stern, Hegel, Kant and the Structure of the Object (London: Routledge,
1990), 118: “For Hegel it is not Mind that brings together Idea and Nature, but ultimately Idea that
makes possible the unity of Nature and Mind.”
LHPh 9.117, 123 (3.134, 139); cf. Edward Halper, “The Logic of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,” in
Hegel and the Philosophy of Nature, ed. Stephen Houlgate (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1998), 45: “throughout the modern period the laws governing nature were understood to be ontologically distinct from the material they governed. This is, I suggest, Hegel’s problem of otherness.…The
Philosophy of Nature aims to show that the rational principles are not outside of nature but somehow
present within it.…If philosophers do not pursue this question, it is only because they doubt that we
can truly grasp nature.”
12
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that “something similar be conceded in regard to genera too: namely, that
they are not just a grouping of similarities, an abstraction made by us, that
they not only have common features, but that they are the objects’ own inner
essence,” forming “a graduated scale of nature itself.” This “universality of
the things is not something subjective, belonging to us, but much rather, over
and against the transitory phenomenon, the noumenon [Noumen]—the true,
objective, actuality of the thing itself: like the Platonic ideas, which are not
somewhere off in the beyond, but are the substantial species existing in the
particular things” (9.19–20 [N 9–10, sec. 246]). So although Hegel complains
that “what always intrudes is the mistaken view [die schiefe Vorstellung], as
if the singular things are genuine actualities, as they are-there in their finitude,” he does not for a moment deny that the (apparent) individuality of the
sensory particulars and especially of the living particulars can and must be
preserved in thinking about the universal, about the species: while on one
hand “genera and forces are the innerness of Nature, and, in contrast to this
universal, the external and individual is the transient,” on the other hand “the
cognition which comprehends” (das begreifendes Erkennen) is the “affirmative universality which gives permanence to the determinations; for the true
individuality is at the same time universality in itself”; “this is,” Hegel claims,
“the Aristotelian concept”—“the universal, the vitality, and the particular is
identical [identisch], is intuited in a unity, in the case of the organic products
of nature.”13 We may note that Aristotle comes perhaps closest to Hegel when
in the Categories (2b31–33, 36–37) he writes that the species “alone of the
predications/categories [katēgoroumenōn] shows/reveals [dēloi]” the “what is”
of the “primary substantial being,” and “so, reasonably, these [the species]
alone among the others [namely, predications/categories] are said to be substantial beings”; and when in the Posterior Analytics (100b1–2) he writes, “for
on one hand perceiving is according to the particular, but on the other hand
perception is of the universal, such as of human, not of Callias a human.”
Nature as Teleological
Following Aristotle, Hegel conceives living being as defined by goals, aims,
or ends (Zwecke) which are “not to be thought of immediately or simply in
the form of consciousness”: “Aristotle’s definition of life contains the innergoal-orientation and thereby stands infinitely far above the modern concept
of teleology, which had only the finite, the external, goal-orientation in view.”
What “Zweck involves is precisely the activity of realizing”; and “the greatest
13

LHPh 9.111 and 170 (3.128 and 193) and 9.22 (N 12, sec. 246).
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example of this is afforded by the living being,” which has “goals [Zwecke],
about which it knows nothing”; “its activity does not remain one that is
mechanical or chemical,” and “the product of this process, what results, is
the animal itself that already was present; it is end-in-itself [Selbstzweck].”14
Doubtless, this goal “has need” of “sheerly external necessity” (mechanical,
chemical, etc.); indeed, “everything that has a goal is not without” what is
thus externally “necessary”; but the externally “necessary serves only as a
material, as a presupposition [Hypothese].” “Zweck” may be “portrayed as a
circle, as an activity returning into itself,” whereas “external necessity is like a
line which may extend forward or backward as far as it may, because the relationship” is “external only, and lacking self-determination.”15 To “combine in
thought these two principles”—internal goal and external necessity—is “the
principal concept of what is natural.” Hegel laments that this “Aristotelian
concept of nature, of organic life, has gotten lost”; “only in Kantian philosophy has it come forward again”; “it is missing from the examination of things
organic when we rely upon pressure and reaction, chemical relationships.”16
Hegel goes far beyond both Aristotle and Kant, however, in holding that
“nature is in itself a living whole”—which “brings itself forth to being-there as
Spirit, which is the truth and the end-goal of nature” (9.36 [N 24, sec. 251]).
On the other hand, as regards the goals that define all higher subhuman
animal life, Hegel stresses more than does Aristotle an insuperable incomprehensibility: “this animal awareness [Gescheitheit],” that is the “goal” of the
animal’s “vitality, we can call an incomprehensibility [Unbegreifliches] for
us,” since “though humans may study the animals, and imagine themselves
in their place, one cannot really represent to oneself what is in the soul of an
animal.” Humans “cannot succeed in imagining themselves in the nature of
a dog or cat.” Although “we are living beings ourselves, our vitality is determined through spirituality” which “is to itself clear, free, revealed to spirit,”
having “nothing alien in itself,” but “animal nature is hidden [Verbergen].”
8.360 (EL 280, sec. 204) and LHPh 8.99–101(2.101–2); see also 9.472–73 (N 388–89, sec. 360); LHPh
9.52 (3.63), on Giordano Bruno; and 3.26 (PhS 14, para. 22).
14

Pierre Aubenque, “Hegel et Aristote,” in Hegel et la pensée grecque, ed. Jacques d’Hondt (Paris:
Presses Universitaires, 1974), 101 commenting on this aptly cites “la formule fréquent chez ARISTOTE: ‘L’homme engendre l’homme’ et le passage moins souvent cité de Physique, II, 1, 193 b 12–13:
La nature entendue comme genèse est un acheminement vers la nature.”
15

LHPh 8.75–78 (2.242–44); see also 9.169–70 (3.192–93). But as is justly observed by Orlando Carpi,
“L’Interpretazione Hegeliana di Aristotele,” Divus Thomas 99 (1996): 100, “Hegel vede uniti in Aristotele questi due punti di vista che, per esempio nella cultura moderna, costituiscono un’antinomia,
come appare anche nella ‘Critica del giudizio’ di Kant.”
16
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The “life of the particularized animal is as incomprehensible as the nonconceptual caprice [Willkür] of humans.” Accordingly, Hegel has a (humanly
revealing) dim view of affection for pets: “the unfree spirit, the superficial
will, wants nothing more than to place itself with particularities, to enjoy
itself with particularities, to feel good with beasts, like old maids who are
at home with cats and dogs as like-minded souls”; but for “the deeper spirit,
such particularity is other,” and “a spirit who is in this way bound to such
particularity shows thereby that it is quite unfree” (LPhWH 12.287–89, 291–
92 [1.349–50, 353]).
But we also encounter here a profound ontological contrast between
Hegel and Aristotle. For as previous quotations indicate, when Hegel speaks
of the animal as “end-in-itself,” he means at least as much the species, the
undying universal essence instantiated in the individual, as he does the
mortal, uniquely divergent, ultimately apparent or phenomenal, individual
specimen—and this is especially clear in Hegel’s account of death, and of
sexual procreation or eros. Death, according to Hegel, is “the overcoming
of the singular, and therewith the coming-forth of the species, of spirit; for
the negation of the natural, i.e., of immediate singularity, is this, that the
universal, the species is established” (9.539 [N 443, sec. 376]). Closely related
to this halcyon conception of death is the Hegelian conception of the sexual
relationship: as “a process that begins with the need” consisting in the fact
that “the individual as singular is not in accord with the immanent species,”
and “has the feeling of this lack.” The species is thus “in the individual, as
straining against the lack of accord in the singular actuality of the animal,” a straining “to achieve a feeling of self in another of the species, to
integrate with it through the union, and through this mediation to unite
the species with itself and to bring the species to being-there—that’s copulation.” This copulative dual “union is the disappearance of the sexes into
that which has become the onefold species.” The “process is,” that the male
and female “establish themselves also in living vitality as that which they are
in themselves—one species”—and “their identity as such” is “felt by themselves.” What is more, “this feeling of universality is the highest to which
the animal can be brought.” The “species maintains itself only through the
going-under of the individuals, who in the process of copulation fulfill their
defining character [Bestimmung], and, insofar as they have nothing higher,
therewith go on to death.”17 Or as The Science of Logic has it (6.486 [SL 688]):
9.516–17 (N 411–12, sec. 369 and 370—in 3rd ed., sec. 368 and 369); see the repetition in 10.19–20
(EM 10–11, sec. 381), and the account of distinctively human sexuality and puberty in 10.50, 83, 89–90
(EM 35, sec. 390; 61–62, sec. 396; 67, sec. 398).
17
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“in copulation, there perishes the immediacy of the living individuality; the
death of this life is the coming forward of spirit; the Idea, that as genus is in
itself [an sich], becomes for itself in that it has sublated its particularity that
constituted the living species, and has thereby given itself a reality which is
itself simple universality.”
That Aristotle does not conceive animate erotic being (the primal root of
political existence) in anything close to Hegel’s perspective is plain in Aristotle’s much more elaborate treatment of animal procreation. For Aristotle,
sexual procreation only secondarily or incidentally results in a perpetuation
of the species; sexual procreation is actually carried out chiefly for the sake
of the perpetuation of the uniquely divergent individual parents, male and
female, for whom the species reproduction is a means rather than an end:
“for the substantial being of the things that are is in the individual; and if the
individual could be such, it would be everlasting; but by species-form that is
possible”; and “that is why there is always a continuous generation of humans
and of animals.”18 It is “because it is impossible to share in the everlasting
and the divine by continuing, because none of the things subject to perishing
persists as the same and one in number,” that “each individual, insofar as it
is able to partake, shares in this way, one more, one less; and there persists
not itself, but a such-as-itself” (On Soul 415b3–8; also 415a23ff., 416a19–20,
b16–17). The account of human nature as that of a political animal begins
(Politics 1252a30) with the “pairing together” of human “male and female for
the sake of generation, and this not from choice; but even as in the other animals, and plants, natural is the urge [to ephiesthai] to leave behind another,
such as oneself, such a one [hoion auto, toiouton].” In Aristotle’s account of
gestation, as the “logos of the motions” of the “spermatic” matter, this chief
aim of sexual procreation—to perpetuate as much as is possible the uniquely
divergent individual parents, male and the female—is expressed in the pair’s
complementary but nonetheless competing contributions, which Aristotle
interprets as being in a kind of gestational contest, struggling over which parent’s spermatic matter and its motions will predominate in determining not
only the sex of the offspring but the degree of its exact resemblance to what
is unique in each of the parents. And the gestational competitive struggle of
uinquely divergent individuals seeking individual perpetuation is still more
complex. For “the logos of the motions” of the male and female spermatic
material also contains drives inherited from uniquely divergent ancestors,
each having left behind a matrix of unfolding embryonic motions aimed at
18

Generation of Animals 731b31–36; see the context and also 735a13–26 as well as 777a4ff.
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procreating and thus perpetuating its own uniquely divergent individuality.19
Hegel exhibits little awareness of this massive, uniquely-divergent-individualistic dimension of Aristotle’s ontology of life forms and their erotic,
death-defying gestational agon.
The Individuality of Human Being
Human particular self-consciousness fulfills and completes the eternal,
all-inclusive, cosmic, conceptual system that, absent humans, would be unself-conscious: “nature does not bring the nous to consciousness for itself;
humanity is the first to double itself so as to be the universal for the universal”—and this happens when “the human being knows oneself as I.” For while
it is true that “what I in my consciousness have, that is for me,” nevertheless, my rationally thinking I, like everyone’s, is “the pure being-for-itself in
which everything particular is negated and overcome-while-being-preserved
[aufgehoben].”20 A human can of course experience, and mean, and try to say
what “belongs to me as this unique individual”; but the moment “I” express
this, even to myself alone, I am expressing the universal; for even or precisely
the terms “particular,” and “unique,” and yes, even “this,” are universal terms
and categories. Every self-conscious mind is a “particular,” and a “unique
individual.” Since “language expresses only what is universal, then I cannot
say what I only mean,” in trying to express my feeling of being different from
everyone else. “And the unsayable—feeling, sensation”—while certainly not
totally false or unimportant, “is not what is most important, most true, but
what is most insignificant, most untrue” (8.74 [EL 50–51, sec. 20]).
The full implications of this understanding of human individuality come
clearly to sight only in the modern rational state and civil society at the end
of the historical process. There “the realm of ethical life opens itself up, as
nothing other than the absolute spiritual unity of the essence of individuals
in their self-standing actuality,” as “in itself universal self-consciousness,”
and where “the singular consciousness is only this existing One, while it is
conscious of the universal consciousness in its own singularity as its being,
and while its doing and being-there [Dasein] is the universal ethos” (3.264
[PhS 204, para. 349]). Hegel makes plain the enormous contrast with the
Greek spirit when he says of Greek religiosity that it expressed spiritual
See esp. Generation of Animals 768b29 and 772b33, and contexts, describing the struggle between
the uniquely divergent, individual, male and female, parental and ancestral components during the
process of gestation: “on one hand, mastery is gained here; but on the other hand, not there.”
19

20

8.82–83 (EL 57–58, sec. 24); see similarly 10.21–22 (EM 11, sec. 381).
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“essentiality” as “interior and human,” as “individuality”—but too much in
the form of rare, elite, natural bodily beauty and excellence. The “freedom
of spirit was with the Greeks still associated with the human-natural [Menschlich-Natürlich]”; “knowing-oneself-as-free” was “still too associated with
the natural”; “they did not yet grasp spirit” in “accord with its universality,”
but “only” as “it brings itself forth as individuality”; “therefore they could not
have the thought, the Christian idea, of the unity of the divine and human
nature”; divinity belonged only to the “human who had worked up, produced, enhanced, idealized oneself” (LPhWH 12.338–42 [1.388–90]). Mature
modernity in its historically realized, purer, political rationality has transfigured into self-conscious universality the Greek, natural, human individuality
that was rooted in the body with its passions (for it is passion, according to
Hegel, that separates and distinguishes one human from another). As Hegel
puts it in the last paragraph of the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit
(3.67 [PhS 45–46]), “at a time when the universality of the spirit has grown
so much stronger, and when the singular, as is fitting, has correspondingly
become even more a matter of indifference,” as “the nature of science implies,
the individual must thus all the more forget oneself…must both anticipate
less for oneself and may demand less for oneself.” Through the redirection
and discipline of human passion under the tuelage of reason, the modern
liberal, “bourgeois” state and its self-indulgently passionate citizenship are
in the process of being transcended-while-being-incorporated (aufgehoben).
What this means becomes more concrete and clear when we compare the
paradoxically much greater harmony between individuality and universality
that was achieved in premodern politics, in the personalities of subphilosophic
“world-historical individuals” (welthistorischen Individuen)—revolutionary
leaders, exemplified by Julius Caesar. For not only is it “passion” (Leidenschaft) that “separates and distinguishes one human from another”; but an
individual’s “purpose is not something chosen [ein Gewähltes], but is precisely what emerges from the determinacy of passion.” Now in world-history,
the “form” (Gestalt) that “the universal has, that brings its activity to appearance,” is the “outlook of these separated and distinguished agents.” By “seizing
upon a universality that is higher, over and against the preceding universal”
in history, and “making it into their own purposes,” these world-historical
individuals “will the enjoyment of their uniqueness”: for “since others do not
yet know” this new and higher historical universal for which they launch
their political revolutions, the new and higher universal manifests itself in
history as the uniquely defining passion of the singular world-historical revolutionary leader. Only “in this way is the goal of the Idea one and the same as
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the content of passion,” and only in such individually unique revolutionary
leaders of the past “is the passion the absolute unity of the character and of
the universal” (LPhWH 12.60, 66, 68–70 [1.169, 173, 174–76]).
Nonetheless, the highest or fullest level of human spirit appears in a
transcendence of passionate uniqueness, such as is found only in theoreticalphilosophic thinking. “When Aristotle summons one to consider oneself
worthy of comportment of this sort,” then “the worthiness that consciousness ascribes to itself consists precisely in the giving up of particular opinions
and beliefs and in allowing the subject-matter to hold sway over oneself.” In
such “thinking there immediately lies freedom, because it is the activity of
the universal”: a “being-with-self that is undetermined in its subjectivity, and
is in its content [Inhalte] only the subject-matter [Sache] and its determinations”—and is thus “not a particular being or doing of the subject,” but “the
consciousness which conducts itself as abstract ‘I,’ as freed from all particularity of peculiar properties, states, etc., and does only what is universal, in
which it is identical with all individuals” (8.80 [EL 55, sec. 23]; see also LHPh
9.161 [3.183]).
Hegel thus strives, in his lengthy treatment of Aristotle, to bring the
latter’s conception of the life of theōria as close as can be to Hegel’s own
conception. Hegel cannot, of course, ignore some major differences. He
acknowledges that Aristotle stresses the receptiveness and thereby the passivity of sensation—as “determined from without.” But, Hegel insists, this
“passive aspect can be expounded as one chooses, along lines of subjective
idealism or in some other way.” Therefore, Hegel insists, “Aristotle stands,
with this moment of passivity, not inferior to idealism.” Hegel then points
out that Aristotle’s analysis of sensation shows “activity within receptivity,”
a “spontaneity” that “overcomes-while-preserving [aufheben] the initial
passivity in sensation.” Hegel further stresses that “in sensation, says Aristotle, only the form reaches us, without the matter”—and, Hegel insists, “the
form is the object, the universal, as opposed to the sensible, the material.”
Hegel finds especially congenial Aristotle’s remarkable statement in On Soul
432a1–3: “just as the hand is the tool of tools, so nous is the form of forms”;
on this Hegel comments: “that, which we nowadays call the unity of the
subjective and the objective, gets expressed here in the most definite way.”
Aristotle “distinguishes the two very well, but he also expresses their identity
no less rigorously and emphatically.” Hegel concedes that “this is, to be sure,
the modern expression”; but “the same is also contained in Aristotle” (LHPh
8.83–89 [2.248–53]). Is it? Hegel does not quote or comment on another
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weighty statement of Aristotle’s in this very context (On Soul 432a4–11):
“since it seems that there is no separate matter of concern [pragma] beyond
the sensory magnitudes,” the “intellected things—both those said to be in
abstraction and as many as are states and affections of sensed things—are in
the sensed forms.” And “on account of this,” when “one engages in theorizing, it is necessary at the same time to contemplate some image; for images
are like sensed things, except without matter.” Hegel brushes past this, saying
that “it only seems as if Aristotle is speaking about thinking a particular thing
alongside something else”; “what he says about thinking, however, is of itself
what is absolutely speculative and bears no relation to anything else such as
sensation”; “nous is everything, totality, the true overall”; nous is “true being
[Sein] in and for itself” (LHPh 8.91 [2.254—55]). Hegel thus “Hegelianizes”
Aristotle.21 “If the science of logic,” Hegel declares, “considers thinking in its
activity and its production,” its “content is overall the supersensible world;
and to be occupied with that world is to sojourn in it.” “Mathematics has
to do with the abstractions of number and of space; these, however, are still
sensory, though in an abstract way and without-being-there [Daseinslose].”
Thought as nous “departs from even this last element of the sensory, and
is free, by itself; it renounces external and internal senses.”22 “That,” Hegel
proclaims, “is just what freedom is: being by oneself in one’s other, depending
upon oneself, and being one’s own determinant.” In undergoing “all drives,
I begin with an other, with what is for me something external. So here we
speak of dependence.” The “natural man, who is determined only through
his drives, is not by himself; however self-willed he may be, the content of his
willing and opining is not his own, and his freedom is only a formal one.”
But when I truly think rationally, “I give up my subjective particularity, sink
myself in the subject-matter, let thought follow its own course; and I think
badly whenever I add something of my own” (8.84 [EL 58, sec. 24]).
It is very doubtful whether Aristotle understands the thinking human
as ever being capable of achieving such a degree of freedom from the sensory, such a transcendence of particularity: “for in many ways the nature of
Cf. Allegra de Laurentiis, “An Early Translation of Aristotle’s De Anima by G. W. F. Hegel,” Kronos
Philosophical Journal 10 (2021): 13.

21

8.70 (EL 48, sec.19); see Ferrarin’s criticism, Hegel and Aristotle, 276–77. See also the translator’s
note 224 to LHPh 2.251: “in discussing On the Soul Hegel passes over Aristotle’s account of representation or phantasy (Bk. 3, ch. 3), and goes directly to the treatment of thinking in the following
chapter, thereby relating thinking to sense perception but without the intervening stage of phantasia”
(= imagination—always of particulars, which for Aristotle plays a crucial role in all noetic thinking
known to us: On Soul 403a8, 431 a14–17, b2–7, 432a4–11; On Memory and Recollection 449b24–50a6;
cf. Ferrarin, Hegel and Aristotle, 304–5).
22
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humans is enslaved,” so that there is some truth in what “Simonides says,
‘god alone would have this prize.’”23 Above all, it is very doubtful whether,
for Aristotle, a human is ever thinking with full clarity if insuperably tristful
awareness of one’s own individual mortality is not a major part of the beingin-action of one’s self-conscious nous.
Hegel is eventually led to judge or to concede that Aristotle’s philosophy
left unsatisfied what Hegel experiences as “the most profound need”: that is,
the need for a “system” in and by which the universal is “established as the
universal from which the particular was to be developed”—“a universal principle for all particularity.” This latter, higher “standpoint” we “reach” with the
higher, “second stage” of Greek philosophy, Stoicism—where the “unity of
thought, or the systematic element, was emphasized as the defining feature,
whereas Aristotle paid more attention to the individual things.” Yet higher
still, as the “third stage,” is neo-Platonic emanationism.24 These higher, and,
in contrast to Aristotle, “systematic” second and third stages of Greek philosophizing remained deficient, however. While the “beginning of the mind’s
elevation to the universal is when spirit comes to feel” that “all is life,” that “it
is all one life and one idea,” and while “in Stoicism the substantial form had
this unity, the form of pantheism,” still, for this pantheism “there is a universal substance that finitizes itself and thereby degrades itself.” The “principle
of emanation is that the universal, in particularizing itself—God, in creating
the world—debases itself through what is particular and limited”; and “this
finitization is then devoid of any return into itself that overcomes-whilemaintaining [aufheben] these limitations or this finitization” (LHPh 8.162–63
[2.318–19]). For Hegel, in contrast, the unfolding of nature out of the Concept
is the opposite of a “degradation,” or “debasement”—and is much more than
a mere “overflow,” or “going forth” of nous or the Idea, of logos or universal reason or God (as elaborated by, e.g., Alfarabi and Maimonides: LHPh
9.17–20 [3.29–32]); for Hegel, the “going-forth” is an ascent, an enhancement,
and finally a fulfillment—through human self-consciousness as a penultimate stage in the process by which the system of thought-determinations (the

I am making use of M 982b30; see also Dominique Dubarle, “La nature chez Hegel et chez Aristote,” Archives de Philosophie 38 (1975): 17.
23

LHPh 8.99–100, 179–91 (2.263, 317–46); cf. Aubenque, “Hegel et Aristote,” 110–14 and Ferrarin,
Hegel and Aristotle, 47, 82–83, 99; unlike Aubenque and Ferrarin, some of those who have recently,
and rightly, stressed the deep affinity between Hegel and Aristotle have overlooked the fact that Hegel
clearly judged Aristotle to have remained at a lower stage in the development of rational understanding than Stoicism and neo-Platonism.
24
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“Absolute,” the “Idea,” the “Concept”) comes to comprehend itself in and as
individualized nature, as well as individualized human history.
Nature Not as Given, but as Rationally Necessitated
But then Hegel must show how nature, and not only history, ceases to
be understandable as the merely “discovered reality” (vorgefundene
Wirklichkeit) of “investigative knowing’s objective world,” and instead is
understandable as the “objective world whose inner ground and actual subsistence is the Concept” (6.548 [SL 734]). Hegel can not and does not leave
nature-extended-in-space as a given;25 Hegel insists that the being-there of
spatial nature can be proved to be intelligibly necessitated by reason. This
insistence is a second major way in which Hegel departs from the ancient
(and medieval) emanationist ontologies. Hegel reports with approval Plotinus’s formulation of how spatial nature results from “the first being [Sein]
overflowing,” in “the progression to determinateness,” through a “goingforth” that is not temporal but eternal, and “not to be defined as a movement
and change, for these eventuate in something different, but it is simply this,
that it overflows”: “this explication of the Idea” by Plotinus, Hegel declares,
“has to be acknowledged as true in all its moments.”26 But: “it does contain
one difficulty.” That is: “it does not express the necessity of the self-disclosing,
or self-differentiating—it’s just posited, it just happens”; and “this form of the
immediacy of movement or determination does not suffice for the Concept”
(LHPh 8.181–82 [2.336–37]).
Obviating this “one difficulty” may be said to be what Hegel understands
to distinguish above all his “philosophy of nature” from the “empirical sciences” of nature to which his philosophy of nature “owes its development.”
While the “empirical sciences” have “prepared the material for philosophy
by finding universal determinations, genera, and laws,” the philosophy of
nature “gives to the content of the empirical sciences of nature the essential
This is true also for the role of nature as geography in Hegel’s philosophy of history: the differentiations between the continents created by the Mediterranean “are necessary, inasmuch as they
correspond to the thought-Concept; they are thus in an essential relationship and constitute a rational
totality.” If “the middle of the ancient world had not been that [Mediterranean] sea, world history
would have been impotent.” So this “geographical grounding must not be taken as” a mere “external
occasion for history”; “without that sea, world history could have had no being.”—LPhWH 12.96, 106;
see also 112–13 (1.194, 201–2; 204–5).
25

This elaborates further the crucial thought that Hegel attributes to Aristotle (LHPh 8.71 [2.237]):
“the absolute substance, the entity that is truly in and for itself, is accordingly the unmoved, immovable and eternal which is however at the same time pure activity, actus purus. The scholastics have
rightly seen in this the definition of God.”
26
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shape of the freedom (the a priori) of thinking as well as the validation of
necessity—instead of an authentication” through mere “discovery and factual
experience.” Thus the empirical discoveries “become illustration and image
of what is the original—and completely independent—activity of thought.”27
In the empirical sciences taken by themselves, without Hegel’s philosophy
of nature, “on one hand the relation between universals (species and genera)
and the particulars are for themselves mutually external and contingent, just
as the relation among particularities that are combined [in species] are for
themselves external to each other and contingent”; while “on the other hand,
the beginnings” (or first principles) of each empirical science are merely
“immediate,” or “discovered,” or “presupposed” (Unmittelbarkeiten, Gefundenes, Voraussetzungen). In “both respects, the form of necessity fails to get
its due” (8.52 [EL 33, sec. 9]). “Physics must hand its work over to philosophy,
in order that the latter may translate the abstract universal transmitted to it
[by physics] into the Concept, by showing how this universal [of physics], as
an intrinsically necessary whole, proceeds from the Concept.” It is “because
the method of physics does not satisfy the Concept, that one must go further”
(9.20 [N 10, sec. 246]). Nature as well as history must be proven to manifest
“the generating [das Erzeugen] of the world as one that is posited [Gesetzten]
by spirit” (10.34 [EM 22, sec. 386]). “Necessity,” as seen not only in “History”
but also in “Nature,” must be shown to be “ministering to” Geist’s/Spirit’s
“revelation” (Offenbarung); and thus nature as well as history become “vessels
of Geist’s/Spirit’s honor” (10.353 [EM 282, sec. 552]). As a result of his philosophy of nature, Hegel claims he has shown that for nature “Geist/Spirit is
truth and is therewith absolutely primary.” Hegel goes so far as to asseverate:
“in this truth nature is made to vanish, and Geist/Spirit has produced itself
as the achieved Idea that is-for-itself,” for “whereas in nature the Concept has
its complete externalized objectivity, this its alienation is overcome-whilebeing-preserved [aufgehoben] and it has in this become identical with itself,”
in a “coming back out of nature” (10.17 [EM 8, sec. 381]; see also 9.42 [N 29,
sec. 254]).

8.57–58 (EL 37, sec. 12); see similarly 9.15 (N 6, sec. 246)—and LHPh 9.76 (3.90), discussing
Baconian science; also Ferrarin, Hegel and Aristotle, 60. I am not convinced by the argument of
Stone, Petrified Intelligence, 5–6—following Thomas Webb, “The Problem of Empirical Knowledge in
Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,” Hegel-Studien 15 (1980): 177—that in the passages I am quoting Hegel
advances “two proposed interpretations of his method” that “are incompatible, assigning inversely
symmetrical roles to a priori and empirical knowledge”; it seems to me that Hegel is presenting from
different angles a single, consistent method—pretty much the one which Stone finds most compelling,
and calls “strong a priori.”
27
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How Nature Is Necessitated by Reason
The first and foundational step is the demonstration of the necessity of the
nonspatial Concept’s “alienating itself” as space (Raum). So exactly how is
spatial extension necessitated in and by unextended, nonspatial thought?
Hegel ups the ante by phrasing this as a theological question:28 “the first
question here is: ‘Given God as all-sufficient and without need, how comes it
about, that He discloses Himself in a complete unlikeness [einem schlecthin
Ungleichen]?’” Put untheologically, this may be translated as: What inner
necessity of “the system of thought-determinations” compels it to emanate
what appears to be a wholly alien, thought-less, dumb spatial extension?
Hegel answers in a nutshell: “in order to be subjectivity and Spirit.”29 The
whole of external, apparently spatial nature is necessarily required, and emanated into being, in order to achieve the human spirit with its self-conscious
subjectivity (otherwise “missing” from the universe or reality), culminating
in the human science and philosophy of nature as well as of history.
Now to this one can ask in the first place: What exactly is the intelligible
“necessity” impelling the universe’s underlying, eternal “system of thought
determinations” to become self-conscious, or even conscious? Why could there
not remain forever a universe in accord with the principles of “logic,” in Hegel’s
broad sense—including the laws of nature, the fundamental equations—but
empty of any self-conscious minds of logicians or of mathematical scientists?
What necessity rules out the possibility that conscious and self-conscious life
forms are merely contingent, accidental occurrences in an essentially unconscious, but rationally-mathematically determined universe? This question is
implicit in Hegel’s own theological wording, previously quoted: “Given God
as all-sufficient and without need, how comes it about. . .?” Does not Hegel’s
attempt to derive spatial nature from rationality succumb to the very same
objection that Hegel makes to Plotinus’s emanation teaching? In elaborating
9.23 (N 13, sec. 246); see also 5.44 (SL 29)—“one can express oneself as follows, that the content
of the science of logic is the exposition of God as he is in his eternal essence before the creation of
nature and of a finite spirit” (Hegel then adds a salute to Anaxagoras’s doctrine of nous governing the
universe). A very strong case can be made for stressing the theological dimension of Hegel much more
than I have (because of my focus on the philosophy of nature and its particularities); for noteworthy
examples, see Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975); Ermylos Plevrakis, Das Absolute und der Begriff (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017); Robert Williams, Hegel on the
Proofs and the Personhood of God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); and Tolley, “The Subject
in Hegel’s Absolute Idea.” I certainly do not mean to imply that Hegel’s theology is not central to his
thought overall.
28

“um Subjektivität und Geist zu sein”; cf. Martin Drees, “The Logic of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,”
in Hegel and Newtonianism, ed. Michael John Petry (Dordrecht: Springer, 1993), 93.
29
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his objection to Plotinus, Hegel may even seem to verge on self-criticism,
when he writes: “in recent times, one has often heard talk about this going
forth from God—from the indifferent goes forth the different”; but, “going
forth is always a sensory expression”; “it does not express the necessity of
the self-disclosing, or self-differentiating; it’s just posited, it just happens.”
Or consider the similar terms of Hegel’s critique of Spinoza: “the particular is adopted from representation without that being justified; were it to be
justified, Spinoza would have to deduce, to derive it from his substance, but
this is not the case.” Hegel adds: “recently this idea has been served up to us
again in the following terms, that the thinking world is implicitly the same
as the extended world”; but “here is the question: whence comes it that the
understanding applies these two forms to the absolute substance, and whence
comes these two forms?” (LHPh 8.181–83 and 9.105, 108–9 [2006, 336–37 and
2009, 122–25]).
But even if Hegel explained the precise inner necessity showing why the
system of thought determinations must necessarily differentiate itself so as to
engender individual self-consciousnesses, one may then ask (and Kant would
lead the questioning), Why do these individual self-consciousnesses necessarily have to be incarnate, bodily, spatially extended, and with senses and
sensory objects? What necessity rules out a purely spiritual externalization,
into a universe of bodiless, nonspatial and nonsensory, rational souls, maybe
of many species, undergoing purely spiritual relations and purely spiritual
developments and historical change, including coming into being and passing
away against the background of knowable, unchanging thought-determinations—resembling the realm that Rousseau and Kant, along with many
others, not least Plato’s Socrates (e.g., Phaedo, esp. 78–84), hope to find in the
afterlife? How is such a non-spatial, incorporeal externalization of spirit ruled
out, necessarily? Would not a purely spiritual universe of unembodied souls
be a more rational, a more philosophic externalization—less encumbered by
the “contingency and indeterminate irregularity” that Hegel has to admit
pervades spatially extended bodily nature and “sets limits to philosophy”?30
But then, even if Hegel demonstrated that (a) individual self-consciousnesses are a necessary emanation of “logic,” and (b) they are inconceivable
without (apparent) spatial embodiment,31 there would remain a massive
9.34–35 [N 22–23, sec. 250]; cf. Dubarle, “La nature chez Hegel et chez Aristote,” 28–29 and Brigitte
Falkenburg, “How to Save the Phenomena: Meaning and Reference in Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,”
in Houlgate, Hegel and the Philosophy of Nature, 128–30.
30

31

Cf. LHPh 9.109–10 (3.126): “But the human has the self-consciousness of freedom and that the spirit
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third question: What precisely is the process by which nonspatial, immaterial
thought-determination can be clearly and distinctly conceived as necessarily emanating, or metamorphosing, or alienating itself into, its “completely
unlike” (schlecthin Ungleichen)—that is, into apparent spatially extended,
unthinking matter? What exactly is meant by the multifarious terminology
Hegel applies to this process (9.36 [N 24, sec. 251]): “positing” (Setzen), “uttering” (Äusserung), “going forth” (Heraustreten), “setting forth” (Auslegung),
“coming-out-of-self” (Aussersichkommen), “self-judging” (Sich-Urteilen,
10.394 [EM 314, sec. 577]), “intuiting” (Anschauen, 8.393 [EL 307, sec. 244]),
“deciding for itself, to release itself ” (sich entschliesst, sich zu entlassen, ibid.),
“resolve of the pure Idea to determine itself as external idea” (6.573 [SL 753])?32
In short, can or does Hegel really show how nature as spatially extended
matter is derived, necessarily, from nonspatial, not-yet-conscious thoughtdeterminations? Or is it not in fact the case that Hegel takes spatially
extended nature as “immediate, discovered, presupposed” and then asserts,
without clear proof or explanation, that this spatial externality must somehow correspond to or be identifiable with what he contends is the nonspatial,
immaterial Concept’s needed “self-externalization”?33 But then how has
Hegel proved that spatial extension, and the whole natural spatial world, is
mere “appearance” (Schein)—that our “immediate knowing of the being of
external things is deception and error” and “there is no truth in the sensible
as such,” while rational thought in its universality is “the in-itself of the things
and of whatever else is objective overall” (8.116 [EL 83, sec. 41])? And how
does Hegel’s conception of spatial nature exhibit “the essential shape of the
freedom (the a priori) of thinking as well as the validation of necessity” (freedom as “eternally determinate in itself”)—if or since, in truth, the thought of
space and spatial nature is determined not from the concept’s inner, eternal
necessity but instead from our human external empirical apprehension of
spatially extended beings?

in and for itself is essentially the negative of the bodily and that it first is, what it truly is, in antithesis
against the bodily.”
Relevant here is a simple but profound contention stressed by Harris, “The Philosophy of Nature
in Hegel’s System,” 217–18 (see also Plato Timaeus 49c–50b): “if something emerges from something
else, it must first be present, in some way or other, in that from which it emerges. Otherwise it cannot
emerge, but must come into being independently.” There must be “an identity running through it sufficient for us to say that, at every phase, what develops” is, “in some sense, degree or form, what will
eventually emerge.” So: how is thought somehow, at bottom, primordially, (also) spatially extended?
32

33

Cf. Drees, “The Logic of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,” 95–96.
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These questions intensify when we consider Hegel’s claim to demonstrate
the conceptual necessity of only three dimensions of space.34 Hegel proposes
that the straight line, the first spatial dimension, emerges as the necessary
negation-overcoming of the point (which is the necessary negation-overcoming of undifferentiated space), and then that the plane, the second dimension,
emerges as the necessary negation-overcoming of the line, and then that
the third dimension emerges as the necessary negation-overcoming of the
plane; granting all this, what inner necessity of reason compels the negatingovercoming to then cease? Hegel fails to give any reason why a negation of the
third dimension, producing a fourth spatial dimension (and etc.?), is rationally inconceivable or impossible.35
To conclude: Hegel fails to prove that conceptual necessity is the source
of three-dimensional spatial extension and thus of extended spatial nature
as we experience it. He thereby fails to refute Aristotle’s insistence that “substantial being is said, most authoritatively and primarily and emphatically,”
of particular, spatially extended, organic beings—with the consequences
that (1) there is a greater limit than Hegel supposes on the intelligibility, for
our human minds, of these spatially extended, substantial, particular beings
(including ourselves) composing nature; and (2) the existence of spatially
extended nature in its particularities must be taken as given, as a brute fact,
since it has not been shown to be derivable by and from reason.
“The deduction of the necessity that space must have only three dimensions is not a requirement
of geometry, insofar as it is not a philosophic science”; but “no thought is given to the necessity of this
demonstration. This demonstration rests on the nature of the Concept”: 9.44 (N 30–31, sec. 255), and
see the context.
34

For nineteenth-century discussions, consider Henry Manning, ed., The Fourth Dimension Simply
Explained: A Collection of Essays Selected from Those Submitted to the Scientific American’s Prize Competition (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1960 [1910]). For Kant’s consideration of the possibility of space with
other dimensions, see Gedanken von der wahren Schätzung der lebendigen Kräfte #10, in Gesammelte
Schriften 1.24; cf. Herbert James Paton, Kant’s Metaphysic of Experience, 2 vols. (Bristol: Thoemmes,
1997), 1.160–61. See also Halper, “The Logic of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,” 42. Regarding the
human mind’s capacity to envision a fourth spatial dimension, see Einstein’s leading student Hans
Reichenbach, “Visualization of Non-Euclidean Geometry,” in The Philosophy of Space and Time (New
York: Dover, 1958 [1927]), 48–57; but contrast Eva Brann, The World of the Imagination (Savage, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1991), 604.
35
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An Exchange
Remarks on Timothy W. Burns’s Leo Strauss on
Democracy, Technology, and Liberal Education*

D e v i n S tau f f e r
The University of Texas at Austin
dstauffer@austin.utexas.edu

Tim Burns’s recent book on Leo Strauss’s views of democracy, technology,
and liberal education is one of the best books that have been written on
Strauss. It will be valuable to different types of readers. For general readers,
it speaks to the crisis of modern liberal democracy, which many of us—perhaps all of us—sense is deepening, but the character of which is difficult to
understand. By examining Strauss’s view of the origins of that crisis, Burns’s
book can help us grasp that our current troubles are emerging, not as a bolt
from the blue, but as the results of a transformation that has its roots in a
complicated modern development. As Burns explains, Strauss was a friend
of liberal democracy but not a flatterer of it. As a true friend, Strauss did not
conceal or sugarcoat his view of the problems with a regime type and a way
of life that may be the best currently available, but that are not for that reason
without their flaws. At a moment when many are having a hard time thinking clearly and moderately about the problems we face, Burns’s book can be
a helpful guide. For more specialized readers, who come with a prior interest in Strauss and a familiarity with his main works, Burns’s book offers a
careful examination of some not so well known but exceptionally interesting
Originally delivered at the Northeast Political Science Association annual meeting, November 11, 2021.
The other three sets of remarks on the book are to be published, with replies, in the Review of Politics.
Space did not allow for this response to the book, and reply, to be published with the others. —ed.
*
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statements of Strauss, as well as a consideration of Strauss’s relationship to
Heidegger, which has not been sufficiently explored. More important, Burns
takes an unflinching look at Strauss’s critique of modern thought in all of its
varieties. There is an understandable wish, which distorts the judgment of
some followers of Strauss, to downplay Strauss’s reservations about modern
thought and practice, whether because those reservations call into question the simplicity or completeness of his support for our own regime as it
was established by the American founders (see 84) or because they point to
shortcomings and blind spots of genuine philosophers whom people prefer
to admire rather than to criticize. But it is undeniable that Strauss was a critic
of modern thought in all its forms. Burns brings out why that was so. Many
Straussians will find his book jolting. They should find it jolting because
Burns challenges some common misconceptions about Strauss.
I am convinced by most of the major claims Burns advances in his book.
My guess, however, is that readers will be less interested in hearing me sing
the praises of Burns’s book by describing all the things I think he has gotten
right than in considering one of my few reservations. So, with the caveat that
what follows should not be mistaken for broad disagreement with Burns’s
outstanding book, let me explain my main reservation. I think that Burns
overstates the centrality of the issue of technology in Strauss’s critique of
modern thought. Early in the book, Burns quotes a remark of Strauss from
his famous essay “What Is Political Philosophy?” that “the difference between
the classics and us with regard to democracy consists exclusively in a different estimate of the virtues of technology” (2, Burns’s emphasis). Burns then
remarks that “students of Strauss may well be surprised by that claim,” and he
notes that some “may even be (fairly) inclined to consider that statement (or
even to dismiss it) as an exaggeration” (2). I am among those who regard it as
an exaggeration. And that is especially so if one does not confine its bearings,
as Burns does not, to the question of democracy alone, but makes it speak,
more broadly, to the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns. Burns
argues that Strauss “understood technological thinking to be at the very core
of modern political philosophy” (2), that he saw it as the most important
aspect of the modern assault on the biblical tradition (33, 57–58, 166), and
that he regarded it as the decisive difference between ancient and modern
philosophy as such (4, 7–8, 63, 70, 96–97).
The question of technology was surely important to Strauss because the
rise of modern technology was—and still is—an important part of a broader
development. But was it the most important part, the key for Strauss? There
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are several reasons why that claim goes too far, in my view. First, if Strauss
regarded the question of technology as the key to modernity, one would
have expected him to focus his closest attention in studying the moderns on
thinkers such as Bacon and Descartes, who led the way in the development
of the new technological science, rather than on Machiavelli and Hobbes, in
whom some steps in the direction of technological thinking can be found,
but whose focus—and Strauss’s own focus in discussing them—is on moral
and political matters. In his most decisive statements on modern thought—
for instance, Natural Right and History, his several pieces on Hobbes, and
Thoughts on Machiavelli—Strauss gives some attention to the early moderns’
prototechnological thinking, that is, their steps toward urging human beings
to take control of fortune and nature. But that is not his primary focus in
any of those statements. Rather, he gives his attention first and foremost to
the moral and political transformation that Machiavelli, Hobbes, and others
tried to effect—their lowering of the standards of moral and political life,
their paving of the way to a more secular form of politics, their emphasis
(at least in some cases) on individuals and their rights rather than citizens
and their duties, and other such things. These aspects of Strauss’s analysis
show up in Burns’s account; I do not mean to suggest that he is unaware of
them. In fact, he has many illuminating things to say about them. But their
importance seems to me to belie the centrality of technology for Strauss. Is
this not a key difference between Strauss and Heidegger, who made technology so central in part because he did not pay nearly the same level of attention
to the history of political philosophy? At any rate, I am not convinced that
in his understanding of the relationship between the technological revolution of modern science and the moral-political revolution of modern political
philosophy, Strauss thought that the technological impulse was in the driver’s
seat from the very beginning. Rather than regarding technology as the key to
the whole thing, he saw it, I believe, as a mere aspect of a multifaceted transformation, other parts of which have been more deeply impactful in shaping
modern consciousness.
Let me conclude with a few remarks on the role of Machiavelli, whom
Burns describes as “the founder of the technological project of putting theoretical science in the service of the political goal of the conquest of nature,”
and as the man who thereby “launched modernity and its move toward democratic politics” (8). These claims go too far, in my view, because Machiavelli
hardly ever speaks of theoretical science and, while he speaks about taking
certain political steps to regulate fortune, he does not speak about a “conquest
of nature,” but rather asserts nature’s unchanging character in at least some
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crucial respects (see, for instance, Discourses I preface, II preface, III 43). Nor
do I think Machiavelli’s emphasis on “the effectual truth” is tantamount to a
“technological shift toward efficient causality” (9), even if it implies a certain
movement in that direction. (It is notable, too, that the statement of Strauss
that most suggests that thought was made in an unpublished lecture and did
not make it into Thoughts on Machiavelli.) As for Machiavelli’s semiadvocacy
of democracy, not only was it merely “semi,” since he was very far from a
principled democrat, but it can be explained by considerations that have little
to do with technology: faced with what he regarded as the very problematic
victory of Christianity in winning over the people, Machiavelli thought that
it was necessary to win the people back, and that old prejudices that stood in
the way of that ought to be tossed aside, both because they were based on false
pretensions of moral superiority among aristocrats and because aristocratic
politics had become a losing strategy in a world remade by Christianity. I
suspect that, as a strictly political matter, Strauss did not wholly disagree with
that assessment.
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In his illuminating comments on my book, Devin Stauffer finds that I overstate the importance of technology in Strauss’s account of modern thought;
he notes that Strauss devotes overwhelming attention to the political and
moral thought of the moderns—especially their lowering of the goals of
political life, their emphasis on rights rather than duties, their attempt to
bring about a more secular politics—and relative inattention in his published
writings to Bacon and Descartes, even or especially in his many sketches of
modernity. Stauffer implies then that for Bacon and Descartes, at least, technology was indeed “in the driver’s seat.” (Hence even according to Stauffer,
to the extent that Strauss sees their thought at the heart of modernity, he sees
modernity as technological.) Stauffer adds that I go too far in calling Machiavelli “the founder of the technological project of putting theoretical science
in the service of the political goal of the conquest of nature,” or as the man
who thereby “launched modernity and its move toward democratic politics.”
While I find Stauffer’s critique very helpful, I still think Strauss sees technology as fundamental to modern thought, and Machiavelli as pointing the
way toward it. In the relatively late autobiographical “Preface” to Spinoza’s
Critique of Religion, for example (1965), Strauss speaks of “the fundamental
modern project (man’s conquest of nature for the sake of the relief of man’s
estate)” (2) and says later, “The modern project as understood by Bacon, Descartes and Hobbes demands that man should become the master and owner
of nature; or that philosophy or science should cease to be essentially theoretical” (15).1 Moreover, the distinction that Stauffer implies between technology
See also Leo Strauss, “German Nihilism,” ed. David Janssens and Daniel Tanguay, Interpretation
26, no. 3 (1999): 363: “The situation of modern civilisation in general, and of its backbone, which is
modern science, both natural and civil in particular. . .”
1
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and political philosophy in Strauss’s understanding of the moderns disappears when one considers the fact that for Strauss the “lowering of the goals”
of political life is itself an aspect of a technological project. In modernity, “the
political problem becomes a technical problem.”2 This extends to the thought
of Locke and his liberation of an economics of plenty,3 and (as we will see
below) even to the political thought of Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel, in their
successive attempts to correct or “mitigate” Machiavelli’s attempt to make the
right social order “automatic.” In highlighting this in his many comprehensive statements about modernity or the “modern project” Strauss stresses the
moderns’ break with the ancients;4 he denies the continuity of the thought of
Leo Strauss, “The Three Waves of Modernity,” in Political Philosophy: Six Essays by Leo Strauss, ed.
Hilail Gildin (Indianapolis, IN: Pegasus, 1975), 87: “chance can be conquered or corrupt matter can
be transformed into incorrupt matter. There is a guarantee for the solution of the political problem
because a) the goal is lower, i.e., in harmony with what most men actually desire and b) chance can be
conquered. The political problem becomes a technical problem.” As Hobbes puts it, “when commonwealths come to be dissolved by intestine discord, the fault is not in men as they are the matter but as
they are the makers of them.” See also 89: “The characteristics of the first wave of modernity were the
reduction of the moral and political problem to a technical problem, and the concept of nature as in
need of being overlaid by civilization as a mere artifact.”
2

Leo Strauss, “What Is Political Philosophy?,” in What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies
(Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1959), 49: “Machiavelli’s discovery or invention of the need for an immoral
or amoral substitute for morality, became victorious through Locke’s discovery or invention that
that substitute is acquisitiveness. Here we have an utterly selfish passion whose satisfaction does
not require the spilling of any blood and whose effect is the improvement of the lot of all. In other
words, the solution of the political problem by economic means is the most elegant solution, once
one accepts Machiavelli’s premise: economism is Machiavellianism come of age.” Consider also ibid.,
37: “the economy of plenty presupposes the emancipation of technology from moral and political
control.” And see “Three Waves of Modernity,” 89: “Already in Hobbes himself the natural right to
self-preservation includes the right to ‘corporeal liberty’ and to a condition in which man is not weary
of life: it approaches the right to comfortable self-preservation which is the pivot of Locke’s teaching. I
can here only assert that the increased emphasis on economics is a consequence of this. Eventually we
arrive at the view that universal affluence and peace is the necessary and sufficient condition of perfect
justice.”
3

So, for example, Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964),
3–4: “According to the modem project, philosophy or science was no longer to be understood as
essentially contemplative and proud but as active and charitable; it was to be in the service of the relief
of man’s estate; it was to be cultivated for the sake of human power; it was to enable man to become
the master and owner of nature through the intellectual conquest of nature. Philosophy or science
should make progress toward ever greater prosperity; it thus should enable everyone to share in all the
advantages of society or life and therewith give full effect to everyone’s natural right to comfortable
self-preservation and all that that right entails or to everyone’s natural right to develop all his faculties fully in concert with everyone else’s doing the same.” And Leo Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,”
in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, ed. Kenneth Hart Green (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1997), 463: “modern philosophy has a radically different character. In modern
times the gulf between philosophy and the city was bridged, or believed to have been bridged, by two
innovations: (1) the ends of the philosopher and the nonphilosopher are identical, because philosophy
is in the service of the relief of man’s estate, or ‘science for the sake of power’; (2) philosophy can fulfill
its salutary function only if its results are diffused among the nonphilosophers, if popular enlightenment is possible. The high point was reached in Kant’s teaching on the primacy of practical, i.e., moral
4
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Plato and Aristotle with that of the moderns, a continuity claimed by men as
different as Martin Heidegger and Harry Jaffa.
Strauss consistently presents Machiavelli as having launched this attempt
to make the best society automatic, or the treatment of the political problem
as a technical problem.5 This moved me to say that for Strauss Machiavelli
begins the shift, important for the rise of technological thinking, from final
to efficient cause, as Strauss says explicitly in his second Walgreen lectures,
which became the basis of Thoughts on Machiavelli (TOM). Stauffer rightly
stresses that the new natural science comes after Machiavelli, and he faults
reason, a teaching prepared to some extent by Rousseau: the one thing needful is a good will, and of a
good will all men are equally capable.”
See “What Is Political Philosophy?,” 41: “Machiavelli consciously lowers the standards of social
action. His lowering of the standards is meant to lead to a higher probability of actualization of that
scheme which is constructed in accordance with the lowered standards. Thus, the dependence on
chance is reduced: chance will be conquered.” This unity of Machiavellian “realism” with the attempt
to conquer chance and thus guarantee the actualization of the right social order appears from the very
beginning of Strauss’s study of Machiavelli. See “Natural Right Lecture to be delivered on January 19,
1946 in the General Seminar and in February 1946 in Annapolis” (Emmanuel Patard, ed. and intro.,
“Leo Strauss at the New School for Social Research (1938–1948): Essays, Lectures, and Courses on
Ancient and Modern Political Philosophy” [doctoral diss., Université Paris I Panthéon-Sorbonne,
2013], 400–402):
5

These aspects of modern natural right must remain paradoxical and bewildering, as long as one does not
consider them in a broader context: in the context of the attempt made at the beginning of the modern
period, of establishing a new science of politics.…The revolt of modern political philosophy, which
was originated by Machiavelli, was directed against what we may call the utopian character of classical
political philosophy: against its orientation by what would be the best-possible solution under the most
favorable conditions, and against its inability or unwillingness to expect the actualisation of the bestpossible from anything else but chance. Modern political philosophy as such, i.e. in so far as it does not
merely continue the classical tradition, is a quest for a political order whose actualisation is probable, if not
even certain. It is concerned with a guarantee of the actualisation of the desirable political order or with
the conquest of chance. Both the classics and the moderns understand by the desirable order the natural
order. But whereas for the classics the actualisation of the natural order is a matter of chance, for the moderns it is a necessity, or almost a necessity: it would come into being everywhere, by itself, but for foolish
human intervention or ultimately for ignorance. Hence knowledge of the natural order, and diffusion of
that knowledge, is the decisive means for actualising the natural order of society.…The element of chance
and uncertainty which is implied in the unpredictably unequal natural distribution of wisdom and folly, is
eliminated by the geometrical and systematic character of modern natural right.

See also 406:
Pre-modern natural right was not self-enforcing. An entirely different situation develops once people take
their moral bearings by their natural rights. Once this is the case, the ruler’s transgressing the boundaries
of natural law means nothing but infringement of the subjects’ rights, and this is practically identical with
touching them where it hurts. Hence there is as it were an automatic guarantee of the enforcement of the
punitive clauses of natural right. Modern natural right is, almost, self-enforcing.

And it carries through to the end of Strauss’s presentations of modernity. See “Three Waves of Modernity,” 84: “Machiavelli opposes to the idealism of traditional political philosophy a realistic approach
to political things. But this is only half of the truth (or in other words his realism is of a peculiar kind).
The other half is stated by Machiavelli in these terms: fortuna is a woman who can be controlled by
the use of force.”
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me for equating the “efficient cause” with “the effectual truth”; he notes that
the relevant passage (from the Walgreen lectures) on efficient cause that I
quoted is omitted from TOM. I note in turn that Strauss does indeed equate
“the effectual truth,” or the roots of political life, with “efficient cause” in his
(published) presentation of Machiavelli in Natural Right and History (NRH).
More than this: in an important and revealing note just before the sentence in
which he does so, he ties it to Bacon’s call for attention to the “extreme case.”
In the course of describing, in chapter 5 of NRH, Hobbes’s philosophy,
that is, his understanding of actualization of wisdom as free construction in
a universe that is unintelligible and that forces man to be “sovereign” (175),
Strauss introduces—as an aid in understanding the Hobbesian shift—his
sketch of Machiavelli’s thought. It is in that sketch that Strauss makes reference to Bacon: “[Machiavelli] believes that the extreme case is more revealing
of the roots of civil society and therefore of its true character than is the normal case.” The footnote (n13) to this sentence refers us to two pages of Bacon’s
Advancement of Learning.6 The subsequent sentence in NRH states quite
clearly that for Machiavelli, “the root or the efficient cause takes the place
of the end or of the purpose.” And the passage in Bacon to which Strauss’s
preceding footnote directs us speaks of Bacon’s intention to find “irregularities” in nature’s “ordinary course of generations, productions, and motions,”
“strange events of time and chance, or the effects of yet unknown properties,
or the instances of exception to general kinds,” “heteroclites or irregularities of nature,” in order to find “from the wonders of nature…the nearest

6

The passage in Bacon’s The Advancement of Learning begins as follows:
History of nature is of three sorts; of nature in course, of nature erring or varying, and of nature altered or
wrought; that is, history of creatures, history of marvels, and history of arts. The first of these, no doubt, is
extant, and that in good perfection; the two latter are handled so weakly and unprofitably, as I am moved
to note them as deficient. For I find no sufficient or competent collection of the works of nature which have
a digression and deflection from the ordinary course of generations, productions, and motions; whether
they be singularities of place and region, or the strange events of time and chance, or the effects of yet
unknown properties, or the instances of exception to general kinds. It is true, I find a number of books of
fabulous experiments and secrets, and frivolous impostures for pleasure and strangeness; but a substantial
and severe collection of the heteroclites or irregulars of nature, well examined and described, I find not:
especially not with due rejection of fables and popular errors: for as things now are, if an untruth in nature
be once on foot, what by reason of the neglect of examination and countenance of antiquity, and what by
reason of the use of the opinion in similitudes and ornaments of speech, it is never called down.
The use of this work, honoured with a precedent in Aristotle, is nothing less than to give contentment to
the appetite of curious and vain wits, as the manner of Mirabilaries is to do; but for two reasons, both of
great weight; the one to correct the partiality of axioms and opinions, which are commonly framed only
upon common and familiar examples; the other because from the wonders of nature is the nearest intelligence and passage towards the wonders of art: for it is no more but by following, and as it were hounding
nature in her wanderings to be able to lead her afterwards to the same place again.
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intelligence and passage towards the wonders of art: for it is no more but by
following, and as it were hounding nature in her wanderings to be able to lead
her afterwards to the same place again.” That is, the purpose is to assist the
scientific/artful reordering, by man, of “nature,” or what we have come to call
technology. (That this will have a bearing on what are held to be “miracles
of religion” Bacon suggests at the end of the two-page description.) In the
conclusion to TOM Strauss indeed speaks only of “roots” and not of efficient causes. But he does not there say or suggest that Bacon misunderstood
Machiavelli in this matter. He limits himself to saying that “The brain which
can transform the political matter soon learns to think of the transformation
of every matter or of the conquest of nature” (TOM, 297).
The Machiavellian impetus to the new science is even more clearly stated
in “What Is Political Philosophy?” (“WIPP”), where Machiavelli’s need for
and hidden agreement with the new science is observed:
[Machiavelli] assumed, but did not demonstrate, the untenable character of teleological natural science. He rejected the view that man
must take his bearings by virtue, by his perfection, by his natural end;
but this rejection required a criticism of the notion of natural ends.
This proof was supplied, or was thought to be supplied, by the new
natural science of the 17th century. There is a hidden kinship between
Machiavelli’s political science and the new natural science. The classics had taken their bearings by the normal case as distinguished from
the exception; Machiavelli effects his radical change in the understanding of political things by taking his bearings by the exception, by
the extreme case. As appears from Bacon, there is a close connection
between Machiavelli’s orientation and the notion of torturing nature,
i.e., of the controlled experiment. (“WIPP,” 47)

As Strauss here indicates, the connection to the “Machiavellian orientation”
is no mere speculation on his part but something to which Bacon himself
points. And in Strauss’s “Note on ‘Some Critical Remarks on Man’s Science of
Man,’” we can see why: Strauss refers the reader to a section of the Advancement of Learning7 that includes this statement of praise of Machiavelli by
Bacon: “Is not the ground, which Machiavel wisely and largely discourseth
concerning governments, that the way to establish and preserve them, is to

The note (number 24, at 632–33 of the Colen and Minkov edition [see note 16 below]) reads: “See
Advancement of Learning, Everyman’s Library ed pp. 85, 88, and 94 [Book II, chap. 6, par. 1]. Cf. also
the plan of Hobbes’s De homine. Cf. on the other hand Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica I-II,
Prologue” (which shows that for Thomas, man being made in the image of God simply means that “he
too is the principle of his actions, as having free will and control of his actions”).
7
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reduce them ad principia, a rule in religion and nature, as well as in civil
administration?”8 All of which allows us better to understand Strauss’s claim,
in “Three Waves of Modernity,” that the emergence of modern natural science is part of the first, Machiavellian, wave, one that was “in harmony with
his spirit.”9
Hobbes’s political philosophy takes up the Machiavellian task on the basis
of the new science. The paragraph of NRH from which I have just quoted (on
179) is followed by one in which Strauss speaks of Hobbes’s application of
science, of exact scientific knowledge, to natural law for the “guarantee of the
right social order”:
It was the difficulty implied in the substitution of merely political
virtue for moral virtue or the difficulty implied in Machiavelli’s admiration for the lupine policies of republican Rome that induced Hobbes
to attempt the restoration of the moral principles of politics, i.e., of
natural law, on the plane of Machiavelli’s “realism.” In making this
attempt he was mindful of the fact that man cannot guarantee the
actualization of the right social order if he does not have certain or
exact or scientific knowledge of both the right social order and the
conditions of its actualization.10

And in The City and Man, Strauss elaborates on this endeavor and the path
that it took. In a digression (41–45) devoted to clarifying the difference
between Aristotle’s presentation of the relation between man and the whole,

Bacon, Advancement of Learning, Everyman’s Library, 87. See also 91: “these be the two parts of
natural philosophy— the inquisition of causes, and the production of effects; speculative, and operative; natural Science and natural prudence. For as in civil matters there is a wisdom of discourse and a
wisdom of direction; so is it in natural.” And 93: “For as we divided natural philosophy in general into
the inquiry of causes, and productions of effects, so that part which concerneth the inquiry of causes
we do sub-divide according to the received and found division of causes; the one part, which is Physique, inquireth and handleth the material and efficient causes; and the other, which is Metaphysique,
handleth the formal and final causes.”
8

9

Strauss, “Three Waves of Modernity,” 87.

NRH, 179. See also 183: “The profound change under consideration can be traced directly to
Hobbes’s concern with a human guaranty for the actualization of the right social order or to his
‘realistic’ intention. The actualization of a social order that is defined in terms of man’s duties is necessarily uncertain and even improbable; such an order may well appear to be Utopian. Quite different
is the case of a social order that is defined in terms of the rights of man.” And see 190–91: “Natural
public law—jus publicum universale seu naturale—is a new discipline that emerged in the seventeenth
century. It emerged in consequence of that radical change of orientation which we are trying to
understand. Natural public law represents one of the two characteristically modern forms of political
philosophy.” The origin of both Machiavellian “reason of state” politics and Hobbesian natural public
law “is the concern with a right or sound order of society whose actualization is probable, if not certain, or does not depend on chance. Accordingly, they deliberately lower the goal of politics.”
10
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on one hand, and the Cartesian goal of mastery of nature, on the other, he
notes that modern political philosophy posits
natural laws as laws which no one can transgress because everyone
is compelled to act according to them. Laws of the latter kind, it was
hoped, would be the solid basis of a new kind of “normative” laws
which as such can indeed be transgressed but are much less likely to
be transgressed than the normative laws preached up by the tradition.
The new kind of normative laws did no longer claim to be natural laws
proper; they were rational laws in contradistinction to natural laws;
they eventually become “ideals.” The ideal “exists” only by virtue of
human reasoning or “figuring out”; it exists only “in speech.”…The
rights of man are the moral equivalent of the Ego cogitans. The Ego
cogitans has emancipated itself entirely from “the tutelage of nature”
and eventually refuses to obey any law which it has not originated
in its entirety or to dedicate itself to any “value” of which it does not
know that it is its own creation.—11

The ultimate goal of this technological-scientific politics, of the dissemination of the “mathematical knowledge of the principles of justice” (NRH, 199),
of this “understanding and manipulating the mechanism of the passions,”
of this effort to “guarantee the actualization of the right social order,” of this
effort to ensure that “chance will be conquered” by “systematic philosophy
issuing in systematic enlightenment,” as it comes to sight in Hobbes (NRH,
200), is the elimination of fear of “powers invisible,” civilizational atheism,
the disenchantment of the world.12 Man as maker was to replace God.
Strauss, City and Man, 44–45. See also “The Problem of Socrates,” Interpretation 22, no. 3 (Spring
1995): 326:
11

In the modern centuries there emerged a new kind of natural right [doctrine] which is based on the
devaluation of nature; Hobbes’ state of nature is the best known example. Nature is here only a negative
standard: that from which one should move away. On the basis of this, the law of reason or the moral law
[as it was called] ceased to be natural law: nature is in no way a standard.…
The prospect of a miraculous abolition or overcoming of the essential particularism for all men was held
out in somewhat different ways by Judaism, Christianity and Islam. A non-miraculous overcoming was
visualized in modern times by means of the conquest of nature and the universal recognition of a purely
rational nomos [law], so that only the difference of languages remains.
12

See NRH, 194–99:
In the words of Hobbes, “when [commonwealths] come to be dissolved, not by external violence, but
intestine disorder, the fault is not in men, as they are the matter, but as they are the makers, and orderers
of them.” Man as the maker of civil society can solve once and for all the problem inherent in man as the
matter of civil society. Man can guarantee the actualization of the right social order because he is able to
conquer human nature by understanding and manipulating the mechanism of the passions. (NRH, 194)
The predominance of the concern with “power” is therefore only the reverse of a relative indifference to the
actus, and this means to the purposes for which man’s “physical” as well as his “legal” power is or ought to
be used. This indifference can be traced directly to Hobbes’s concern with an exact or scientific political
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Through modern science the technological spirit comes to affect both
political philosophy and philosophy simply. Modern philosophy, originally
the same as modern science and later bowing to the authority of modern
science (its most successful part), becomes “a kind of conscience or consciousness of modern science,”13 and is as such “anthropocentric.” It becomes
philosophy of the human mind, explaining how the mind prescribes nature
its laws:
The underlying idea, which shows itself not in all places clearly but
in some places very clearly, is that all truths or all meaning, all order,
all beauty, originate in the thinking subject, in human thought, in
man. Some famous formulations: “We know only what we make”—
Hobbes. “Understanding prescribes nature its laws”—Kant. “I have
discovered a spontaneity, little known previously, of the monads of the
thoughts”—Leibniz.14

Yet Stauffer helpfully reminds us that in TOM Strauss speaks of political
society that Machiavelli wishes to bring about as one that is in “accord with
nature.” But this does not settle the issue. For Bacon and for Hobbes, too,
the new science of man that is to replace scholastic science is also understood to be the truly natural understanding.15 We must therefore ask: Is the
teaching that Machiavelli is providing for the future conspirators—who will
teaching. (NRH, 195)
Power, as distinguished from the end for which power is used or ought to be used, becomes the central
theme of political reflections by virtue of that limitation of horizon which is needed if there is to be a
guaranty of the actualization of the right social order. (NRH, 195–96)
This implies that the whole scheme suggested by Hobbes requires for its operation the weakening or,
rather, the elimination of the fear of invisible powers. It requires such a radical change of orientation as
can be brought about only by the disenchantment of the world, by the diffusion of scientific knowledge,
or by popular enlightenment. Hobbes’s is the first doctrine that necessarily and unmistakably points to a
thoroughly “enlightened,” i.e., a-religious or atheistic society. (NRH, 199)
13

Leo Strauss, “Progress or Return?,” in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, 102.

Ibid. See also “Three Waves of Modernity,” 88: “not only can man transform corrupt human matter
into incorrupt human matter, or conquer chance—all truth and meaning originate in man; they are
not inherent in a cosmic order which exists independently of man’s activity. Correspondingly, poetry
is no longer understood as inspired imitation or reproduction but as creativity. The purpose of science
is reinterpreted: propter potentiam, for the relief of man’s estate, for the conquest of nature, for the
maximum control, the systematic control of the natural conditions of human life. Conquest of nature
implies that nature is the enemy, a chaos to be reduced to order; everything good is due to man’s labor
rather than to nature’s gift.”
14

NRH, 78: “But the originators of modern thought still agreed with the classics in so far as they
conceived of philosophy or science as the perfection of man’s natural understanding of the natural
world. They differed from the classics in so far as they opposed the new philosophy or science, as the
truly natural understanding of the world, to the perverted understanding of the world had by classical
and medieval philosophy or science, or by ‘the school.’”
15
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replace the republics and principalities based on the modes and orders of
the unarmed prophet of Christianity, that is, the modes and orders of one
according to whom the cosmic principle that they should imitiate is Love—
based on a single, theoretical science of man? For according to Strauss, the
very notion that there is a single science of man is peculiar to the moderns.
Aristotle, for example, presents us with two sciences of man: on one hand,
De anima (part of physics) and on the other, the Ethics and the Politics, the
latter of which constitute the “philosophy of the human things.” For Aristotle, the former considers human beings as they are in themselves, that is,
theoretically, while the latter considers things as they are for man as man (not
“straight” or “white,” for example, but “good” or “bad,” “noble” and “base,”
“auspicious” or “inauspicious”). For Bacon and for Hobbes, there is only one
(theoretical) science of man, man as maker, a science that is to be used for the
sake of power, in the conquest of nature.16 It is not quite clear from Stauffer’s
remarks where he thinks Machiavelli stands, according to Strauss, on this
issue.
This may be traceable to a certain obscurity in Machiavelli’s argument,
replicated by Strauss. But since Stauffer speaks of Machiavelli as having
decided that the old aristocratic political strategy deployed by the ancients
to support the philosophic life had failed—that there was a perceived need
for a new strategy (“semiadvocacy of democracy”)—I suspect that he wishes
to remind us that in Strauss’s presentation, Machiavelli is a philosopher,
one who, no less than the ancients, considered not political life but at least
a version of the theoretical life to be the best life by nature and even a gift
of nature, and that his political project was not part of that life but rather
designed to restore or enhance the political standing or dignity of that life.
That is, behind Stauffer’s criticism of my presentation of Machiavelli as
See my chap. 2, note 5. The citation there included (Leo Strauss Papers, Box 14, Folder 9 “Note on
‘Some critical remarks on man’s science of man’”) is to a work that has been edited and published by
José A. Colen and Svetozar Minkoff in “Leo Strauss on Social and Natural Science: Two Previously
Unpublished Papers,” Review of Politics 76, no. 4 (2014): 619–33. See also “What Can We Learn from
Political Theory?” (1942), ed. Nathan Tarcov, Review of Politics 69, no. 4 (2007): 516:
16

The term “political theory” implies that there is such a thing as theoretical knowledge of things political.
This implication is by no means self-evident. Formerly, all political knowledge was considered practical
knowledge, and not theoretical knowledge. I recall the traditional division of the sciences into theoretical
and practical sciences. According to that division, political philosophy, or political science, together with
ethics and economics, belongs to the practical sciences, just as mathematics and the natural sciences belong
to the theoretical sciences. Whoever uses the term “political theory” tacitly denies that traditional distinction. That denial means one of these two things or both of them: (1) the denial of the distinction between
theoretical and practical sciences: all science is ultimately practical (scientia propter potentiam); (2) the
basis of all reasonable practice is pure theory. A purely theoretical, detached knowledge of things political is
the safest guide for political action, just as a purely theoretical, detached knowledge of things physical is the
safest guide toward conquest of nature: this is the view underlying the very term political theory.
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launching the modern, technological project is his awareness of two matters indicated but not trumpeted by Strauss: in truth, according to Aristotle
we are the stepchild of nature, and in truth, according to Machiavelli the
theoretical life appeared to be the right way of life by nature, and the benefiting of or elevation of the people through his teaching was simply a new way
of securing and protecting, in changed circumstances, precisely that way of
life. I acknowledge Stauffer’s point and am grateful for the opportunity to be
more specific.
Strauss indeed presents a Machiavelli for whom a version of the theoretical life is the best life according to nature, and a Machiavelli who engages in
political philosophy in an effort to establish the rightness of that life: as did
the ancients, Machiavelli looks at political life not as the ancient conventionalists did, and not theoretically, but rather from within a deliberately political
perspective. Like the Socratics, he takes political life seriously, on its own
terms, calling the reader’s attention to publicly acceptable opinions about
virtue and goodness (e.g., TOM, 236–37). By taking into account the public
praise and blame that is accorded to the founder and to acquisition successful
and unsuccessful, he is led to disclose to us political life from “perspective of
founders.” He did not indeed call philosophy before the tribunal of the law
but he did present, if not a dialectical, then at least a disputational account
of the ends and deeds publicly pursued and praised and blamed by political
men. The end result is a political justification of Machiavelli’s own activity:
The highest glory goes to the discoverer of the all-important truth,
of the truth regarding man and society, of the new modes and orders
which are in accordance with nature. He can justly claim to be superior in virtue to all men and to be the greatest benefactor of all men.
He can justly claim the glory generally given to more or less mythical
founders. He looks at society not theoretically but, being the teacher
of founders, in the perspective of founders. The desire for the highest
glory, which is the factual truth of the natural desire for the common
good and which animates the quest for the truth, demands that the
detachment from human things be subordinated to a specific attachment or be replaced by that attachment. The perspective of the teacher
of founders comprises the perspectives of both the tyrant and the
republic. (TOM, 288, emphases added)

Machiavelli, on Strauss’s reading, presents his activity as justified in the
light of political understanding—as the highest example of the virtue of the
founder or of the wholly new prince, a version of which is practiced by virtuous political rulers in Rome, for instance, and praised by the people, who
likewise naturally seek to acquire.
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In this perspective, “virtue in the highest sense, ‘extraordinary virtue,’
grandeur of mind and will, the pre-moral or trans-moral quality which distinguishes the great men from the rest of mankind, is a gift of nature. Such
virtue, which is not chosen, compels a man to set himself high goals, and
since such virtue is inseparable from the highest prudence, to set himself
the wisest goal possible in the circumstances” (TOM, 246–47). Machiavelli is
also said to be among those “imitating nature” who “will be filled with both
gravity and levity but…will be free from fanaticism. They will not expect
to find perfection or immortality anywhere except in works of art. They
will regard as the virtue opposite to pride or arrogance, not humility, but
humanity or generosity” (TOM, 193; cf. 243); they are men over whose mind
chance has no power17 or who have “an ultimate superiority to every fear and
every hope” (TOM, 220). “The excellence of a man who is the teacher of both
princes and peoples, of the thinker who has discovered the modes and orders
which are in accordance with nature, can be said to be the highest excellence of which man is capable” (TOM, 244). Perhaps Machiavelli thought that
Plato would have agreed with his attempt through writings to be a teacher
of conspirators (TOM, chap. 3, n187), or that Machiavelli, at heart an Aristotelean, keeps Aristotle in bounds by Bion (224–25). He certainly considered
the world not created but eternal (202). Contrary to appearances, while he
appealed to the youthful longing for glory in potential followers, Machiavelli
himself saw clearly (if he did not clearly present) the limits of political life,
the impossibility of immortal glory, and even offered implicit rejection of a
conquest of nature18 in favor of an individual, philosophic life free of chance,
one that moved between levity and gravity. That theoretical life was not at
its core constructivist/anthropocentric but rather still under a cosmology;
man does not prescribe nature its laws but discovers necessities. Machiavelli’s
novelty consisted in allowing himself to submit to an enslaving degradation,
somewhat comical, to bring about a needed new protection for the life led

TOM, 218: “Excellent men will rise above chance. Chance will have no power over them, over their
minds. While their fortune varies, they will always remain the same. The dignity of man consists, not
in conquering chance, but in independence. This freedom, this dignity, this genuine ‘good fortune’
can arise only from a man’s having knowledge of ‘the world,’ i.e., in particular of the place and significance of accidents. Contrary to what Machiavelli had indicated in his chapter on heavenly signs, such
knowledge is available to him. Inner freedom from chance, an ultimate superiority to every fear and
every hope, presupposes recognition of the true power of chance, of the natural necessities by virtue of
which chance rules supreme within certain limits.”
17

TOM, 221: “He hardly sheds further light on Fortuna, or on chance, by saying at the end of the
chapter that Fortuna is like a woman who can be vanquished by the right kind of man. For if Fortuna
can be vanquished, man would seem to be able to become the master of the universe.”
18
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in pursuit of wisdom.19 He did this by enlisting the people and especially
lukewarm Christians in his battle against what he considered the doctrine
of a tyrant God who casts down the mighty from their thrones and lifts up
the lowly. Machiavelli offers to youthful political men a supple and appealing
teaching, one that appeals to their manliness and love of glory. It is a teaching that appears to understand virtue or human excellence along the lines
of Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias, but one that is in fact, as he indicates, much
closer to that of the Socratic Xenophon, who like all Socratics understood
the limits of speech and the need for brachial force and fraud. If Machiavelli
makes us oblivious of the Socratic, non-Cyrus pole of Xenophon’s thought,
this does not mean that Machiavelli himself is oblivious of that pole; he is of
course aware of it but thinks that, being ever compelled, it can take care of
itself without reminders of the peak of human excellence.20 It will be better
able to do so with the destruction of Christendom, undertaken by means of
a narrowing of the political horizon in order to get the necessary results, to
achieve the “natural function of society,” which is “to make men secure” and
free, by presenting a new teaching concerning “virtue,” one that “is natural.”
For that teaching’s “ground is not the common good but the natural desire
of each to acquire wealth and glory: men are praised or blamed also with a
view to their being good or bad at acquiring” (TOM, 278). We can say that for
Strauss, even if the movement between levity and gravity that characterizes
the Machiavellian theoretical life can “seem” like a pale reflection of Plato’s
combination of seriousness and play, he shows us that at bottom, Machiavelli is a practitioner of the theoretical life and a proponent of its happiness. I
might go still further: Machiavelli is presented by Strauss as having effected
a “radical” break with the tradition of political philosophy in part because he
attempted to “uproot the Great Tradition” (TOM, 59)—that is, to disclose its
TOM, 244: The “highest freedom cannot become effective if the thinker does not undergo what to
him must be the most degrading of all servitudes.”
19

See NRH, 178: “Just as Hobbes later on abandoned the original meaning of wisdom in order to guarantee the actualization of wisdom, Machiavelli abandoned the original meaning of the good society or
of the good life. What would happen to those natural inclinations of man or of the human soul whose
demands simply transcend the lowered goal was of no concern to Machiavelli. He disregarded those
inclinations. He limited his horizon in order to get results. And as for the power of chance, Fortuna
appeared to him in the shape of a woman who can be forced by the right kind of men: chance can be conquered.” To “disregard” is not unconsciously to “neglect,” nor is a deliberate limiting of an horizon the
same as being limited externally by an horizon. See, however, TOM, 291: “While Machiavelli is greatly
concerned with Cyrus, he forgets Socrates.” See also the conclusion of the Marsilius chapter of History of
Political Philosophy, ed. Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1987), 294: “When antitheological passion induced a thinker to take the extreme step of questioning the
supremacy of contemplation, political philosophy broke with the classical tradition, and especially with
Aristotle, and took on an entirely new character. The thinker in question was Machiavelli.”
20
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roots—perhaps more successfully than did Heidegger, who lived at the end of
the Machiavellian tradition and confronted its success.
None of this should be overlooked in Strauss’s argument. But as Strauss
makes clear, precisely the new Machiavellian political strategy—that which
most obviously appears as a “break” with the ancients— is not a mere matter of improving things here and there, toward a sounder, more democratic
and more secular politics.21 (Marsilius of Padua had after all attempted as
much, without launching modernity, and without calling into question “the
contemplative life.”) Making public what was known and even (according to
Machiavelli) “covertly” taught by the “ancient writers” implies a new notion
of the “public,” that is, of what can become fully acceptable as the whole of
the noble and shameful, the praiseworthy and blameworthy. Strauss frequently speaks indeed of Machiavelli’s references to “knowledge of nature”
and the nature of man or of new modes and orders that are “in accordance
with nature” (e.g., TOM, 169, 180, 183 [“man’s nature or original constitution”], 190, 191, 192), or of permanent “humors” (205). But the necessities of
nature to which Machiavelli refers are understood to have come into being
by chance.22 Or as Strauss also puts it, even if Machiavelli himself realizes
that chance cannot be vanquished—since man could then become master of
the universe (TOM, 222)—he does suggest that in the realm of political life,
chance can and will be conquered,23 and hence that nature as it is “given” is
comparatively weak.24 The human society to be constructed from seeing and
TOM, 271: “The modes and orders which Machiavelli proposes are not simply the sound modes and
orders, but new modes and orders. It is of their essence that knowledge of them is not only not coeval
with man but is related negatively to Christianity or is post-Christian. The new modes and orders are
brought to light by reason analyzing data partly supplied by the Christian republic.”
21

TOM, 222: “Machiavelli indicates his fundamental disagreement with Aristotle’s doctrine of the
whole by substitutmg ‘chance’ (caso) for ‘nature’ in the only context in which he speaks of ‘the beginning of the world.’…By substituting chance for nature when mentioning ‘the beginning of the world,’
Machiavelli indicates that he has abandoned the teleological understanding of nature and natural
necessity for the alternative understanding.”
22

See also “WIPP,” 41: “Machiavelli consciously lowers the standards of social action. His lowering
of the standards is meant to lead to a higher probability of actualization of that scheme which is
constructed in accordance with the lowered standards. Thus, the dependence on chance is reduced:
chance will be conquered.”
23

“WIPP,” 42: “Just as man is not by nature directed toward virtue, he is not by nature directed
toward society. By nature man is radically selfish. Yet while men are by nature selfish, and nothing
but selfish, hence bad, they can become social, public spirited, or good. This transformation requires
compulsion. The success of this compulsion is due to the fact that man is amazingly malleable: much
more so than had hitherto been thought. For if man is not by nature ordered toward virtue or perfection, if there is no natural end of man, man can set for himself almost any end he desires: man is
almost infinitely malleable. The power of man is much greater, and the power of nature and chance is
correspondingly much smaller, than the ancients thought.” And see TOM, 253: “Only he subjugates
24
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manipulating the “roots” of human conduct—constructed by an army of followers, including not only political practitioners but theoretical men, a future
cadre of officers (TOM, 297)—is not itself “natural” in the sense of being in
accord with “inclinations.”25 Machiavelli’s project of teaching the future conspirators requires “enlightenment” of them about the fundamental terror and
the need for founding of institutions based on compelling self-interest, and
even a certain enlightening of the many about this. If the “extreme case,” the
greatest founders of the past, had terrorized their followers by scaring the
old gods out of them and replacing them with new gods, Machiavelli, the
new kind of prophet, aims to replace the old God with institutions based on
a teaching about (nonteleological) nature. And this requires seeing man, as
Strauss eventually says, as “infinitely malleable,” and his “brain” as capable
of introducing “form” for obedience.26 Machiavelli follows the great political
founders in impressing his “form” into the “matter” of Livy, or Livy’s Rome
supplies the “data” for him27—his Tacitus is a “creation”’(TOM, 165; cf. 148)—
allowing him to anticipate the elimination, through his resultant teaching
and its implementation, of the “chance” character of Rome’s success, or to
anticipate and show the way to the rational replication of what otherwise
appears to be the “miracle” of Rome.28 To guarantee the right social order,
chance or is master of his fate who has discovered the fundamental necessities governing human life
and therewith also the necessity of chance and the range of chance. Man is then subject to nature and
necessity in such a way that by virtue of nature’s gift of ‘brain’ and through knowledge of nature and
necessity he is enabled to use necessity and to transform matter.”
See Leo Strauss, “Walker’s Machiavelli,” Review of Metaphysics 6, no. 3 (1953): 444: “Since political
virtue is closer to the root, to ‘Calliclean’ virtue, than is moral virtue, it has verita effettuale: ‘political
virtue’ designates the sum of habits which are required for maintaining a free and glorious society.
Only if one has realized the precarious character of political virtue, i.e. the ‘unnatural’ character of
a free society, can one devise the proper means for establishing and preserving a free society and the
virtue belonging to it.”
25

See TOM, 268: “the almost infinite malleability of ‘matter’ and the almost infinite power of ‘brain,’”
with 297: “The scheme of a good society which it projects is therefore in principle likely to be actualized by men’s efforts or its actualization depends much less on chance than does the classical ‘utopia’:
chance is to be conquered, not by abandoning the passionate concern with the goods of chance and
the goods of the body but through giving free reign to it. The good society in the new sense is possible
always and everywhere since men of sufficient brain can transform the most corrupt people, the most
corrupt matter, into an incorrupt one by the judicious application of the necessary force. Since man
is not by nature ordered toward fixed ends, he is as it were infinitely malleable.” See also “WIPP,” 43:
“The shift from formation of character to the trust in institutions is the characteristic corollary of the
belief in the almost infinite malleability of man.”
26

TOM, 171: “The new modes and orders are brought to light by reason analyzing data partly supplied
by the Christian republic.”
27

See TOM, 116: “The ancient Roman polity was a work of chance, if of chance often prudently used;
the ancient Romans discovered their modes and orders absent-mindedly or by accident, and they
clung to them out of reverence for the ancestral. Machiavelli, however, achieves for the first time the
28
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Machiavelli analyzes the “chance” success of Rome and impresses his “form”
on the “matter” supplied by Livy and his “form” into the “corrupt matter” of
the Christian republics (TOM, 170; cf. 222). The “form” to be introduced is
“discovered or invented” through knowledge of the “roots” of human greatness, of freedom, and of obedience, and through knowledge of the hitherto
successful “unarmed prophecy” of Christianity. It is meant to solve the political problem, to make it automatic through institutions and (eventually) also
economics. As Strauss puts it, the man equipped with Machiavellian teaching
brings order, self-consciously manmade order, to chaos.29
It is for this reason, it seems to me, that Strauss speaks of and stresses
the role of “propaganda” that Machiavelli took over from the religion of the
unarmed prophet as “enlightenment.”30 Unprotected man, man who needs to
construct his own order, must be reminded of, terrified by, the original chaos,
if he is to become “good” (TOM, 167, 183, 279)—by what becomes in Hobbes
the “state of nature” doctrine. Civilizational “progress” away from this state,
by the accumulation of strictly human “power” and institutions with teeth
in them, becomes the new “orientation.” As the founder of enlightenment,
Machiavelli sought to replace—with a new doctrine of a disordered, terrifying
universe—the doctrine of Love, with a “new decalogue” based on the need to
use necessities harsh and mild, in enlightened institutions and (eventually,
for his army of successors) “economics,” or the securing of property through
acquisition and technological innovation. “Economism is Machiavellianism
come of age” (“WIPP,” 49). The gifts of technology thus offer a substitute for
the rhetoric of classical political philosophy, a rhetoric that had employed
various teleological myths about the demiurge and so forth in its political
anatomy of the Roman republic, and thus understands thoroughly the virtues and the vices of that
republic.” See also TOM, 267: “Hence, the transformation of any corruption into incorruption or of
any principality into a republic, and in particular the emergence of Roman freedom, seems to be a
miracle.” See also TOM, 268.
Leo Strauss, “Natural Right, Lecture to be delivered on January 19, 1946 in the General Seminar
and in February 1946 in Annapolis” (Patard, 400–402):
29

The modern concept of the state of nature was decisively prepared by Machiavelli. Apparently, Machiavelli
was still more convinced than were the classics, of the power of chance: he does not tire of speaking of fortuna. Yet, he understands by chance no longer exclusively something essentially exempt from any human
control, but also something which may not merely be used, but actually be mastered. To master chance,
is something much greater than to make use of chance, greater even than to make the best use of chance.
Accordingly, for Machiavelli the great statesman is no longer in the best case a man who establishes, under
favorable circumstances, the best political order, but the man who establishes any political order thanks
to his mastering of chance. For this reason, as well as for his distrust of the utopianism of the classics, his
chief concern is with the establishment of political order as such, i.e. of efficient government regardless of
its level. For this purpose he has to go back behind every established order, and to understand how, or by
means of what human qualities, the great man can produce order out of chaos.
30

TOM, 172–73 and 297–98; and “WIPP,” 45–46.
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teaching. As Strauss puts it in Thoughts on Machiavelli, “By supplying all men
with the goods which they desire, by being the obvious benefactress of all
men, philosophy (or science) ceases to be suspect or alien. It ceases to be in
need of rhetoric, except insofar as the goods which it procures must still be
advertised in order to be sold; for men cannot desire what they do not know”
(TOM, 296). In a similar statement made in his 1957 course on Plato’s Gorgias, Strauss even uses the shorthand “technology” to describe this change:
“In a word: The modern substitute for that public rhetoric which Plato seeks
is technology based on science. That bridges the gulf between philosophy and
the non-philosophers, a kind of speechless conviction of all people that philosophy or science is salutary. We can say that technology is public rhetoric
of modern times.”31
Whereas Aristotle had warned that innovation in the arts and thence
to political matters is not, as is (progressive) innovation in science, salutary,
Machiavelli, according to Strauss, presents the political leader as like a smith
with a hammer: “Aristotle did not see that the relation of the founder to his
human matter is not fundamentally different from the relation of a smith
to his iron or his inanimate matter: Aristotle did not realize to what extent
man is malleable, and in particular malleable by man” (TOM, 253). Hobbes’s
speaking of man as the corrupt but transformable “matter” follows directly
from this. And it accords with this that in the concluding section of TOM
Strauss does not fail to make two explicit references, as he had in the Walgreen lectures, to “technology” (TOM, 298, 299).

“If the end of philosophy will be not simply to know the truth, but by knowing the truth to contribute to the relief of man’s estate, as Bacon said, to the increase of man’s power over non-human things,
as Hobbes thought, or to contribute to comfortable self-preservation, as Locke meant it—in other
words, if the end of philosophy will be to be in agreement with the desire to have more, philosophy
will become immensely popular. The demos will not merely be the recipient of scientific information,
more or less superficial or unsubstantial, the demos will be, as it were, the customers of the merchandise supplied by philosophy or science; from which merchandise they would derive substantial
enjoyment. In a word: The modern substitute for that public rhetoric which Plato seeks is technology
based on science. That bridges the gulf between philosophy and the non-philosophers, a kind of
speechless conviction of all people that philosophy or science is [salutary]. We can say that technology is [the] public rhetoric of modern times. Even without advertising.…The problem which we have
here to consider is not merely the A-bomb or the population bomb, as the enormous increase in the
birthrate was called, but this new kind of philosophy or science which was made for the relief of man’s
estate leads to a new kind of political philosophy or social science in which relativism, as it is called,
reigns supreme. The highest authority becomes science in this modern world, and science empowers
every choice of ends by its inability to pronounce any ends” (Leo Strauss, “Plato’s Gorgias (1957), A
course offered in the winter quarter, 1957 Department of Political Science, The University of Chicago,”
edited and with an introduction by Devin Stauffer, p. 130, available at https://leostrausscenter.uchicago.edu/gorgias-winter-1957/).
31
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It is true that just as Strauss’s evidence for the theoretical life in Machiavelli is assisted by looking backward to Machiavelli’s classical predecessors,
his evidence for the prototechnological is gained by looking forward to his
modern successors. But Strauss stresses the resultant break, effected by
Machiavelli’s “teaching,” with the former and the continuity with the latter. If
the change effected by Machiavelli can be understood as an attempt to replace
the conventional (teleological) understanding of political or social life with
the “natural” understanding, this requires a transformation of the people,
of “corrupt matter.” And this project stands in theoretical need of the new,
nonteleological science. And if for Machiavelli the initiative in knowing can
still appear to be traceable to a certain necessity of nature and not to man’s
construction, modern philosophy and science, which places the initiative
with man, is in “the spirit of Machiavelli,” as Strauss puts it in “Three Waves
of Modernity.” “Man as the potential conqueror of nature stands outside of
nature” (City and Man, 46), and Machiavelli is the first philosopher implicitly
to require an “Archimedean point outside of nature.”32 Machiavelli “achieves
the decisive turn toward that notion of philosophy according to which its
purpose is to relieve man’s estate or to increase man’s power or to guide man
toward the rational society, the bond and the end of which is enlightened selfinterest or the comfortable self-preservation of each of its members. The cave
becomes ‘the substance’” (TOM, 296). To be sure, Strauss does not present
this as being as “clear” as Machiavelli’s attempt to bring about the right social
order through the conquest of chance, but he does invite us to see it as present. He suggests that perhaps the best way to understand this matter is that
“philosophy is undergoing a change.”33 The self-admiration and serene resignation of the classical philosopher begins to become philosophy understood

32

TOM, 297:
Since man is not by nature ordered toward goodness, or since men can become good and remain good only
through compulsion, civilization or the activity which makes men good is man’s revolt against nature; the
human in man is implicitly understood to reside in an Archimedean point outside of nature.…The discovery of the Archimedean point outside of everything given, or the discovery of a radical freedom, promises
the conquest of everything given and thus destroys the natural basis of the radical distinction between
philosophers and non-philosophers.

Compare NRH, 201 (on Hobbes): “But the very fact that the universe is unintelligible permits reason
to rest satisfied with its free constructs, to establish through its constructs an Archimedean basis of
operations, and to anticipate an unlimited progress in its conquest of nature.”
That Strauss extends this same modern thinking to Heidegger and his existentialist students, in
their attempt to restore individual responsibility within the constraints of History, is suggested by the
fact that Strauss points to the Baconian single (and “anthropocentric”) science of man in his critique
of Kurt Riezler’s essay “Man’s Science of Man,” published in Social Research 12, no. 4 (Nov. 1945):
481–505. Strauss’s essay was published by José Colen and Svetozar Minkov in Review of Politics 76, no.
4 (Fall 2014): 619–33.
33
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as the enlightening handmaiden of civilizational progress. (It ceases to be, in
Bacon’s contemptuous word, “barren.”)
All of Strauss’s comprehensive statements about modernity accord with
this,34 and always, after the mid 1940s, attribute the origin of modernity to
Machiavelli and link his thought to the Baconian/Cartesian end of conquest
of nature for the relief of man’s estate, becoming masters and owners of
nature. Even Machiavelli’s supple and enchanting appeal to youth, to the lovers of glory, became a casualty of the attempt to carry out his project, when
Hobbes reduced human activity to the desire for “power” and thereby revealed
the Machiavellian version of the desire for glory to be no more than a selfforgetting “vanity,” a misguided version of the desire for self-preservation.
The Lockean reduction of this desire to its most effectual means, property,
or to acquisition—to the bourgeois life—Strauss presents as the maturation
of the Machiavellian principle. And the society rationally devoted to acquisition is one that is driven by technology, by the encouragement of patents and
copyrights that will advance the “arts and sciences” as Locke understands
them. In Strauss’s presentation the Rousseauean corrective of the Lockean
society likewise aims, through the doctrine of the general will, to eliminate
transcendent appeals, a “horizontal” notion of justice that takes the place of
the appeal to natural law and is to be automatically effective. Strauss even
recognizes the teaching of German political idealism along the same lines:
the exalted right social order is brought about through selfish activity: “The
‘idealistic’ philosophy of freedom supplements and ennobles the ‘materialistic’ philosophy which it presupposes in the very act of negating it” (TOM,
297).35 The youth who remain unalienated from the longing for eternity, and
the prospect of “genuine sacrifice” that corresponds to that longing, eventually came to be repulsed by the full fruits of the Machiavellian project. In
our present situation Strauss points them, sine ire et studio, to natural political reasoning of a subpolitical aristocracy within democracy and, for a few
among them, a recovery of the original life of philosophy.

See, for example, “Progress or Return?,” 97–99, esp. 98: “To mention only one point, perhaps the
most massive one, the idea of progress was bound up with the notion of the conquest of nature, of man
making himself the master and owner of nature for the purpose of relieving man’s estate. The means
for that goal was a new science. We all know of the enormous successes of the new science and of the
technology which is based on it, and we all can witness the enormous increase of man’s power.”
34

See also “WIPP,” 52–54, esp. 54: “Philosophy of history shows the essential necessity of the actualization of the right order. There is no chance in the decisive respect, i.e., the same realistic tendency which
led to the lowering of the standards in the first wave led to philosophy of history in the second wave.”
35
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Strauss in other words does not move in the direction of distinguishing
Machiavellian conquest of chance from Baconian/Cartesian/Hobbesian conquest of nature, but rather to indicating how the one gives rise to the other. So
he can conclude “WIPP,” for example, with the following statement: “Modern thought [that is, the thought beginning with Machiavelli] reaches its
culmination, its highest self-consciousness, in the most radical historicism,
i.e., in explicitly condemning to oblivion the notion of eternity. For oblivion
of eternity, or, in other words, estrangement from man’s deepest desire and
therewith from the primary issues, is the price which modern man had to
pay, from the very beginning, for attempting to be absolutely sovereign, to
become the master and owner of nature, to conquer chance.”36 And as the
mention of “radical historicism” indicates, this statement also has a bearing
on Stauffer’s question concerning Strauss, Heidegger, and technology. It suggests that for all of his efforts to be released from and to release all of us
from technology, Heidegger remained in its grip—that he accepts, as Strauss
indicates elsewhere, “the modern premises.”37
None of this is to deny that Stauffer has good reason to speak of Strauss’s
sympathy with Machiavelli’s democratizing project. Among other things,
Strauss speaks of Machiavelli as leading “that greatest of all youth movements: modern philosophy,” to which Strauss invites us to be the “moved
witnesses,”38 and which he does his best to present to us in its moving origin
in Machiavelli—in its opposition to the pious cruelty and suppression of freedom that would have been condemned by the ancients, too, as inhumane.
But Strauss invites us also to assess this youth movement now in its maturity
“WIPP,” 55, emphasis added. The statement might appear to be at odds with Strauss’s contrast, on
49, between Machiavelli’s appeal to “glory” and Hobbes’s appeal to “power”: “Far from being the goal
of a lofty or demonic longing, [power] is required by, or the expression of, a cold objective necessity.
Power is morally neutral. Or, what is the same thing, it is ambiguous if of concealed ambiguity. Power,
and the concern with power lack the direct human appeal of glory and the concern with glory. It
emerges through an estrangement from man’s primary motivation. It has an air of senility.” But since,
as Strauss goes on to say, in Hobbes Machiavellian “glory” is “deflated” by revealing what it is, that is,
“mere, unsubstantial, ridiculous, petty vanity,” the “estrangement” in question begins, it is implied,
with Machiavelli.
36

See Leo Strauss, “The Liberalism of Classical Political Philosophy,” in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), 27. See also “Notes for Philosophy and Law,” under
“[Notes for the Project of Philosophy and the Law II (1946)]” in Patard, 769: “the ‘historical’ point of
view replaces the ‘sovereignty’ of individual by the sovereignty of the group—it thus deprives the individual of the ultimate responsibility—‘existentialism’ attempts to restore that absolute responsibility
of the individual while recognizing his radical Gebundenheit.”
37

TOM, 127: “In studying the Discourses we become the witnesses, and we cannot help becoming
the moved witnesses, of the birth of that greatest of all youth movements: modern philosophy, a phenomenon which we know through seeing, as distinguished from reading, only in its decay, its state of
depravation and its dotage.” See also “WIPP.”
38
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and indeed its dotage, after it has achieved its goal of destroying Christendom
or (ultimately) of disenchanting the world.39 The assessment is not positive:
the strategy has led to the dehumanization of man and the obscuring of the
original meaning of philosophy and of political philosophy. The “prudence”
of Machiavelli, which Machiavelli (according to Strauss) presents as necessitating the novel attempt, through his writings, to conquer chance, was in the
end not so prudent. This helps to explain why Strauss, who is ever warning
his readers against attributing subphilosophic motives to philosophers, takes
the surprising step of twice saying in published statements that Machiavelli
was motivated by antitheological ire or passion.40 The statements indicate the
depth of Machiavelli’s ambition—as does the statement about Machiavelli’s
spiritual “war to the finish”41 against Christianity—but also a limitation on
the clarity of Machiavelli’s vision or plan, a giving in to a passion. Not only
does the glorious life of self-interested political greatness, by which Machiavelli entices the youth, turn into Hobbes’s shivering man seeking security
and eventually into Locke’s self-interested economic man, later contemned by
(German) youth, but it has also a long-range effect on philosophy. In securing
the authority of philosophy by making it useful to the people, Machiavelli made
philosophy or science vulnerable to being misunderstood as having as its goal
the utility of the people or utility (power) simply. Its authority depended on
its beneficial character, in manifestly negating the mistakes of the imaginative responses to our exposedness or unprotectedness, through the teaching
of princes. If the ancients’ political defense of philosophy required a certain
distortion of philosophy, one that became misunderstood as the essence of
philosophy, the defense of it begun by Machiavelli meets a worse fate. For
there is this difference: philosophy as it is, knowing because knowledge is our
greatest good—“the one thing needful”— is visible in the doctrines of classical and medieval political philosophy. Perhaps above all, the new science,
the “successful” part of the new philosophy that becomes authoritative for it,
eventually becomes, with the introduction of non-Euclidean geometry into
the new mathematical physics,42 manifestly value-free, so that the intended
defense falls apart. Philosophy or the life of science comes to be understood
TOM, 298: “The necessity which spurred on Machiavelli and his great successors [that is, the
overthrow of Christianity or elimination of “The Kingdom of Darkness”—TOM, 231] spent itself some
time ago. What remains of their effort no longer possesses the evidence which it possessed while their
adversary was powerful; it must now be judged entirely on its intrinsic merits.”
39

40

“WIPP,” 44; “Marsilius of Padua,” 294.

41

“WIPP,” 46. Cf. TOM, 171.

42

See “Progress or Return?,” 99–100, and NRH, 79.
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as no different in principle from—no more or less natural than, or no better
than—other ways of life, and, indeed, inferior to other ways with regard to
“life”—a mistake traced by Nietzsche and Heidegger to Socratic “optimism.”
Moreover, as it seems to me, Strauss indicates a fundamental flaw in Machiavelli’s account of “the human things,” his elevation of the extreme case of the
founder, and in his presentation of acquisition as necessitated and praised:
Machiavelli does not take justice seriously; “wisdom is not a great theme for
Machiavelli because justice is not a great theme for him” (TOM, 295). In particular, “sacrifice” is presented narrowly and misleadingly as praised in the
people’s assessment of the founder merely as a sacrifice of his ease equal to
that of moral virtue.43 In any event, Strauss invites us now to return both to
political philosophy as originally understood and to the political reasoning
that can both support it and sustain a healthy politics.
Finally, as for Machiavelli not being for Strauss, as Stauffer notes, a
“principled” proponent of democracy, this is quite true. As Strauss notes,
Machiavelli offers his counsels to both potential tyrants and to friends of
republics; his favoring of republics is caused by their greater freedom of
thought and speech and hence by their having a place to “reason about everything” that belongs to the philosophic life (TOM, 126–27). And since the
prospect of ruling in such a way as to completely replace fear of God by fear
of man is available in principalities but not in republics, Strauss can even say
that “Machiavelli may be said to foreshadow the extreme form of ‘enlightened
despotism’” that marked the first political phase of the enlightenment (TOM,
227). I will add that according to Strauss, neither were later modern thinkers, Spinoza and Rousseau—the founders of “democratic theory proper”
(TOM, 294)—principled proponents of democracy, if by this is meant that
they themselves saw its advantage through a different lens than Machiavelli’s.
Spinoza, for example, who both directly and through his influence on Rousseau and hence on Kant, “became responsible for that version of modern
republicanism which takes its bearings by the dignity of every man rather
than by the narrowly conceived interest of every man,”44 did so as a means to
TOM, 269: “Goodness at acquiring is praised because it is rare, difficult to practice, and salutary to
its possessor; it requires at least as much toil and sacrifice of ease as does moral virtue itself.”
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See Leo Strauss, Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, trans. E. M. Sinclair (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1965), 15: “Directly and through his influence on Rousseau, who gave the decisive
impulse to Kant, Spinoza became responsible for that version of modern republicanism which takes
its bearings by the dignity of every man rather than by the narrowly conceived interest of every man.
Spinoza’s political teaching starts from a natural right of every human being as the source of all possible duties. Hence it is free from that sternness and austerity which classical political philosophy shares
with ancient law—a sternness which Aristotle expressed classically by saying that what the law does
44
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securing the “freedom to philosophize” in a liberal democracy, the freedom
to engage in the theoretical life45 which, after the establishment of modern
science, he had attempted to restore in a manner that was compatible with
the new natural science.46 And like Bacon, Spinoza acknowledged his debt to
Machiavelli’s critique of imaginary republics and principalities—as Strauss
had noticed early but the significance of which he had failed to see before the
1940s. This is to say nothing of the fact that Spinoza can be understood to lift
“Machiavellianism to theological heights” (Preface to SCR, 18).
I suspect that none of this is news to Stauffer, and it may not convince
him, but I am grateful to him for comments that have compelled me to state
more fully my claim that Strauss sees the modern “project” as inherently
technological and Machiavelli as having, through his “teaching,” launched
that project. I know that Stauffer is engaged in a careful study of Strauss’s
Machiavelli, and that, like everything he writes, it will be outstanding, and
will offer helpful correctives to my argument, to which I look forward.
not command it forbids. Hence Spinoza is free from the classical aversion to commercialism; he rejects
the traditional demand for sumptuary laws. Generally speaking, his polity gives the passions much
greater freedom and correspondingly counts much less on the power of reason than the polity of the
classics. Whereas for the classics the life of passion is a life against nature, for Spinoza everything that
is is natural.”
See Preface to SCR, 19–21, esp. 21: “freedom of philosophy requires, or seems to require, a liberal
state.”
45

See Preface to SCR, 15–16: “Spinoza restored the dignity of speculation on the basis of modern
philosophy or science, of a new understanding of nature.…For Spinoza there are no natural ends and
hence in particular there is no end natural to man. He is therefore compelled to give a novel account
of man’s end (the life devoted to contemplation): man’s end is not natural, but rational, the result of
man’s figuring it out, of man’s ‘forming an idea of man, as of a model of human nature.’ He thus decisively prepares the modern notion of the “ideal” as a work of the human mind or as a human project,
as distinguished from an end imposed on man by nature.” See also 29: Spinoza’s philosophic system as
it appears in his Ethics aims to show man “theoretically and practically as the master of the world and
the master of his life; the merely given world must be replaced by the world created by man theoretically and practically.”
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Many of Friedrich Nietzsche’s writings are explicitly about Friedrich
Nietzsche. The titles of Ecce Homo and Nietzsche contra Wagner, to name
just two, draw attention to the writer’s singular personage and distinctive
intellectual biography. But even those of Nietzsche’s writings whose titles do
not explicitly refer to Friedrich Nietzsche address some aspect of his personal development. Nietzsche called his Dawn and Joyous Science his “most
personal” books.1 In Ecce Homo, he says that his third and fourth Untimely
Meditations, entitled Schopenhauer as Educator and Richard Wagner in
Bayreuth, are visions of his own past and future rather than odes to the men
named in their titles.2 The self-referential prefaces in later books like Twilight of the Idols and The Antichrist, and the personalizing prefaces Nietzsche

Leo Strauss, “Note on the Plan of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil,” in Studies in Platonic Political
Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 174.
1

Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, “Why I write Such Good Books,” Untimely Ones 3, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 2000).
2
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added to earlier books like Human, All Too Human, also place the author’s
life before his philosophy.
If there is any book in Nietzsche’s oeuvre whose autobiographical character is difficult to discern it is his most famous book, and his only work of
fictional poetry, Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?, Heinrich Meier does the welcome work of showing how and why Thus
Spoke Zarathustra is about Friedrich Nietzsche. In particular, he argues that
Nietzsche’s Book for All and None represents a crucial turning point in his
intellectual life because it contains the philosophic essentials of Nietzsche’s
search for self-knowledge and intellectual independence. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche again tells the story of how one becomes what one is.
According to Meier, the primary purpose of Nietzsche’s parodic poem is
to explore the differences between the typology of the philosopher and the
typology of the prophet. Nietzsche deliberately leaves ambiguous who his
Zarathustra is—philosopher, prophet, or both—and by doing so creates an
occasion to explore concurrently who Friedrich Nietzsche is—philosopher,
prophet, or both. The book is a workshop for Nietzsche’s self-ascertainment
because Zarathustra the man, like Nietzsche the man, is attempting to unite
in himself what, according to Meier, cannot be united: the philosopher and
the prophet. In Meier’s view, “Thus Spoke Zarathustra provided Nietzsche
the opportunity to gain clarity over the options of the philosopher and the
prophet” (187). It gave him occasion to explore the limits of each type, and to
separate in his own mind what belongs to the psychology of each.
The prophet longs to change the world whereas the philosopher finds
satisfaction in understanding it. The prophet is motivated by love of man,
whereas the philosopher is motivated by love of wisdom. Both risk falling
prey to the distorting desire to take revenge on reality: the prophet by proclaiming a new and promising future that negates a miserable past, and the
philosopher by willing a systematic philosophy that distorts reality and forcefully compels its knowability. Nietzsche’s Zarathustra does not know which
world-historical type he is at the beginning of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Neither, Meier argues, did Friedrich Nietzsche when he began writing the book.
“The knowledge Nietzsche attained about himself can be considered by far
the most important yield of the years he spent in the company of Zarathustra,” Meier says, and “everything” that the book is and that Nietzsche intends
with it is secondary to the task of self-understanding (187).
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Thus Spoke Zarathustra is a parody of the Luther Bible, one that opens
with Zarathustra the Counter-Jesus lamenting from a lonely mountaintop
that he is not self-sufficient. In Part I of the book Zarathustra is full of wisdom, but his wisdom does not sustain him. He loves mankind in addition
to, or perhaps more than, his wisdom. He longs for a “going-under” which
would place him in the company of men so that he can give them a gift. As
Meier pointedly observes, Zarathustra loves men “as recipients of his gift,
what they could become through him” (12). It is this aspect of Zarathustra’s
longing that makes him a prophet. He aims to change mankind by bringing
them the great gift of the Overman, which he declares is the future toward
which all human affairs should aim. In announcing the Overman, Zarathustra also prophetically announces an impending calamity by invoking
the great danger of the last man. This impending calamity is uttered with a
prophet’s “triple ‘Woe!’” (15). In Meier’s telling, Zarathustra the prophet is a
“revolutionary,” whose “futurist teaching appears as an enemy to the status
quo” (23). He seeks to gain power over the past by asserting power over the
future. Friedrich Nietzsche, who is not ashamed to call himself “a destiny” in
Ecce Homo, is similar in this regard. “You want a formula for such a destiny
become man? That is to be found in my Zarathustra.”3
It is in Part II of Thus Spoke Zarathustra that Zarathustra begins to realize that his prophetic longings and his high hopes for the future of man have
deceived him. He is unhappy, and he begins to long either again or for the
first time for the self-sufficiency of the philosopher, and for the life of wisdom
whose richness he did not fully appreciate in his loneliness on the mountain.
His reversal is spurred by the fact that his going-under disillusioned him with
men and politics. The men who heard his speeches did not truly have ears to
hear him. He has been misunderstood and even ignored. He sought disciples
among men, but his charges have proved unsuitable. Zarathustra’s disillusion
with man reveals to him that his love of mankind originated in a deep dissatisfaction with mankind combined with a profound disappointment with
the world as it is (75). Zarathustra twice weeps in Part II (89). The world is
unbearable to the prophet, and this is precisely what made the prophet Zarathustra long to re-create the world and save it thereby. In Meier’s formulation,
Zarathustra’s “orientation toward the future proves to be dependence on the
future, on the imaginary” (75). Zarathustra’s futurist teaching of the Overman as the man of tomorrow is rooted in his indignation over reality. His
longing to teach arises out of “a previously unacknowledged neediness” (81).
3

Ecce Homo, “Why I am a Destiny,” 2.
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Zarathustra has gained self-knowledge about this neediness, and through
him so has Friedrich Nietzsche. Zarathustra’s task in the remaining parts of
the book is to find and articulate a contentment that is independent of the
caprices of mankind and thus independent of the success or failure of the
prophet’s attempt to change mankind.
The last two parts of Thus Spoke Zarathustra show Zarathustra abandoning or overcoming his prophetic longings and embracing philosophy,
understood as the life of the “knower.” He frees himself from the prophet’s
desire to take revenge on reality at the same time that he realizes that the
revenge-taking trap is likewise the “philosopher’s greatest danger” (49). To
overcome this vengeful danger Zarathustra confronts the will of the knower
to do violence to the world by harnessing the spirit of revenge and transforming the world into what is thinkable for man (58). This vengeful desire to
create the world in one’s own image is the “Will to Power,” and it animates
the philosopher’s desire to know the world as much as it does the prophet’s
desire to rule it. According to Meier, the doctrine of the Will to Power is not
a solution for Zarathustra or for Nietzsche but rather a problem driven by
anger or thumos in their souls that must be overcome (78). By exposing the
Will to Power’s operation on, or infection of, the will to truth, Zarathustra
teaches that the Will to Power of the aspiring knower must be turned against
itself and subdued. The Will to Power hinders the pursuit of truth because it
poses falsely as the will to truth itself, bending reality into philosophic systems and formulas according to its own wishes and prejudices. This resembles
what a prophet does when he propounds a futurist prophecy like that of the
Overman, which Zarathustra realizes was meant to tyrannize the world by
making the past, present, and future appear intelligible through the prism
of a single fact. “Once Zarathustra too cast his delusion beyond man, like all
backworldsmen” (21).
To avoid the pitfalls of a revenge-seeking Will to Power, the knower must
awaken himself to the psychology of his own Will to Power and turn against it
in a laughing feat of self-conscious self-overcoming (61–62, 77). Zarathustra’s
most famous doctrine, the doctrine of the Eternal Return, serves as a linchpin for the process of overcoming the desire for revenge because it teaches
that liberation from indignation over reality is possible only by saying yes to
becoming as a whole. One must will what is past as past, what is present as
present, and what is future as future. The Eternal Return is merely a doctrine
because it prepares the knower’s disposition for the search for knowledge but
does not itself consist in knowledge. In Meier’s terms, Zarathustra teaches
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that the knower’s will “must be converted to the belief that it is the ground of
the acceptance of the world as it is, so that the world is in harmony with the
direction of the will’s willing” (79–80). In an especially insightful section of
What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?, Meier discloses seven meanings or “steps”
of the Eternal Return, the fourth and central of which is that “in the teaching
of the Eternal Return, the teaching of the Overman finds its complement and
correction.…By negating the neediness of redemption of that which was, it
puts in its place the spirit of revenge at work in the [prophet’s] futurist vision
of the eventual triumph over nonsense and senselessness” (184). The Eternal
Return is a teacher’s tool rather than a philosophic principle.
In the rich conclusion to What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?, Meier asserts
that the most well-known aspects of Thus Spoke Zarathustra all recede behind
the fact that the book is “a monument to self-understanding for the philosopher” (187). Nietzsche’s attack on Christianity, his attempt to establish a new
aristocracy, and his doctrines of the Overman, the Will to Power, and the Eternal Return are all ancillary to the self-knowledge-seeking crux of the book.
In Meier’s view, Nietzsche sought to “test out options and play through possibilities” with these doctrines and pronouncements, none of which he makes
his own despite their being inextricably connected to his name in the popular
and scholarly imaginations (188). For Meier, no comprehensive doctrine or system emerges from Zarathustra’s teaching because Nietzsche “will neither abet
the confusion of philosophy with a doctrinal edifice, nor provide additional
nourishment to the foreseeable elevation of a tool of knowledge and means of
understanding into a metaphysical principle” (189). Nietzsche did not write a
book entitled The Will to Power, nor did he write one entitled The Eternal Return.
Instead, the self-knowledge he acquired in Thus Spoke Zarathustra compelled
him to begin speaking of the philosopher’s task (not the philosopher’s doctrines) in the writings that followed its publication. In Meier’s interpretation,
Nietzsche takes up the philosophic life in Ecce Homo and he confronts the
question of what a philosopher is in The Antichrist, finally providing answers
to the questions he began exploring in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Meier’s 2019
book Nietzsches Vermächtnis: “Ecce homo” und “Der Antichrist” (C. H. Beck)
examines these writings and is forthcoming in English translation.
What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra? is a book that scholars with even a
tangential interest in Nietzsche will find invaluable. For anyone with a deep
intellectual interest in the subject matter, the book is essential. That said, readers who do not fully subscribe to Meier’s careful manner of reading may balk
at what could look to some like an overwrought and overreaching esotericism

378

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 3

that pervades both Meier’s book and his interpretation of Nietzsche’s book.
Deliberately convoluted paragraphs that run four full pages or longer are common in What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?, and Meier does a stupefying amount
of arithmetical gymnastics to count words and verses that fit into groups of
seven and three. Consider the following characteristic passage: “The refrain
constituted by the three identical verses, which invoke return seven times and
eternity three times seven times, contains Zarathustra’s sevenfold declaration
of love for eternity, the sevenfold expression of his desire for the ‘nuptial ring
of rings,’ and the sevenfold assurance never to have found ‘the woman’ from
whom he wanted children, except it be eternity” (126).
That Nietzsche was an esoteric writer is beyond dispute, but the manner
of his esotericism is richer and more profound than the mere counting of
threes, sevens, and arithmetical centers reveals. In Beyond Good and Evil,
he says that “the difference between the exoteric and the esoteric, formerly
known to philosophers,” is that “the exoteric approach sees things from
below, and the esoteric looks down from above.”4 He adds that “there are
books that have opposite values for soul and health, depending on whether
the lower soul, the lower vitality, or the higher and more vigorous ones turn
to them: in the former case, these books are dangerous and lead to crumbling
and disintegration, in the latter, heralds’ cries that call the bravest to their
courage.” Meier’s interpretation of Thus Spoke Zarathustra is masterful, but it
would be invigorating to see him integrate Nietzsche’s living way of reading
and writing into his scholarly dissection of these bio-graphic works.

4

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, aph. 30, in Basic Writings, trans. Kaufmann.
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Review Essay
On Heinrich Meier’s What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?
A Philosophical Confrontation
L au r e n c e L a m p e r t
laurencealampert@gmail.com

As the author of an interpretation of Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche’s
Teaching [Yale University Press, 1986]), I feel an obligation to engage with
Heinrich Meier’s interpretation because of the care with which he tackles the
text and because of his stature within the philosophical community: what
Heinrich Meier says about Thus Spoke Zarathustra matters because he says it.
And getting Nietzsche’s Zarathustra right, therefore getting Nietzsche right,
is a philosophical matter of the first importance. Finally, I want to state at the
start that Heinrich Meier is a friend to whom I am grateful for his generosity
to me. But this is about Nietzsche.
I concentrate on three main points. First and comprehensively, Meier as
exegete. Second and centrally, Meier’s exegesis of “The Dance Song.” Third
and most prominently in Meier’s book, his constantly reiterated theme that
Philosopher and Prophet are “Two, not One.”
First and comprehensively, Meier as exegete. Exegesis. It is my first topic and
the topic I never leave behind: Did Meier get the text right in the most important chapters of Zarathustra? As an exegete, Meier is extremely meticulous,
paying the text great care, honoring Nietzsche as an author who always
knows what he is doing and always has an intention in doing it. As a reporter
of his exegesis, Meier practices his own art of writing, most obviously in his
constant centering, less obviously in other devices of artful writing that allow
his book to gradually come to light less as written than as constructed, with
each piece carefully clicked into place in a whole he constantly has in mind.
© 2022 Interpretation, Inc.
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However, Meier’s method as an exegete has an austerity, one might even
call it a puritanism, that seems to me to affect his interpretation negatively.
Only very rarely does he raise his pen from the text of Zarathustra, refusing
almost totally to consider, or at least to report his considerations on, the most
relevant companion works by Nietzsche, those immediately before and after
Zarathustra, the “Sanctus Januarius” chapter of The Gay Science, and Beyond
Good and Evil. Nor does he look closely into Nietzsche’s rich workbooks or
engage with other attempts to understand Zarathustra. This odd stringency
comes at a high cost.
Meier will make clear that in some way the will to power and eternal
return are important to Zarathustra and to his exegesis of it. Why then, as
an exegete, avoid any reference to the paradigmatic, pattern-setting first
appearance of these two related matters in Nietzsche’s published writings, in
“Sanctus Januarius,” the fourth part of The Gay Science, the only part of that
book that Nietzsche wrote after what a workbook shows was his discovery of
them in the summer of 1881? Is there a more beautiful and subtle intimation
of the fundamental discovery of a comprehensive ontology—a word, a pursuit, not found in Meier’s text—than the one present in “Sanctus Januarius”?
Nietzsche placed it near the carefully arranged center of “Sanctus Januarius.”
As for eternal return, he placed his first ever public presentation of it in a
prominent place at the end of his book, in its penultimate section that he
then made highly arresting by actually ending with what no reader could
know would be the opening section of his next book, Thus Spoke Zarathustra:
the strange announcement of eternal return somehow belongs to the descent
of a Zarathustra. So Nietzsche’s book on science peaked at the center of its
last, special, chapter with the intimation of an ontology and ended with a
strange new doctrine followed by what was unmistakably an opening, but to
what? That center and end await treatments the reader could not even guess
at. The puritanism that forbids Meier consideration of Nietzsche’s first public
treatment of these key matters of Thus Spoke Zarathustra costs him dearly
because that first-ever treatment of these themes is a paradigm and illuminates the very theme Meier concentrates on: Is Zarathustra One or Two?
The same thing holds for Beyond Good and Evil, the book after Zarathustra,
because an argument for will to power appears near the center of the chapter
meant for free minds while eternal return appears at the appropriate place
in the religion chapter: What could be better for “One? or Two?” than that?
There exists as well a nonpublic source for understanding these two matters
and their relation to one another, Nietzsche’s workbook for the summer of
1881—the actual workbook, M III 1, and decidedly not the truncated, worse
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than useless, version of it published by Colli-Montinari in the now standard
edition of Nietzsche’s works. In the actual workbook, housed at the GoetheSchiller Archiv in Weimar, these two crucial matters appear, abutting one
another in a simply revelatory fashion as the culminating and thrilling attainments of a life spent inquiring into the truth of things. Right there, in that
workbook, Nietzsche arrives, over time, at a comprehensive understanding
of a fundamental drive present in—no, as—all things, and then, suddenly, in
the next entries states the most exuberant possible way of valuing that fact: a
great deal can be learned about the Two that is Nietzsche himself by studying
that workbook. By abstaining from use of Nietzsche’s other treatments of the
fundamental issues, Meier as exegete assigned himself a primarily literary
rather than a primarily philosophical task. He asks, in effect, What can we
find out about what Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is if we limit ourselves to the text
of Zarathustra alone?—instead of asking, What can we find out about that if
we use all the resources available to us?
A particularly serious consequence of Meier’s restriction to the text of
Zarathustra is this: he claims in his preface (7 German / vii English), frequently
repeats, and makes the running topic of his four-page final paragraph that his
book “grasps Nietzsche’s Book for All and None as an endeavor of clarification
and separation, of self-understanding and of self-ascertainment.” No way.
Writing Zarathustra in 1883–85 did not show Nietzsche to Nietzsche; instead,
writing it was Nietzsche’s carefully planned effort to show us how and what
he became. For Nietzsche learned who he was, became who he was, during
the spring and early summer months of 1881 on his six- to eight-hour walks
on his good days in Rocoaro and Sils-Maria. The resulting workbook (M III
1) shows Nietzsche coming to self-understanding and self-ascertainment as a
philosopher. Had Meier studied M III 1 he would have learned that.
Second, the central matter, The Dance Song’s play with the Unfathomability
of Life. A philosopher is driven to understand and, most comprehensively,
to understand “the causes of all things,” as Socrates says (Phaedo 96a). How
does Meier treat that topic as it arises in Thus Spoke Zarathustra? Chiefly,
what is his exegesis of “The Dance Song” and then, consequently, of “On
Self-Overcoming”?
Meier devotes only a relatively short paragraph, the 24th of his 66, to
“The Dance Song” in which Zarathustra sings of his dance with “Wild Wisdom” and “Life.” A strong intimation of the main failure of Meier’s exegesis
of the song itself occurs in his description of its setting: he speaks first of
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Zarathustra’s recent discussions “with life and his wild wisdom” and on the
next line speaks of “his dialogue with life and wisdom.” What happened?—
his wisdom, Wild Wisdom, has become wisdom itself, wisdom simply. That
won’t do. Characters in a song, each with a clear and distinct identity, cannot
just become generalized versions of themselves; or at least Wild Wisdom cannot just become wisdom itself. For the song shows her to be a very particular
wisdom, one who gets jealous and angry, one whom Zarathustra has so far
loved but now threatens to abandon. When Meier moves from the setting
to the song itself, he says that “unfathomability [is] the first object of mockery” and goes on to note that “at the song’s beginning and end, [Zarathustra]
confesses that he seemed to sink ‘into the unfathomable’ when he looked life
in the eye.” No, not quite: it was when he looked Life in the eye. Meier goes
on: “It was life itself that pulled Zarathustra out of the unfathomable ‘with a
golden fishing rod’ and that mocked the epithet Zarathustra gave it.”1 Meier
then quotes her mockery, the crucial two verses or four lines: “So runs the
speech of all fishes; what they do not fathom is unfathomable. / But I am
just unchangeable and wild and in all things a woman, and not a virtuous
one.” Meier makes one comment only on these lines: “Life’s corrective laughter—‘you men always give us the gift of your own virtues—ah, you virtuous
ones!’—is the prelude to the dance with life and wisdom that Zarathustra
sings.” “Prelude.” Prelude? What Meier treats as prelude and says nothing
more about is in fact the very core of the Dance Song and what it is meant to
convey, for what has Life intimated to Zarathustra here? Nothing less than
that she can be fathomed, for she lists “Unfathomable” among the false labels
men have assigned her. For Life to intimate her fathomability makes all the
difference. For where did his “Unfathomable” label come from? From his
Wild Wisdom: she, and Zarathustra with her, labeled life Unfathomable. But
Life begs to differ. Taunting him, seducing him, Life says in effect, Zarathustra, free yourself of your Wild Wisdom’s label for me and attend instead to
me. This is the fatal failure of Meier’s exegesis of The Dance Song: because
Unfathomable is a false label, Life is intimating something transformative for
a skeptic like Zarathustra in love with his wild, skeptical Wisdom: You, Life
says in effect, Zarathustra, whom I love as I do few others, fathom me. Get
me right.2
Unfortunately, right here, where the stakes are highest, there is a slip in the English translation: “It
was life itself that Zarathustra pulled out of the unfathomable…”
1

Coming to understand “The Dance Song” was a breakthrough moment for me in interpreting Zarathustra and therefore Nietzsche, the recognition that Life was intimating an ontology, that Nietzsche
was intimating an ontology. See Lampert, “Zarathustra’s Dancing Song,” Interpretation 8, no. 2–3
(1980): 141–55; superseded in some points by Nietzsche’s Teaching.
2
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Meier’s designation of Life’s decisive exchange with Zarathustra as a
“prelude” is correct in one sense: Life’s challenge to Zarathustra to fathom
her is a prelude to Wild Wisdom’s jealous objection. For what Zarathustra
has loved most till now, his Wild Wisdom, objects “angrily,” saying, “You
will, you desire, you love, for that reason you laud Life!” Zarathustra “almost
answered wickedly” by telling his Wild Wisdom “the truth, and one cannot
answer more wickedly than by ‘telling the truth’ to one’s wisdom!” This ends
Zarathustra’s direct conversations with his Wild Wisdom: he has become
wiser than she; the reasons she gave—will, desire, love—are the best of reasons, life’s deepest reasons, and Zarathustra will further converse only with
Life. After what Meier calls the prelude, he notes that Zarathustra finds both
“life” and “wisdom” “alluring, seductive, desirable,” and he continues to the
end of his paragraph with what the supposed prelude supposedly introduces:
three points of contrast between life itself and wisdom itself. From here on,
then, Meier abandons the two characters of the song in favor of abstractions,
and he finds that wisdom wins out over life each time. In the song though,
Life wins out over Wild Wisdom. Space permits consideration of just one
contrast, the first.
Meier’s first contrast concerns the way each allegedly speaks of itself:
“When life speaks ‘evil’ of itself, he does not believe the ‘unbelievable one.’
In contrast, wisdom is most seductive when it speaks ‘badly’ of itself.” Meier
infers: “Wisdom wins Zarathustra over precisely by its capacity for self-critique. In contrast, life finds no belief from him when it speaks evil of itself,
because his deepest belief says that life is good.” But the song sings a different
story. The judgments in question—Life speaking evil (bös) of herself, Wild
Wisdom speaking badly (schlecht) of herself—are not how each speaks of herself; they are how Zarathustra speaks of each; they are his judgments on the
two, at this moment when a fundamental conflict arises for him in his two
most basic loves. The whole sense of the song hinges on this: Is he, befuddled
lover that he is at this moment, stating his settled view of his two loves? He
has long been a lover of his Wild Wisdom whereas Life is now presenting herself in a new, alluring way, a way that contradicts his Wild Wisdom. Which of
his loves is now more lovable? More deserving of his love? That is the core of
his Dance Song. Zarathustra takes Life to be speaking evil of herself because
she lists his one-word label for her—“Unfathomable”—among the labels that
she says mislabel her. Life renounces his label; she says she is only “changeable
and wild”—that is, fathomable, if hard to fathom. Of course a Zarathustra,
long since avid in his love for his Wild Wisdom, will find Life unbelievable at
first and take her to be speaking “evil” of herself when she intimates the truth
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about herself. But he will learn: we are just one chapter away from Zarathustra’s private speech to “you wisest”: there, he will report to them and only
them just how he fathomed life—and thereby fathoms them. As for his Wild
Wisdom speaking “badly” of herself, Zarathustra says that about her near the
end of his song, after Life once asked him “Who is this then, this Wisdom?”
whom he has been avidly if foolishly in a love triangle praising to her rival.
He emphasizes the utterly elusive character of his Wild Wisdom, ending
by saying “but when she speaks badly of herself, precisely then is she most
seductive”—“badly,” that is, as a fundamental skepticism, a denial of the possibility of true knowledge of what is deepest. And Life’s reaction? It is perfect:
“When I said this to Life, she laughed maliciously and closed her eyes, ‘But of
whom are you speaking?’ she said, ‘Perhaps of me?’” Yes, of her, but Life can
toy with him: “And even if you were right—should one say that to my face?
But please speak now of your Wisdom too!” It is too much for poor, love-torn
Zarathustra: “Ah, and then you opened your eye again, O beloved Life! And
into the unfathomable I seemed to be sinking again.—” That ends the song,
but the unfathomable into which Zarathustra is sinking Life herself can fish
him out of if he takes up her offer to fathom her. Meier turns the Dance Song’s
depiction of Life’s victory over Zarathustra’s Wild Wisdom into a fraudulent victory for wisdom. He turns a lovely song and dance in which Life will
be victorious into a pedestrian contrast in which wisdom supposedly wins
because of its capacity for self-critique. That conclusion is worse than false;
it violates the lovely delicacy of the song. And the same thing happens with
Meier’s other two contrasts. His abstractions fail the poetry of the song and
therefore, far more seriously, fail its essential point: the fathomability of life
itself costs Zarathustra his skeptical wisdom but enables him to understand
even the highest manifestation of life, its drive to understand in you wisest.
Exegesis? Eisegesis. An exegetical crime against some of the finest poetry in
the book, a crime that reverses Life’s victory.
The centrality of the Dance Song thus shows itself. The 10th of 22 chapters in Part 2, it is the central Song of the three Songs that end the first half
with the 11th chapter, “The Tomb Song.” “On Self-Overcoming,” the 12th
chapter, opens the second half by showing how Zarathustra uses the wisdom
Life promised in the Dance Song to unriddle “you wisest.” The center of Part
2 thus spans Zarathustra’s discovery that a fundamental ontology is possible,
moves to a statement of it for the few wisest—to be is to be will to power—that
unriddles even their deepest drive and ends inviting them to the task of our
time: “There is many a house yet to be built.” The Dance Song thus proves
central to Zarathustra’s experience as a thinker: in the congenial presence of
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girls dancing with their beloved Cupid, oblivious to the world-historical song
being sung for their dance, Zarathustra sings the view that can make life itself
a dance. Meier’s eisegesis misses what is most important in the Dance Song,
the enticing, sheltered way in which it promises an ontology, a fathoming
of life itself by the only one qualified to attain such a fathoming, a thinker
driven by his own skeptical stance to push forward in his inquiry into the
things that can be inquired into, ultimately inquiry into his own drivenness
as inquirer—“Know Thyself” or, as Nietzsche has it, “Psychology is once
again the path to the fundamental problems” (BGE 23). This is the costliest
of all Meier’s exegetical failures: it costs him the rational ontology to which
Nietzsche here invites his careful reader, an understanding of the causes of
all things.
In “The Dance Song” Nietzsche found another glorious way to suggest
the ontology he arrived at on his six- to eight-hour walks in the spring and
summer of 1881 and wrote out in his workbook, M III 1. Another, for it fits
the pattern of his other carefully ordered public expressions of it. The first he
published in August 1882, in “Will and Wave” at the proper place in “Sanctus
Januarius,” that New Year’s gift of a book, at whose appropriately offset center
it appears. And, just after Zarathustra, he published a third enticing way of
presenting it to its proper audience at the proper place. For in Beyond Good
and Evil it appears at the appropriately offset center of the chapter addressed
to free minds who might be capable of moving beyond what still binds their
minds (BGE 36). Why “appropriately offset center”? Because the center in
both cases addresses the difficulty any ontology faces in late modern times,
two different versions of the Wild Wisdom of Zarathustra, the epistemological
skepticism that looked like the culminating achievement of modern philosophy. In “Sanctus Januarius” that skepticism appears in the central section
in one of its leading features, as an easy, permanent resting place, “a garden
of Armida” that tempts an intrepid Rinaldo to end his drive for knowledge
just short of completing the most demanding of his tasks, actually capturing
the sacred city, Jerusalem. In Beyond Good and Evil the central section 34 is
much more explicitly the resting place of modern epistemological skepticism
which shelters modern inquirers from any ontology that is morally offensive
to them. For while skepticism is compatible with modern morality and its
two foundational premises, the equality of rights and the end of suffering, the
ontology to be suggested in the offset center, section 36, is categorically not.
Nietzsche knows it: “when a philosopher these days lets it be known that he
is not a skeptic…everyone is annoyed” (BGE 208). The annoyance runs deep
because the ontology Nietzsche points to—to be is to be will to power—is a
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gross violation of decency with respect to both equality and suffering; it is a
perversity denounceable in the old language of the next section as “God is
refuted, but the Devil is not” (37). “The Dance Song” of Thus Spoke Zarathustra takes its place as one of Nietzsche’s most well-considered, well-situated,
simply beautiful intimations of what his assiduous reader will want to think
through most carefully: these days, a genuine and true ontology will have to
free itself from a jealous epistemological skepticism, a Wild Wisdom. Had
Meier done the obvious and looked beyond Zarathustra for aid in understanding that book, he would have seen Nietzsche’s chosen ways of presenting
the will to power—what Strauss called “the most fundamental fact”3—in all
three books in which he got to present it.
Failure to recognize Life’s avowal that she can be fathomed has dire
consequences for Meier’s exegesis of “On Self-Overcoming,” the chapter
immediately following the Songs. For that chapter puts into prose what the
“Dance Song” promised: this is how Life is fathomable, “On Self-Overcoming”
shows—this is what abandoning his Wild Wisdom means. Meier’s five-page
paragraph (four in Engl.) on “On Self-Overcoming” is the central paragraph
of his chapter on Part 2, the 9th of its 17. With long paragraphs, Meier often
uses a form of punctuation he devised, long dashes, to break the paragraph up
into segments, thereby keeping the total number of paragraphs to the sacred
66 in a book of 236 pages (190 Engl.) while marking the natural breaks in the
chains of thought within long paragraphs. The single paragraph devoted to
“On Self-Overcoming” uses three dashes, creating four segments, the second
and third of which form a kind of center to that central paragraph. The bulk
of those two central segments is devoted to Zarathustra’s unriddling of “you
wisest” in “On Self-Overcoming,” his exposing to them of “your whole will,
you wisest ones, as a will to power; and also when you speak of good and evil
and of valuations.” The unnecessarily complex character of Meier’s analysis
gradually comes to light as in the service of an avoidance that seems of overriding importance to him. Laying out all the details of his analysis—they
concern the range and character of will to power—and then countering them
with a careful exegesis of Nietzsche’s passage would explode the dimensions
of this review, so I regretfully set that aside. But the main point can be made
by focusing on that very avoidance—which will itself take two pages.
After the second dash (76/59), Meier opens his third segment saying,
“To make his ‘word concerning good and evil’ more understandable to the
Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983),
176–78.
3
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wisest ones and to us, Zarathustra adds his ‘word concerning life.’” He follows Nietzsche’s text closely as Zarathustra reports his pursuit of the living
in its commanding and obeying. He quotes Zarathustra’s question to himself, “‘What persuades the living to obey and command and still to practice
obedience in commanding?’” and notes that “in the center of the chapter
Zarathustra submits the answer to the wisest ones…with the request that
they test it ‘seriously.’” Meier notes that “the core statement of the doctrine
of life as will to power Zarathustra reserves for the fourth of seven usages
of the term in the chapter and the fifth of nine in the book in total.” Then
comes a key observation: “The next three usages come out of the mouth of life
itself, to which falls the task of unfolding and attesting the teaching.” Meier’s
helpful use of the Luther Bible comes to one of its finest points here: “At the
beginning of its speech, life makes itself known to Zarathustra, as God made
Himself known to Moses.” But in contrast to “the theologoumenon of Sinai,
life’s word points to the necessity that inheres in it and makes knowledge
possible.” God’s word on Sinai—“I am that I am”—reserves God’s right to
intervene at any point, making the world and every event in it subject to a
God-caused intervention that is incalculable, thus rendering the whole irrational. Life’s word, however, “Behold, I am that which must always overcome
itself,” bespeaks a universal causal necessity that makes rational knowledge
possible. Meier then moves to the center of life’s ten-verse speech, saying that
there, “life unveils the secret of the will to truth, which for the philosopher
is the center of interest.” He quotes the central verses 5–6 of Life’s speech
(31–32 of the chapter): “Whatever I create and however much I love it—soon
I must be adversary to it and to my love: thus my will wills it. / And you too,
knower, are only a pathway and footstep of my will: verily, my will to power
also walks on the feet of your will to truth!” Meier’s comment on these verses
notes that “no less than the prophets before him, Zarathustra knows the art
of honoring the Gods with his own wisdom” while differing in using it as “a
critique of the wisest.” Nice. Except that it avoids what life actually said: her
will is a will to power.
Then comes the third and final dash of the paragraph (77/60). After the
dash, Meier returns to the beginning of the chapter, verses 1–11, and after a
brief commentary on them jumps to “the resuming verses 37–42.” Resuming? Not quite: the point at which he resumes avoids, erases as it were, verses
33–36. But those last four verses of Life’s own speech are the culmination
of her whole speech (26–36) and they contain what she explicitly teaches
Zarathustra: “thus I teach you” (35)—they are her words for fathoming her.
Crucially, she gives what she teaches Zarathustra the greatest possible range:
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“He surely missed the mark who shot at the truth with the words, ‘will to
existence’: this will does not exist!” (33) “Will to existence” are Schopenhauer’s (and Spinoza’s) words for the way of all beings, beings as such, his
ontology. Life then offers a brief argument against that ontology (34). Meier
avoids these two verses entirely, erasing completely the actual range of what
Life is teaching him. Life then brings her speech to its culminating close by
announcing just what that ontology is: “Only, where life is, there too is will:
though not will to life, but—thus I teach you—will to power! Much is valued
by the living more highly than life itself; but out of this very valuing speaks—
will to power—” (35–36). Meier does quote these two verses—but only in a
footnote and without comment. My comment: Meier avoids what matters
most in this great passage by two kinds of avoidance: omit entirely; demote to
a comment-free footnote. But what Zarathustra has revealed to “you wisest”
only is what Life revealed to him—“Thus did Life once teach me” (37). Life
taught him what she is, will to power; and she taught him its presence even
within values that seem to rise beyond mere life: the fundamental fact drives
even the highest values. This is life fathomed. This is the prose fruit of The
Dance Song. Zarathustra, given this gift, uses it to unriddle the wisdom of the
wisest as an exercise of will to power—decidedly not as a “critique,” as Meier
claims, for Zarathustra has just told them that will to power is the universal
force and added, “Let us at least talk of this”—this: Life’s teaching regarding
the most fundamental fact. Beyond talking of this lies a crucial consequence
for them alone, secondary though it be in the hierarchical order of matters
they are to talk about: “There is many a house yet to be built!” A house of new
values is to be built on the fundamental fact. So there it is, the fundamental
Two. Philosopher and founder. Two in One.
For all the detailed attention Meier gives to this chapter, quoting and
commenting on almost all of it, here, at its culminating peak, he avoids, I
almost said suppresses, what Life herself taught Zarathustra by contradicting Schopenhauer and Spinoza: she taught him just how to fathom correctly
the way of all beings. As economical as Nietzsche always is with the deepest
matters—“Quickly in, quickly out,” he says—this is where we must go slowest, paying the closest attention to all the details, omitting nothing. Meier as
exegete simply refuses the ontology of will to power that Zarathustra makes
both foundational and a platform for a teaching that Zarathustra can picture
as housing humanity. Here at the core of Nietzsche’s most important book
Meier robs philosophy of its fundamental passion to understand the causes
of all things and of its fundamental action, housing humanity in a teaching
on values.
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Third and most prominently in Meier’s book, “Two, not One.” My last topic
concerns what I take to be the dynamic of Meier’s carefully constructed
book. Employing the small device of capitalization to convey his main point,
Meier has the first of his 66 paragraphs claim first that Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is One thing, a philosopher (19/5). Is being that One compatible with
also being what the historic Zarathustra was, a prophet? Then, six times, the
brief sentence-fragment “Two, not One” rings out in Meier’s text—and three
times “One, not Two”—establishing, apparently, that the Two, philosopher
and prophet, are so distinct and even contrary that they cannot be united in
a One.4 But jump from this clear beginning through the reiterated “Two, not
One”s to the end of the 65th paragraph where something fascinating happens. Reading yet another statement of the “tension” between the “poles”
that “preclude unification,” we are arrested by the next sentence, a sentence
fragment: “Unless, that is, the unity were to be ordered hierarchically.” Well of
course, any unification of the prophet in the philosopher Zarathustra would
be hierarchical, the philosopher commanding the prophet. Meier chooses
to end his book startling us: what his whole book insisted on his conclusion
upends. Can we understand why?
Could Meier’s late “Unless” be simply a mistake? No. Heinrich Meier
does not make mistakes in presenting his most important claims. Could it be
something that looks like a mistake but is not? Every Strauss reader knows
that he openly discussed the philosopher’s art of making mistakes, intentional, instructive blunders.5 Paying attention to those blunders can lead the
alert reader to what the author wants to convey to a reader who sees them
and asks what they can mean. So let us reread the context of Meier’s “Unless”
knowing it is not a mistake but something like an intentional blunder, a late,
quiet corrective forcing you to rethink the whole. He had just said that “the
philosopher’s self-understanding, which stands at the center of the action,
leaves no doubt that the philosopher will not submit to the compulsion that
the parody must force on him.” Of course not; such submitting is incompatible with the necessary independence of a philosopher’s thinking. Meier goes
on, “Philosopher and prophet are neither coessential nor consubstantial.”
True. No combination of the two is dictated by the essential character of
either one. Meier then restates his understanding of the action of Zarathustra: “the attempt to merge philosopher and prophet can be understood as a
The formula appears on pp. 33/24, 49/37, 86/68, 103/81, 127/101, 194/156; “One, not Two” on 27/19,
131/105, 159/128 (as a question).
4

5

Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Westport, CN: Greenwood, 1952), 26.
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path to self-knowledge.” I disagree of course, but let that go. Meier’s focus is
on “the options” that “lie open” after the turning point at the end of Part 2.
So “the Third and Fourth Parts can only exhibit the tension, and in Zarathustra’s oscillation between the poles, clarify what precludes unification”
(232/186–87). “Precludes unification” is Meier’s usual claim but here it immediately precedes that hammer of a sentence fragment: “Unless, that is, the
unity were to be ordered hierarchically.” Three more sentence fragments follow, the last of which ends the paragraph: “Which would mean that he would
cease to be a philosopher.” So we end in the comfort zone: even the hierarchically ordered unity would cost the philosopher his independence and mean
he ceases to be a philosopher. Right? Wrong. The two intervening sentence
fragments run, “The philosopher would command the prophet. Or the philosopher obey the prophet.” That “Or” grammatically separates the two, so
the terminal “cease to be a philosopher” applies only to the philosopher obeying the prophet. Of course that would cost him his independence. But the
philosopher commanding the prophet? That hierarchical order, severed by
the “Or,” is a hierarchical order possible within the One, with the philosopher
commanding the prophet. This has been true historically: philosophers have
sheltered themselves and philosophy within the reigning prophecy. But, in
exceptional historical circumstances, philosophers have judged that the good
of philosophy entails something far more demanding: becoming a founding prophet for the sake of philosophy itself. That was clearly the case with
Socrates in Plato’s Republic. So our question is: Why write a whole book of
commentary on the book in which Nietzsche shows that he too must become
a philosopher/prophet and have that book systematically deny that Nietzsche
is a Two—and then end on “Unless”?
Let us look to the center of Meier’s book, a book that relentlessly centers,
to see if this question might be answered there. The center is the paired paragraphs 33–34 of the 66. We arrive at the center point between these central
paragraphs by passing through Meier’s two-paragraph, ten-page (eight Engl.)
treatment of “On Redemption.” At the end of paragraph 33, at the very center,
he placed the 4th of his 6 “Two, not One”s. He then fused that ending of the
33rd paragraph to the 34th by opening it rewording the formula: “The duality
that does not submit to any unity.” Yes, Meier says in effect, you are at the
center. But a center of two very long paragraphs, eleven pages (nine Engl.), is
not a very centered center: does it have a center? Paragraphs 33 and 34 are each
outfitted with two dashes, so each has its own central segment. Where is the
center of the center in all this centering?—this ridiculous centering, ridiculous
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because once Strauss called attention to it, the most sheltered part became the
most prominent part, so steps have to be taken to hide things there.
I begin with the second sentence of paragraph 33 (97/76) because there
Meier speaks of Zarathustra’s “critique of the will to power at work in the will
to truth.” This reaches back to “On Self-Overcoming” but critique is not what
Zarathustra did there. No, he revealed to “you wisest” alone what Life taught
him: at work in your wisdom is the force at work in every event in nature,
will to power. It is not a critique but an invitation to an insight the wisest can
share. The status of will to power arises again, deep into Meier’s analysis of
“On Redemption” in paragraph 33 but before its first dash (100/79). He makes
pivotal a word Zarathustra used—unharnessed (abgeschirrt)6—but uses it in
a way Zarathustra demonstrably does not. Zarathustra says unharnessed at
his moment of greatest self-exposure: turned in on himself, blind to the presence of the disciples, the crowd, and the shrewd hunchback, he says, “But
has [the will] spoken thus yet? And when does this happen? Has the will
been unharnessed yet from its own foolishness? / Has the will yet become its
own redeemer and joy-bringer? Has it unlearned the spirit of revenge and all
gnashing of teeth?” (vv. 43–44). Unharnessing the will from its own foolishness, the will redeems itself from the spirit of revenge. Notice: Will is the agent.
What it redeems itself from is the spirit of revenge. This is not ambiguous. And
Meier? He says, “The will can only be unharnessed through insight into the
foolishness that inheres in and misguides it.…The will requires orientation
and guidance by insight, which protects it from Unmut7 and prevents it from
straying into revenge by instructing it to be set right” (Meier’s emphases).
Insight is the agent. What it redeems the will from is Unmut and “a straying
into revenge.” Pure eisegesis. But Meier does say revenge is the object—Yes,
but straying? As if revenge were an occasional danger and not the spiritual
condition of the whole cultural order since the historical Zarathustra. Does
Meier’s eisegesis with that free-floating insight even sound like Nietzsche to
you?—Nietzsche who said Plato’s invention of the pure mind and good in
itself is the worst, most durable, most dangerous of all errors. One sentence
earlier Meier reached back to the other chapter that used unharness (2.13)
in order to use the supposed goal there—“to ascend to the serenity [Gelassenheit] of the over-hero”—to describe the supposed goal here: “the knower’s
will to power must likewise be unhitched from the harness that makes it
6

Used here and in 2.13, “On Those Who Are Sublime.”

Meier’s translator leaves Unmut untranslated but an endnote gives these senses: “anger, annoyance,
and resentment.”
7
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incessantly pull and rush and rush and pull further.” Ascent to Gelassenheit.8 The will to power unhitched from that harness. Does that sound like
Nietzsche to you?—Nietzsche who said of philosophic thinking, “For many,
abstract thinking is toil, for me, on good days, it is feast and frenzy”? No,
that is eisegesis too. These exegetical crimes in the central paragraph stand
just below those regarding the Dance Song in importance. A fiction of freefloating insight as the agent unharnessing will. A fiction of Gelassenheit as
the goal. Platonism anyone? But a Platonism that has renounced any political
project. OK: Platonism behind an Epicurean garden wall anyone?
The eisegesis here is carried forward within this segment and then
throughout the segments of Meier’s central paragraphs, which all point back
to this unharnessing as the basic matter.9 For Zarathustra’s speech to himself
continues: “And who has taught it reconciliation with time, and something
higher than all reconciliation? / Something higher than any reconciliation
the will that is will to power must will—yet how shall this happen? Who has
yet taught it to will backwards and want back as well?” (vv. 45–46). Who has
taught it that? No one yet: Zarathustra must do that. What does that? Will to
power is the agent. And what must Zarathustra’s will to power learn to will
and want? To will backwards and want back as well. This pointed, final use
of will to power in the book introduces the topic that dominates Zarathustra’s
course from here, for willing backwards and wanting back is willing eternal
return, the only way the forward-directed will can will backwards. None of
this is ambiguous. And Meier? He says, “But Zarathustra demands more
than instruction by insight. He demands a teaching that promises ‘what is
higher’ than reconciliation with time and necessity.” A teaching. Higher than
reconciliation. Yes. This is the obvious point at which to state the issue that
dominates Zarathustra’s struggle here and on into Part 3 with the will to
power willing and wanting eternal return as his teaching. But Meier refuses
this opening onto the main trajectory of the book; his stance as an exegete
dictates that here too he act as if he is reading the book for the first time
and can give no thought or word to what is coming. So he says, “To counter this ill will, either the knowledge must be supported by love, or the will
must be converted to the belief that it is itself the ground of the acceptance
of the world as it is, so that the world is in harmony with the direction of
the will’s willing. Zarathustra pursues the second option.” Pause a moment.
Gelassenheit does not appear in Zarathustra. The verb gelassen appears once, in “Among Daughters
of the Desert” (4:16); it is said of the Wanderer as he prepares to sing, “The Desert Grows.”
8

9

Two later uses (130/104, 187/150) confirm the pivotal character of “unharnessed will.”
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What would convert Zarathustra’s will to this belief? It must be insight again,
acting unharnessedly to convert his will to a belief. But never mind, I have
already touched that, and Meier moves on immediately to quote the verse
mentioning will to power (46). He says that will to power is what “Zarathustra constantly had in mind,” but instead of elaborating that or its connection
to eternal return, he turns to the disciples: they “learn nothing of the doctrine
that would be suitable for unharnessing the will to power from its foolishness”—so neither do we, for Meier introduces here the founding miracle-man
of our religion, “the redeemer who rolled the stone away from the tomb” and
compares the two redeemers: “it is as clear as day to all listeners that the deed
of him who taught the will backwards-willing would be capable of measuring up to the deed” of the Christian redeemer. Then comes a dash. So this
is how Meier treats the anticipation of eternal return in this chapter: don’t
name it, don’t connect it to will to power, speak only of backwards-willing,
and contemn that as nothing but a cheap miracle equal to the one basic to
Christianity in its power to make disciples.
That first dash in this long paragraph 33 opens its central segment, a
segment devoted to the disciples and their reaction to what they have unintentionally heard. Meier divides them into a three-tier hierarchy by quantity and
by reaction: “The disciples could ask him…,” “Some might conclude…,” and
then “One or another”—the disciples, some of the disciples, and then only one
or another who “could eventually conceive the thought that the backwardswilling has the meaning for him of redeeming the now and formerly on earth
from the neediness for redemption.” So that is the highest an auditor could
eventually conceive. Nietzsche had Zarathustra say that the will that is the
will to power must “become its own redeemer” and redeem itself from “the
spirit of revenge.” Meier has “one or another” of Zarathustra’s disciples “eventually conceive the thought” that Zarathustra meant “redeeming the now and
formerly on earth from the neediness for redemption.”10 So the center centers
a truly meager redemption, a pale modern commonplace dramatically less
than redemption from the revenge against the earth initiated by the Persian
Zarathustra and continuing into the present. I’ll take Nietzsche.
The final segment of paragraph 33 justifies its place at the center as a follow-up to the first segment. Its conditionals—“we can conjecture,” “may have,”
“Perhaps”—challenge the reader to confirm that it is all about Zarathustra
Later uses confirm that this is Meier’s view: “redemption from the need for redemption” (123/98);
“redemption from the neediness for redemption” (147/118); “their neediness of redemption” (228/183);
“the neediness of redemption” (229/184).
10
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getting unharnessed: “his will to power was not unharnessed”; he is “bound
to men,” which “caused him to plot revenge.” There’s a positive that repeats
Meier’s chief claim about the book: “The crisis of the teaching promotes his
self-knowledge.” And there’s that big negative: “The non-unharnessed will to
power…is a problem for the philosopher.” So it is clear again: Nietzsche’s last
mention of will to power, so far from having to do with eternal return, names
the problem from which insight must unhitch the philosopher.
And how is paragraph 34 part of the center? By reporting on the final two
chapters of Part 2 as leave-takings. Meier’s final comment on chapter 2.21,
“On Prudence with Regard to Men,” “underlines the decisive insight.” That
allegedly decisive insight was the unharnessing of the will in the two ways
shown in the two chapters that use the word unharness. One showed the hero
becoming the over-hero by unharnessing the will (2.13). The other showed
“the most important case,” “the going-over from man to overman requires
the unharnessing of the will: the overcoming of the will’s foolishness in wanting to force what it does not befit the will to force.” What is that unbefitting
foolishness? It must be what Meier said earlier in that paragraph, where the
unharnessing of the will becomes the achievement of the overman finally
understood properly by Zarathustra as a wholly private event: it is unbefitting that the overman be “the One goal of mankind.” Instead, the overman
is “an option of Zarathustra’s that is suitable for moving him away from his
love for men…for putting behind him his teaching addressed to men.” So the
remaining two Parts, then, are about privatizing, winning free of the Two,
attaining the purity of the One that “On Redemption” allegedly showed. They
display the unharnessing in the most important case as the radical privacy
into which the philosopher withdraws, unharnessed from any historic task.
So the center of the center is the first segment of paragraph 33; the other segments of paragraphs 33 and 34 support it by supplementing it.
All that construction work entailed in limiting the book to its sacred 66
and fixing a precise center within two very long paragraphs with segmentcreating dashes—all that was just to have insight unharness will and isolate
what one or another of Zarathustra’s disciples could eventually conceive
about redemption from the neediness for redemption. Hunting down the
center is of course what Meier’s Strauss-informed readers eagerly do—and
that is our reward? That is what needs to be kept semi-secret, just for us? Platonism’s old fictions of sovereign insight and unharnessed redeeming from a
need for redemption.
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Meier put “On Redemption” at the center of his treatment of Thus Spoke
Zarathustra but redemption, even Zarathustra’s genuine form of it, redemption from revenge, can never be the central matter: it is only an upshot, only a
new teaching replacing an older one. The central matter for a philosopher can
always only be the drive to understand, the achievement of understanding,
and sharing that understanding with the wisest. All of that has already happened by the time of “On Redemption” and been reported in the appropriate
way in the central chapters of Part 2, where the consequent task was precisely
if curtly stated to you wisest: “there is many a house yet to be built.” The new
teaching, hierarchically ordered as what can house humankind, is a teaching
true to the earth and elevating to the human, a post-Platonic, post-Christian,
postmodern teaching that can, for now, employ the rhetoric of “redemption”
because it is a deliverance from the damaging, no, damnable teaching of
revenge that has prevailed since the historical Zarathustra proclaimed it. But
that is philosopher and political philosopher together. Yes, the genuine Two
in One.
So we come back at the end to that “Unless.” Why obscure the truth that
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is a One that is a hierarchically ordered Two? The
best I can conjecture is that Meier takes that truth to be deadly. Humanity
has lived within worlds ascribed to the creative acts of Gods or God, though
in fact the real creative agents are prophets who in rare cases have been philosophers. Knowing that, Meier may judge that our civic order, traditionally
based on God, can be stable or life giving only if those who know the truth
keep it to themselves. Nietzsche’s gods, Dionysos and Ariadne, the necessity
of whom he recognized late, are late returns of earlier gods and Meier seems
to judge that they cannot perform the necessary functions of our punishing and rewarding God. Meier’s effort to suppress Nietzsche’s prophet-like
endeavor to establish a teaching true to the earth could then be seen as counsel for sustaining the earth-denying belief that we live within a world created
by God and revealed by his prophets. Meier makes no secret of his contempt
for our religion but contempt in a private place is fully compatible with
thinking such a religion necessary, the religion outfitted with the historically
most punishing God, a vicious inspector of acts and intentions who can get
in anywhere—“I think that’s indecent!” said the little girl to her mother in
The Gay Science—“a hint for philosophers,” Nietzsche added. Meier seems
to hold that Socrates/Plato was the philosopher-prophet of the permanent
solution to the theologico-political problem and that learning what Nietzsche
is uncovers a version of Plato’s politics. I think that is profoundly wrong, not
to say indecent. In my view, Thus Spoke Zarathustra shows that Nietzsche
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shares with Plato the deepest insight into the fundamental fact—eros or will
to power. And shares with Plato the deep insight into the crucial fact of their
times—Homer’s gods are dead; God is dead and we killed him, says the Madman in the marketplace. Consequently, Nietzsche shares with Plato the most
far-reaching human task: there is many a house yet to be built.
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A Short Response to a Polite Request
Hein r ich M eier

The editor-in-chief of Interpretation asked me to write a response to a review
of What Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra? and to another article on my book published in this issue of the journal. I shall not comply with his polite request.
Over the years my writings have been the subject of hundreds of reviews,
comments, and critical studies. Never have I responded in public to them
when they appeared. If I learn something from the critique, the response can
be seen in my work. If the critique does not apply, I rely on the judgment of
the reader I care about.
The article accusing me of several “crimes” against the Nietzschean faith
and of “indecent” behavior is a special case. Its author shows by deed how
important it is for the will to power to be “unharnessed,” as Zarathustra points
out twice in his speeches. The anger, Unmut, indignation the attack breathes
demonstrates ad oculos that the will to power that is refusing a reflective turn
on itself precludes the will to truth from reaching its goal. The adherent of
the orthodox doctrine may preserve his faith by denying that the “will to
power” has to be thought first and foremost as a concept of philosophic selfunderstanding and self-critique. But he has to pay a high price for this denial.

© 2022 Interpretation, Inc.

398

Interpretation

Volume 48 / Issue 3

Reply to Heinrich Meier

399

Reply to Heinrich Meier
L au r e n c e L a m p e r t

The philosophical world owes an immense debt of gratitude to Heinrich
Meier for his work on Leo Strauss in particular and for his many other lasting contributions to our shared world of inquiry. I am among those in his
debt. However, as I said at the beginning, this is about Nietzsche. Therefore,
I must answer Meier’s criticisms of my article.
I did not say “crimes.” I said “exegetical crimes,” meaning that eisegesis
has taken the place of exegesis. The word “indecent” I used playfully in a context which concerns acceptance of the prevailing religion. The proper reading
of “unharnessed” requires some exegetical work that I outlined in my review
and that I invite any interested reader to check out on their own. As for me
being a faithful adherent to “the orthodox doctrine,” my commentaries on
the main books of Nietzsche’s maturity come to exegetical conclusions that
are far from any Nietzsche orthodoxy familiar to me. Finally, the serious
reader might want to spend some time studying Nietzsche’s workbook designated “M III 1.” It is a philosophical treasure whose entries across a few
weeks in the summer of 1881 show the philosopher of our time coming to the
fundamental conclusions that he will find appropriate ways to report publicly
in three great books of his maturity, “Sanctus Januarius” (Book 4 of the Gay
Science), Thus Spoke Zarathustra, and Beyond Good and Evil. I discuss that
workbook in What a Philosopher Is: Becoming Nietzsche.
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Giorgos Kallis, Limits: Why Malthus Was Wrong and Why Environmentalists
Should Care. Stanford, CA: Stanford Briefs, 2019, 168 pp., $14.00 (paper).

Jac o b B o r o s
Princeton University
jboros@princeton.edu

It is easy to associate contemporary environmentalism with “Malthusianism.” The English clergyman Thomas Malthus’s famous idea that “population,
when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio,” while “subsistence
increases only in an arithmetical ratio,”1 lurks behind the Paris Climate
Agreement’s hard line of “holding the increase in global average temperature to well below 2 °C above pre-industrial levels.”2 The agreement reflects a
desire to avoid a “Malthusian catastrophe,” a point of no return at which the
accelerating negative effects of climate change overwhelm humanity’s ability
to manage them.
In Limits: Why Malthus Was Wrong and Why Environmentalists Should
Care, Giorgos Kallis argues that this position indeed channels Malthusianism, but in a way that should make environmentalists uncomfortable.
Malthus posits a scarce natural world that can never fully provide for unlimited, and unlimitable, human desires. While mainstream environmentalism
implicitly adopts this position, so too does neoliberal economics, and Kallis
argues that if the former continues down this line of reasoning it will lose out
to the latter’s optimistic message. Instead, environmentalism should take the
exact opposite approach: assume that the natural world is unlimited while
limiting our own desires. This argument draws from Cornelius Castoriadis’s
Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798; repr., Bellingham, WA: Electronic
Scholarly Publishing Project, 1998), 4.
1

“Paris Agreement,” United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, December 12,
2015, accessed March 30, 2022, https://unfccc.int/files/meetings/paris_nov_2015/application/pdf/
paris_agreement_english_.pdf.
2
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distinction between “heteronomy—limits that we attribute to God or nature
and that restrict our freedom—and autonomy, limits that we consciously set
for ourselves” (6). Kallis argues for the latter, contending that individuals and
societies should limit themselves as an exercise of freedom and to preserve
a “safe space” for it (4), and he turns to the ancient Greeks for insight into
how to accomplish this. Limits thus offers a critique of the undemocratic,
survivalist character of contemporary environmentalism, and a defense of
prudence and accepting tradeoffs. Its more philosophic arguments may not
satisfy all readers, but this short book is nonetheless an original and worthwhile work of environmental political thought.
Kallis begins by examining Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). Although Malthus did view the planet as limited and ungenerous,
Kallis argues he “discovered not natural limits but unlimited wants. Far from
a prophet of doom, Malthus invoked doom so as to galvanize the pursuit of
growth” (4). Malthus saw human population growth as the surest sign of a
flourishing, happy country, where industriousness allows food production to
match population growth as much as possible. Humans possess unlimited
desires for food and sex, and having enough of the former inevitably leads
them to indulge in the latter and produce more humans. To continually satisfy
these desires is, for Malthus, the central project of politics. Food production
will never keep up with consistent population growth, but countries must do
their best, and indeed “Malthus was optimistic that population could grow in
the long term without limits—with discipline, industry, and more food” (21).
Thus, Kallis argues, Malthus should be understood as a pro-growth
thinker. The book next considers the adaptation of Malthus’s vision of unlimited human needs, in a world where there will never quite be enough, by
economic theory. Economists have applied Malthusian scarcity to the resource
of time, in addition to food, and they identify all kinds of human desires in
addition to the two Malthus discusses, but their logic is the same. Kallis claims
that Malthus and the economists “invent[ed]” scarcity and “naturalized and
sacralized” growth that fights against it, in essence holding that their sciences
rest on arbitrary assumptions made for the purposes of protecting elite, monied interests, and in Malthus’s case to promote the Christian imperative to
be fruitful and multiply (36). Because Kallis stakes his own argument on the
idea that nature is abundant, he does not draw attention to any benefits of the
modern arts and sciences. To do so would be to imply that these practices are
necessary to make up for the earth’s natural scarcity.
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Environmentalism would seem to be a committed opponent of this
Malthusianism, yet Kallis shows that it has adopted the same theoretical foundation. Or at least one strain of it has; Kallis focuses many of his critiques of
environmentalism on one text, the Limits to Growth report prepared by the
Club of Rome in 1972, which “inherited the logic of Malthus, with economy
taking the place of population and resources that of food.” These resources are
naturally finite, but, the report argued, “we could limit ourselves within the
limits of resources and turn the crash into a smooth landing, maintaining the
highest possible level of population and consumption” while controlling both
through birth control on one hand and green technology on the other (44–45).
Kallis complains that this reduces environmentalism to “a sterile scientific dispute…of how growth can be sustained and for how long” (48). This
approach fails by construing external physical conditions as “limits,” when
in reality they are only facts onto which human beings impose goals and, by
extension, construct their own limits. For instance, gravity “is a limit if you
want to jump from the rooftop of a building and arrive on the ground intact.
It is not if you want to commit suicide. And gravity is actually helpful if you
want to throw down a ball” (59). Saying that we “have to,” say, keep carbon
emissions under a certain level within a certain time frame obscures the fact
that this is a limit only if we want to maintain a certain standard of living.
The second half of the third chapter is the best part of the book, for here Kallis
outlines the negative political effects of defining environmentalism according to objective, external, “scientific” standards. It turns environmentalism
into a doomsaying, scolding endeavor, which will always lose out in public
opinion to economists’ optimistic calls for mobilizing human industry. It
easily morphs into hostility toward the developing world and promotes the
hoarding of scarce resources. Perhaps worst of all, it squelches democratic
debate about what kind of relationship with nature we want our regimes to
have. Climate research provides useful data, but on its own it cannot provide
a blueprint for political, or even personal, action.
What can? The fourth chapter turns to the ancient Greeks for advice on
how to achieve a “culture of limits.” Here Kallis relies much more on interpretations of Greek culture by Castoriadis, Michel Foucault, and Richard
Seaford than on the texts of ancient authors themselves (which are referenced in only six of the sixty footnotes in this chapter). Kallis argues that the
Greeks mastered the art of self-limitation when their society became the first
in world history to be oriented toward money, the accumulation of which is
the only pleasure one can never tire of. Philosophers “projected the conflict
between social limit and the unlimited power of money onto the universe”
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(86), essentially creating a noble lie that the cosmos, “an entity they saw as real
and extant” (87, emphasis mine), demands human moderation. The notion of
hubris developed piecemeal as humans transgressed “previously undefined
limits” through “excess—taking too much of something and removing it from
its representative gods” (80). The creation of autonomous limits was shaped
by the acceptance of a death which promised no eternal happiness. Having
made this acknowledgment, “the Greeks were able to accept that it is we who
make meaning in our lives. We do not have to search for it in the gods or the
afterlife” (89). Self-limitation thus becomes a project of “psychoanalysis” on
the individual level, and of democracy on the level of society. Kallis holds that
the Greeks’ projection of limits onto nature was just that, a projection. It was
a tool they used to curb unlimited human desires for wealth.
If at this point readers have reservations about Kallis’s understanding of
the Greeks, they might also ask questions about his case for self-limitation.
In his final chapter, “The Limits of Limits,” Kallis confronts some of these
directly: Which claims to limits are reasonable and which are not? How can
we discern between things we should limit and things we should not? If limits
are supposed to be self-defined, can we accept limits imposed upon us by
public authority? Kallis grants the difficulty of finding clear answers and prescribes prudence as a response. Still, he urgently insists on a comprehensive,
top-down governmental response to environmental ills. He “want[s] government to tell me what we have agreed not to consume,” yet he admits that
“when limits come to us from higher up, they appear heteronomous, imposed
by the higher-level authority” (107).
His solution to this tension is to accept the contradictions he has encountered and promote a sober, moderate, “Mediterranean” understanding of
personal and political conduct (115). The sort of everyday life he ends up
praising is indeed admirable: “the believer who…shar[es] his or her time and
resources in solidarity with others in the church or the mosque; the urban
dwellers who are content with their work, family, or friends and do not seek
power and ever-higher salaries…the pensioners who become environmental
activists after retiring” (117). These ordinary people defy green technocracy;
they represent “the environmentalism of people who do not want to…escape
to Mars,” and thus they stand against Malthus’s contention that human wants
cannot be limited (127). We can, in fact, choose to limit our own desires.
Still, Kallis’s insistence that there are no external, “heteronomous” limits to human behavior remains difficult to maintain throughout. Consider
his suggestion for overcoming resource scarcity driven by political inequality: “Sharing the commons equitably could alleviate this scarcity, as people
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would have access to the minimum they need to survive and as they would
compare themselves less to others, having access to the same commons” (40,
emphasis mine). Is there such a “minimum”? Does defining it not depend on
the standard of living our society has chosen? Can a political culture rooted
in “autonomy” even use this sort of language? According to the book’s reasoning, such standards are ultimately only matters of public debate, to which
Kallis can contribute only his own part. We may want to make our environmental deliberation a conversation about the good life, but we cannot escape
the need to at least explore common reference points for that conversation,
such as what the minimum for human survival actually is, or the natures of
the three ends of a worthwhile environmentalism—“freedom, justice, and
sustainability”—that Kallis identifies (97).
Perhaps Malthus, of all people, can help us with this problem. In arguing
against the perfectibility of human society, Malthus emphasizes the “essential” distinction “between an unlimited improvement and an improvement
the limit of which cannot be ascertained. The former is an improvement not
applicable to man under the present laws of his nature. The latter, undoubtedly, is applicable.”3 Even if no particular limit written into the fabric of
nature is currently visible to us, maybe the fact of physical limitation itself is.
This means that some self-limitations will make more sense given our physical reality than others will. The political project then becomes determining
what self-limitations accord with our nature and that of the world around us.
And in the end, this conversation is very much like the one Kallis
encourages. On a political level, Limits provides a refreshingly pluralistic vision of environmentalism, showing that focus on external limits to
growth quickly becomes a survivalist monolith that pays no attention to
what the actual relationship between human beings and their physical
habitat should look like. The discussion of gravity highlights the fact that
limits arise from goals: different people may have different environmental
goals, different visions of the good life lived within nature. In debating
which self-limitations are necessary for which reasons, citizens learn how
to accept tradeoffs and make choices through deliberation, not simply at
the command of scientific dicta. Kallis certainly has his own vision of the
good life and what we must do to attain it, yet a reader can disagree with
it while appreciating his broader point. As a call for ordinary citizens to
engage with environmental questions and seriously ask what being an
environmentalist means, Limits succeeds.
3

Malthus, Essay on the Principle of Population, 86.
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Kenneth Hart Green and Martin D. Yaffe, eds., Emil Fackenheim’s Post-Holocaust
Thought and Its Philosophical Sources. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2021,
viii + 305 pp., $34.95 (paper).

Stev en H. Fr a n k el
Xavier University
Frankel@xavier.edu

In 1985, Emil Fackenheim delivered a lecture at Claremont to pay tribute
to Leo Strauss, to whom he had dedicated his best-known work, To Mend
the World.1 After recalling Strauss’s dramatic impact on his intellectual and
religious life, Fackenheim reflects on Strauss’s “self-restraint” in discussing
Nazism and the Holocaust. The reason for this reluctance, according to Fackenheim, was Strauss’s Platonism as reflected in his autobiographical Preface
to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion: “It is safer to try to understand the low in
the light of the high than the high in the light of the low. In doing the latter,
one necessarily distorts the high, whereas in doing the former one does not
deprive the low of the freedom to reveal itself fully for what it is.” Fackenheim
responds:
This is clearly Platonic: You understand the perverse state of the tripartite ‘soul’ in terms of its healthy state. Perversity and chaos come in
many forms, and you recognize them for what they are. It seems to me
that there are limitations here. The limitation is that there is one low
that cannot be understood, or does not fully reveal itself, if looked at
from the standpoint of the high. That low is Nazism and especially the
Holocaust. I think Plato—and maybe I should say both Athens and
Fackenheim’s lecture was delivered on March 26, 1985, at the Faculty House of the Claremont Colleges for the Claremont Chapter of Pi Sigma Alpha, the National Political Science Honors Society. To
Mend the World: Foundations of Future Jewish Thought (New York: Schocken Books, 1982). The lecture was published as “Leo Strauss and Modern Judaism,” Claremont Review of Books 4, no. 4 (1985),
and subsequently republished in Jewish Philosophers and Jewish Philosophy, ed. Michael Morgan
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 97–105.
1
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Jerusalem—is not adequate when it comes to confronting the diabolical evil that is the Holocaust.…I fully agree with Strauss that the high
has to be understood in its own terms; that if it is understood in terms
of the low, it is necessarily distorted. But if all the low is indiscriminately viewed in the light of the high, Auschwitz becomes just one
“tyranny” among others. It will be remembered in Plato’s Republic, the
ultimate political perversion is tyranny. But Plato did not and could
not conceive of the Holocaust because it had not yet happened.

One student who attended the lecture was Kenneth Blanchard Jr.
Blanchard’s analysis appears in a new collection of essays, Emil Fackenheim’s
Post-Holocaust Thought and Its Philosophical Sources, edited by Kenneth
Hart Green and Martin Yaffe. Fackenheim’s criticism that Strauss, like Plato
and Hegel, failed “to take evil sufficiently seriously” appears to be part of a
broader attack on Strauss’s sympathy for classical political rationalism. Fackenheim not only considers Strauss naive when it comes to evil, but also views
history rather than nature as our ultimate and best guide to understanding
the world. The Holocaust, for example, exposes the meaning of “transcendent
evil; it constitutes a unique rupture in the historical continuity of human life
and thought.”
Blanchard ably defends Strauss against these charges while showing their
depth and seriousness. His analysis points to a common theme of all the
essays in the volume, namely, their focus on uncovering the philosophic basis
of an issue rather than simply paying homage to Fackenheim or defending
his position. In other words, their authors are more concerned with exploring
the permanent features of an issue than seeking a simple resolution.
The volume’s editors, Green and Yaffe, have pioneered a new approach
to the study of Judaism and of revelation, following the trail blazed by Leo
Strauss. Green has already collected Strauss’s work on Maimonides and
written insightfully on Strauss, while Yaffe has collected Strauss’s work on
Mendelssohn, translated Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise, and written extensively on Gotthold Ephraim Lessing.2 This new collection follows
this work and extends it. Many of the central themes of Strauss’s work are
highlighted and analyzed in depth, including the tension between reason and
revelation as well the relation between ancient and modern philosophy. In
Yaffe’s book Emil L. Fackenheim: Philosopher, Theologian, Jew (Leiden: Brill), which he coedited
with Sharon Portnoff and James Diamond, appeared in 2008. Kenneth Hart Green has recently
published a detailed account of the development of Fackenheim’s thought, The Philosophy of Emil
Fackenheim: From Revelation to the Holocaust (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020). See
Jeffrey A. Bernstein’s review in Interpretation 44, no. 1 (Fall 2017): 503–18.
2
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addition, Strauss argued that access to premodern thought, whether revelation or classical political rationalism, is difficult for moderns because they
must first make their way through compelling arguments on behalf of historicism. Because Fackenheim was so profoundly influenced by Strauss, his
work constitutes an important response to Strauss both in its consideration of
historicism and in its defense of revelation. Green and Yaffe’s volume emphasizes the “philosophical sources” of Fackenheim’s work, that is, his credentials
as an interlocutor who recognizes that an adequate defense of revelation must
take into account the challenge of reason. Thus, the dialogue between Strauss
and Fackenheim presents a unique exchange between two thinkers who share
substantial common ground, yet draw different conclusions.
This volume will certainly help restore and fortify Fackenheim’s status
as a serious defender of revelation. Fackenheim’s position is easy to misrepresent, since he does not wholly reject historicism but moves through it on
his way to defending revelation as a permanent possibility. Thus, it is easy to
misrepresent his view by presenting him simply as a historicist who misread
medieval and ancient philosophy in order to establish the superiority of the
moderns. Further, any attempt to grapple with the Holocaust opens one to
the charge of exploiting the memory of the disaster in order to promote an
intellectual or political project, particularly on behalf of revelation. This volume fills out the picture of Fackenheim as a serious thinker and student of
philosophy and shows the inadequacy of all such charges.
To begin with, the claim that Fackenheim simply rejects ancients and
medieval philosophy ignores the fact, as Benjamin Lorch points out in his
essay, that Fackenheim “regard[ed] Maimonides as the ‘greatest’ and ‘wisest
of Jewish philosophers’ and devot[ed] the first part of his philosophical career
of the study of medieval and Jewish and Islamic thought” (19). As Lorch goes
on to show, Fackenheim’s inquiry concerns whether Maimonides’s treatment
of Aristotle “provides a model of serious engagement between Judaism and
philosophy”; Fackenheim concludes that such a model is inadequate for revelation’s encounter with modern philosophy, particularly that of Kant, Hegel,
Shelling, and Heidegger, and also in light of the Holocaust (24).
Martin Yaffe’s essay focuses on “the Kantian thread” that runs through
all of Fackenheim’s work and connects it to his early work that follows Kant’s
philosophical approach on the problem of evil as a perversion of the good.
Like many Jews, Fackenheim was deeply moved by the events of 1967. Barely
two decades after the Holocaust, the Arab nations threatened to destroy
the nascent state of Israel, which happened to be populated in large part by
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survivors of the Second World War. In an unlikely victory, Israel defeated its
neighbors in a matter of days. After the war, Fackenheim abandoned Kant’s
account of radical evil in favor of a theological approach, that is, an approach
that moves from God as a mere idea to God as a creator or commander, with
whom we have a relationship. Reading To Mend the World carefully, Yaffe
notes that Kant appears in two significant examples: in Adolph Eichmann’s
defense of mass murder, and in Kurt Huber’s explanation for his (heroic)
resistance to Nazism by inspiring the White Rose resistance movement.
Eichmann invokes Kant as justification for his decision to put his obligation
above self-interest and opportunism. Of course, in doing his duty to the state,
he was obliged to ignore another Kantian maxim on the inherent dignity
of every human being. That Eichmann and the Germans more generally
invoked Kant while ignoring his idea of progress casts grave doubt on the
idea of moral progress. This combination of the rejection of humanity and
the embrace of a diabolical evil constitutes an unprecedented and unique
breach in history and reveals an unanticipated possibility for humanity.
Quoting Elie Wiesel, Fackenheim suggests that at Auschwitz “not only Man
died, but the Idea of Humanity as well” (42). Huber’s example of resistance
despite impossible odds takes on meaning as an effort to “mend” this rupture,
which Fackenheim identifies as “tikkun,” invoking a Kabbalistic solution to
the Nazi horror. Yaffe subsequently considers whether Fackenheim’s theological turn is consistent with Kant.
Paul Wilford continues the focus on the problem of evil while illustrating
Fackenheim’s profound debt to Hegel. Wilford begins by recalling the premodern attempts to grapple with the problem of evil; for Thomas Aquinas, the
existence of evil constitutes the greatest challenge to belief in God and to the
“intelligibility of the world” (52). Nonetheless, the book of Job and the Psalms
suggest the possibility of “resolute faithfulness in the teeth of calamity” (52).
According to Wilford, Fackenheim believed that such faith must be subjected
to the experience of history in order to remain compelling. Such experience
provides vital evidence for our quest to understand our situation and respond
to such questions as “What kind of whole do we inhabit? What kind of home
is possible amid such disorder? How can we face evil and yet stay with this
world, stay with a God of history?” (53). However, even if we accept the claim
that history provides our bearings, we cannot wholly abandon philosophy,
since we need some way to sift through historical experience to avoid following “trivial fads or fashions” (54). Although Judaism had resisted history
since the destruction of the second Temple, this was an “understandable mistake,” but one that is no longer possible in light of the Holocaust. To respond
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to the question of evil then involves responding to the deeper question of
meaning. The Holocaust forces Jews to grapple with history as part of revelation; to do so, they need a modern guide. That guide appears to be Hegel, but
Fackenheim argues that Hegel’s thought falls short; any new guide “that will
move beyond Hegel, must do so by first addressing Hegel” (54). Wilford’s
essay explores Hegel’s effort to synthesize reason and revelation and shows
how such efforts focus on a reinterpretation of Christianity, and despite their
failure—Fackenheim argues that Hegel would not have been a Hegelian
after the Holocaust—nonetheless provide Fackenheim with the fundamental
framework for his own account of the historical development of Judaism. The
concept of revelation as an ongoing phenomenon reflects Fackenheim’s own
efforts to synthesize reason and revelation whereby the historical account is
mediated by philosophical reflection. Traditional Judaism assumes that there
is no history “of any significance between Sinai and the Messianic days” but
that view “cuts off [the believer’s] own history from world history, reduces
himself to a wordless monk, and confines the present effectiveness of the
God of all history to Jewish history” (67). Following Franz Rosenzweig and
Martin Buber, Fackenheim embraces the “new thinking” that understands
experiences that force one to confront the limits of reason or elicit surprise as
the means to understanding the shock of an epoch-changing event.
Martin Kavka begins his essay with the assertion, “we are too historically sophisticated today to think that Mendelssohn or Heschel or Levinas
had, or David Novak or Leon Kass has, uncovered Judaism in its pristine and
timelessly true form” (118–19). Sympathetic to historicism, Kavka goes on to
show how this belief in progress is rooted in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit
as presented in Fackenheim’s account of that work. Fackenheim’s analysis of
the Holocaust and the rupture with history is rooted in Hegel’s account of
the dialectical relation of our conceptual world and our experience. Kavka
allows for the development of Fackenheim’s thought, “yet his method was
always and everywhere Hegelian, for it was that method that allowed him to
endow life with the authority to determine thought, and to leave abstraction
behind” (124). In a highly creative turn, Kavka shows how Fackenheim criticizes the Jewish theologian Samson Raphael Hirsch for attempting to borrow
from Hegel to defend revelation, only to have Fackenheim’s own thought fall
victim to a similar defect.
Jeffrey Bernstein confirms the depth and breadth of Fackenheim’s philosophical education in his essay on Fackenheim’s debt to F. W. J. Schelling.
Though Fackenheim did not write extensively on Schelling, he remarks that
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Schelling “has been a great concern of mine all my life.” Bernstein offers a
whirlwind tour of Schelling’s thought to explain his profound impact on
Fackenheim. In Schelling’s view, philosophy has always remained confined
to a horizon of “negative philosophy,” that is, it begins from abstract principles and ascends to the idea of God. For Fackenheim, Schelling is the first
to recognize this horizon and call for a philosophy that begins “positively”
with existence as it plays out historically: “If negative philosophy makes
use of logic and conceptuality to ascend to the idea of God, positive philosophy would historically narrate the different periods of existence as they
emerge from God as the absolute existence” (146). If Schelling’s analysis is
correct, then a new possibility for the harmony between philosophy and
religion opens up in which philosophy plays an important and positive role
in “synthesizing reason and existence, idea and fact” (147). Bernstein shows
that Fackenheim follows this path, first discovering that the culmination of
negative philosophy, which presents God as a mere idea, leads to a kind of
crisis: “negative philosophy cannot attain the ground that gives it meaning”
and, recognizing this limit, philosophy is forced to reflect on its “existential
setting” and on God as a living reality. But here, as Bernstein notes, Fackenheim begins to separate himself from Schelling because of the dramatic
discrepancy between the world as existing “because an absolute Existent has
willed it” and the world as we find it, full of meaninglessness and evil (151).
The failure of Schelling’s philosophy to resolve this discrepancy, according to
Fackenheim, appears to suggest that philosophy is to blame for the failure to
harmonize reason and revelation.
Kenneth Hart Green examines Fackenheim’s debt to Franz Rosenzweig, whom Fackenheim considered “the leading and most powerful Jewish
thinker since Spinoza” (159). While Rosenzweig does not directly confront
Heidegger’s position, namely, that “every historical transcendence and every
claimed access to the eternal is a false escape from the inexorable fate of
human historicity,” Rosenzweig nonetheless offers “the fundamental clue”
on “the possibility of the transcendence of history in the midst of history”
(160). If philosophy and revelation require at least some glimpse of the eternal, then the fate of both hinges on finding some way to escape the cave of
historicity. Specifically, their fate requires our willingness to confront the
false confidence of modernity in historical progress and the superiority of
secularization. Rosenzweig claimed that the revelation of eternity had already
occurred at Sinai and had henceforth established the dimensions of faith.
He was confident therefore that nothing else revealed in history could alter
this framework. The suffering of the Jews merely confirms this framework.
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Every attempt to alleviate this suffering, such as the creation of a Jewish
state in Palestine, is an impious betrayal of that revelation. Yet the Nazis’
attempt to annihilate the Jews makes this position largely untenable, since
it reveals the possibility of the complete destruction of the Jews and, with it,
their faith. According to Green, the example of Rosenzweig inspired Fackenheim to search for the “revelation beyond history, occurring in history.” This
revelation must depart from the tradition in light of the Holocaust but can
nonetheless remain open to the possibility of revelation, that is, to a “transhistorical moment of history” which can be experienced only as a people
in history (166). The subsequent part of Green’s profound essay explores the
elements of the tradition that Fackenheim employed, such as the Lurianic
concept of divine contraction, to “revitalize” revelation as meaningful possibility in light of the Holocaust.
Steven Kepnes’s essay is easily the most critical attack on Fackenheim’s
thought as a whole. Kepnes argues that Fackenheim’s career can be divided
into two distinct phases, his early studies of philosophy and his post-Holocaust theology. The meaning and content of this transition from philosophy
to existential experience and history is motivated, Kepnes argues, by Fackenheim’s encounter with Martin Buber and his response to Kant. Specifically,
Kant’s division of thought into the phenomenal world of reason and science
and the noumenal world of God, freedom, and the thing in itself suggests
that reason has no role in theology. This division makes it difficult to accept
arguments based on tradition or religious authority and thereby undermines
theology (186). Buber’s response, which Fackenheim claims makes him “the
most profound spokesman of our time,” is to accept Kant’s account and find a
new path to the divine through the I-Thou relationship (187). The notion that
contemporary religious belief, that is, belief mediated by Kant’s analysis, can
be preserved through relationships that move beyond the phenomenal world
to an ordinarily inaccessible reality, is the essence of Buber’s response. But the
emphasis on religion as a dialogical relation with God abandons the foundations of traditional Jewish thought and “it remains unclear how, if God’s
revelation can include neither theological dogmas (oneness, eternity, antiidolatry) nor law (mitsvot, and a system of laws, i.e., halakha), it could serve
as a philosophy of revelation for Judaism” (188). Fackenheim has undermined
one of the central sources of creativity of the West and of the Jews to reflect on
their role as a nation of priests and a holy nation. In short, Kepnes argues that
Fackenheim has unwittingly contributed to the decline of Jewish thought.
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Waller Newell sets out to explain Fackenheim’s response to Martin
Heidegger and his extraordinary claim that Heidegger “engaged in no less
startling an enterprise than the Judaization of the entire history of Western
philosophy” (203). Surprisingly, Fackenheim agrees with much of Heidegger’s
analysis, beginning with his claim that Hegel failed to end the debate between
reason and revelation by synthesizing them within the dialectic of Spirit. Nor
does traditional metaphysics offer an alternative, as Heidegger shows, since
it merely projects onto the world an imaginary permanence and completion
that ignores the finitude of all things. That there is no truth about the good,
the just, or the holy means that reason’s judgments about being are incomplete
and unsatisfactory. We must, it seems, decide between worldviews without
the benefit of philosophy. The efforts of Hegel, Kant, Marx, and Nietzsche to
discover transcendence within history, for Fackenheim, have failed, and he
turns to Heidegger to find some way out of historicism. Like Strauss, Fackenheim argues that Heidegger’s critique of philosophy is more consistent and
compelling than Buber’s; nonetheless, Heidegger’s political judgment is so
badly flawed that it raises questions about his account of being. The cause of
this misjudgment is the rejection of the distinction between the sacred and
the profane, or the high and the low, so that Nazism appears to be hardly
distinct from other modern regimes “confronted by the ‘pincers’ of global
technology” (216). Newell challenges Fackenheim’s account of Heidegger
while simultaneously explaining its basis and attraction.
The volume concludes with Sharon Portnoff’s essay on Elie Wiesel. This
is fitting in several ways: first, since Fackenheim believed the Holocaust represented a breach in Western thought and history, he placed great import
on survivors like Wiesel, whose testimony provides firsthand access to an
unprecedented catastrophe. In addition, Wiesel remained a pious Jew who,
in contrast to Fackenheim, had according to Portnoff “more faith in God and
more recognition of the need for faith” (256). Finally, Wiesel and Fackenheim
were lifelong friends and interlocutors who struggled to make sense of the
Holocaust: “Does genocide indicate that the Jewish God does not exist or
has chosen another people? Is the Jewish God not strong enough to resist the
assault of the other nations? Or, rather, does lethal antisemitism indicate that
Jewish persecution is solely a human—and not a divine—problem?” (256).
To address these questions, both authors turned to the study of revelation,
specifically the story in Genesis, where God commands Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac. For Wiesel, Abraham is forced to choose between faith
and despair, but neither option makes sense; indeed, according to a midrash,
Satan tries to persuade Abraham that the test is meaningless and Wiesel says
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that Satan wields the weapon of truth. In choosing faith, Abraham chooses
a relation with God, that is, he chooses an experiential over an intellectual
truth. For Wiesel, the point of the story is for the reader to “relive it” and
reflect on the question of God’s presence in the midst of suffering. Fackenheim, following Wiesel’s suggestions, sees Abraham’s choice as analogous to
the problem raised by the Holocaust, namely, how “to inform contemporaneous Jewish experience with the Jewish past meaningfully” (281n59). But
Fackenheim does not follow Wiesel’s suggestion that the past contains “no
permanent content”; rather, he argues that the past cannot provide a sufficient basis for the future. The Holocaust has effectively destroyed the hope
that Jewish life can be sustained merely in reflecting on and preserving its
past. Kant had rejected the notion that the story of Isaac’s binding has a moral
teaching because God’s command to murder Isaac is immoral. Fackenheim
suggests that the lesson resides in the willingness of the text to “move on”
without resolving the experience. In this regard, the Torah provides a model
for post-Holocaust thought, insofar as it shows that the Holocaust has similarly revealed a new teaching rooted in the imperative of survival rather than
self-sacrifice.
To return to our original question about Fackenheim’s relation to Strauss,
the difference between them cannot simply be reduced to Fackenheim’s decision to embrace revelation over reason. While this certainly is a difference,
Green and Yaffe’s book demonstrates Fackenheim’s willingness to pursue the
argument through the thickets of modern philosophy. Nor is the difference
simply that of Fackenheim’s preference for modern thought over ancient
thought, since Fackenheim’s choice reflects his view that the Holocaust
cannot be accounted for in terms of ancient thought. Rather, the difference
appears to lie in their political meaning of the extreme or exceptional case.
Fackenheim’s view is that not only is the Holocaust exceptional in its cruelty
and barbarism, but it is unique such that we must reconsider philosophy and
revelation in its wake. In other words, the emergency situation or extreme
case takes precedence in our understanding of political life and we must take
our bearings from it.3

In Natural Right and History, Strauss argues for a more moderate position, one that does not ignore
the extreme and hence is not, as Fackenheim suggests, “naive.” He sees clearly the barbarity of Nazi
tyranny. Nonetheless, Strauss takes his bearings from the normal or usual situation. This allows him
to see the weaknesses of liberal democracy while preferring it to more extreme regimes. In short,
Strauss’s position is rooted in an older or premodern rationalism that is characteristic of Socratic
political philosophy.
3
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Green and Yaffe’s volume helps readers to grasp the major trends and
issues in modern Jewish thought. The collection provides an account of the
reformulation of the reason-revelation question in modern philosophy as
well as the challenge presented by the Holocaust to both camps. By restoring the dialogue between Strauss and Fackenheim, Green and Yaffe further
expose the ancient-modern divide and show its enduring relevance to the
reason-revelation debate.
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