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reality. Machiavelli acknowledges the existence of natural limits (for argu-
ments concerning Machiavelli’s understanding of nature and natural cycles,
see Jacobitti 2000 and Parel 2001; also Coby 1999); he simply doesn’t think
it productive for human beings (particularly our leaders) to be cowed by
life. I certainly do not mean to suggest here that Machiavelli is an Aristote-
lian (Pocock’s suggestion; see Pocock 1975 and Sullivan 1992); Machiavelli
clearly contends that our relationship with nature is largely adversarial. Yet
Machiavelli has no respect for anyone who is so weak as to despair in the
face of life (like Callimaco and Livy’s Lucretia). His Lucrezia is resourceful,
and when Fortune (which she refers to as God) presents an opportunity, she
knows she should take it: “I'm determined to judge that it comes from a heav-
enly disposition which has so willed; and I don’t have it in me to reject what
Heaven wills me to accept” (52). Lucrezia is well aware that she is enjoying
exceptionally good circumstances.

Lucrezia has a realistic sense of when (and whom) she can
push, and when she must wait. She is both the lion and the fox, Machiavelli’s
ideal model (in combination) for successful rule. Patrick Coby observes that
“the performing prince, like an actor on the stage, does better if he is no
one type but is able to play a variety of roles” (Coby 1999, 175). Lucrezia is
indeed perceived differently by different characters in the narrative. “This
variability Machiavelli advises and seems to expect, although he immediately
acknowledges that being both loved and feared may overtax the acting skills
of any given prince” (ibid.). Lucrezia too is both feared and loved, just as
Machiavelli recommends in The Prince (Machiavelli 1985, 66), and hated by
no one. Harvey Mansfield observes that “getting around Nicia is the same as
getting around the law” (Mansfield 2000, 11), but Lucrezia is the true “law-
giver” (tyrant is a more apt characterization), establishing the boundaries of
her household, as evidenced by the unreflecting and obedient parroting of
her words by both Nicia and Callimaco, as well as Ligurio and Camillo.

Machiavelli recommends a striving, a self-overcoming,
if one is inclined to fear or stasis. Lucrezia expresses fear because she has
learned to mistrust Fortune when it comes to childbearing. An inability to
get pregnant is sorely disappointing for a woman who desires a child to hold,
for whatever reason. Machiavelli suggests that in addition to her husband,
Lucrezia tried to conceive with “one of those big frati” to no avail (28). (Why
else would she attend twenty masses at the Servi?) But she overcomes her fear
and takes action, precisely the approach recommended by Machiavelli.
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Recall Lucrezia’s acute awareness of the necessity of main-
taining a good reputation, a concern clearly not shared by the male characters
in the play, most strikingly Ligurio and Callimaco, the one a known parasite
and the other an adulterer (a fact known to almost everyone in the play). And
of course it is one thing to be aware and concerned; quite another to be suc-
cessful in maintaining one’s image.

Consider too the ends, the desires and goals, of the various
actors. Are Ligurio and Callimaco’s actions motivated by pure self-interest?
Yes; in fact, it’s nearly impossible to view them any other way. And what of
Lucrezia? If she too is motivated by self-interest, it is a fact well hidden, and
known only to her. As discussed earlier, it is without exception the case that
everyone lives a better, happier life under Lucrezia’s new regime—even the
cuckolded Nicia, since Lucrezia is sure to be less frustrated with him from
now on (though pushing the case this far is surely to be understood as over-
the-top comedy on Machiavelli’s part: only in a fictional world could the
deposed ruler be better off). And even if Lucrezia is self-interested, isn’t her
self-interest arguably of a different variety than that of the male characters?
In contrast to Mary O’Brien’s claim that “Lucrezia has forgotten her desire for
children in her desire for Callimaco” (O’Brien 2004, 187), Lucrezia seems less
concerned about passionate sex than about procreation: Callimaco clearly
represents fertility in contrast to Nicia’s sterility. At what time in a woman’s
life is she more acutely aware of her connectedness to others than when she
is concerned with childbearing? A male character, particularly one possessed
of high social status and the latitude that accompanies such a position, would
obviously fail to raise these critical issues.

Yet one might object: what of Machiavelli’s infamous claim
about women in Book III.26 of The Discourses (“How Women Have Brought
About the Downfall of States™)? That Machiavelli could be serious here strains
credulity. Indeed on a close reading it is clear that in every example, men are
unable to restrain themselves and as a result create chaos. Women are not the
cause of the downfall of states; the uses to which men have put women are
to blame. It is in this context that Machiavelli brings up the Roman Lucre-
tia. Unlike men, women are not slaves to their sexual nature in Machiavelli’s
representations. Lucrezia, after all, is sexually calculating and empowered.

Finally, consider the implications of such a prince, a leader
not only acutely aware of the limits of her own existence but possessed of a
strong sense of her connectedness to others. Machiavelli suggests that only
armed with such knowledge can a prince be virtuous: adept at maintaining
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peace, and at cultivating the greatest good for the greatest number (defined
as the fulfillment of self-interest, against the ancient conception) (Sullivan
1992, 316; Mansfield 1985; 1996).

A final note regarding Machiavelli’s use of gender. While
we clearly see in Mandragola his use of a female character to raise issues of
autonomy, dependence, and their relation to good rule, Machiavelli is not a
biological essentialist, believing that only (or all) women possess particu-
lar innate qualities conducive to good rule. Indeed it seems most likely that
Machiavelli simply intends male rulers to learn from his observations about
women. Consider Machiavelli’s discussion of the Countess of Forli in both
The Prince and The Discourses (Zuckert 2004 and Saxonhouse 1985 give inter-
esting, albeit quite different, analyses of the significance of the Countess). We
get different bits of information about her in each work. In The Discourses,
in a chapter seemingly devoted to conspiracies, Machiavelli describes the
Countess’s political acumen in outsmarting a group of citizens who, having
killed her husband, took the Countess and her children prisoner. Fearing for
their own safety, however, the rebels decided that they must gain control of
the citadel, which the governor refused to hand over. Machiavelli writes,

...Mistress Catherine, as the countess was called, promised the con-
spirators that, if they would let her go to the citadel, she would arrange
for it to be handed over to them. Meanwhile they were to keep her
children as hostages. On this understanding the conspirators let her
go to the citadel, from the walls of which, when she got inside, she
reproached them with killing her husband and threatened them with
vengeance in every shape and form. And to convince them that she did
not mind about her children she exposed her sexual parts to them and
said she was still capable of bearing more. The conspirators, dumb-
founded, realized their mistake too late, and paid the penalty for their
lack of prudence by suffering perpetual banishment. (Machiavelli
1970, 419)

Having recovered from our initial shock (!), it is most instructive to compare
this passage with the account found in The Prince:

In our times fortresses have not been seen to bring profit to any prince,
unless to the Countess of Forli, when Count Girolamo, her consort,
died; for by means of a fortress she was able to escape a popular upris-
ing, to await help from Milan, and to recover her state. And the times
then were such that a foreigner could not help the people. But later,
fortresses were worth little to her when Cesare Borgia attacked her,
and her hostile people joined with the foreigner. Therefore, then and
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before it would have been more secure for her not to be hated by the
people than to have had fortresses. (Machiavelli 1985, 87)

Notice that it is in The Prince, perhaps surprisingly, that Machiavelli cau-
tions potential rulers to an awareness of their very real interrelation with
and dependence upon their subjects. Notice too that we don’t see precisely
how self-sufficient the Countess believes herself to be unless we also read the
account in The Discourses, where she demonstrates how little her children
mean to her—she can always make more, she asserts. Amazingly, she fails to
recognize the simple truth that making more requires at least one other. The
very form of Machiavelli’s work here reflects its content, purely and simply.
And one doesn’t need to think very far to realize that the walled fortress might
just be a metaphor for the human desire for complete self-sufficiency, and
consequently, the tale one of precisely how misguided, nay dangerous, Machi-
avelli finds such unchecked desire. Indeed, he writes, “I shall blame anyone,
who trusting in fortresses, thinks little of being hated by the people” (ibid.).

ADDENDA

1. In The Prince Machiavelli describes Cesare Borgia’s prag-
matic treachery. Needing to gain control of an unruly province, Borgia sent
de Orco to Romagna with the absolute authority to rule as he saw fit. De Orco
calmed the region quickly, with the use of much force and cruelty (just as
Borgia expected, Machiavelli implies), and, not surprisingly, acquired much
hatred among the populace. Borgia, wishing to show that any cruelty had not
been his own but was de Orco’s, and seeking to purge, preserve, and enhance
his own reputation, deprived him of power, set up a civil court, then had de
Orco placed in the center of Cesena in two pieces (Machiavelli 1985, 30).

2. Behuniak-Long (1989) nicely summarizes the story:
“Lucretia was the name of the Roman matron whose rape was reported in
book one of From the Founding of the City by Livy. Threatened with death
and a plan to disgrace her by placing a dead slave next to her corpse, Lucretia
submitted to the sexual assault of Sextus Tarquinius. Later, upon the arrival
of her husband and father, she tearfully tells them of the rape and has them
swear that they will avenge her. They comfort her by telling her that ‘it is the
mind that sins, not the body: and that where purpose has been wanting there
is no guilt’... Unheeding, Lucretia takes a knife from her bodice and kills
herself” (266-67).
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This is a report on Strauss’s only course on Vico, taught in
the autumn quarter of 1963, at the University of Chicago. Like the course
itself, it attempts to identify questions for further study more than to resolve
any of the massive issues Vico raises.

I must begin with several cautions against taking what fol-
lows to represent Strauss’s final or unqualified view of Vico or any other of
the subjects discussed. First, even apart from the question of whether tran-
scripts of his seminars are the best places to look for his most conclusive
reflections, the transcript of this course is in very bad condition. Seminars
8, 10, and 16 are missing altogether (as matters stand, the transcript includes
few general statements and few that claim to be final); there are frequent
lacunae in what is reported (including the frequent or almost usual failure
to capture the many questions and comments by members of the class), and
some of these lacunae occur at moments of special importance; the tran-
scripts of most seminar sessions end before the seminar itself did (see 7.2, for
example); and there are also errors in the transcript (the obvious ones, like a
reference to Rome’s defeat of Carthage in 1724 or “Stengler” for “Spengler,”
lead me to fear there are others that are less easy to detect).

Second, Strauss begins this course by explaining that it is
the first time he has taught Vico—this for the very simple reason that he
had never studied him; he frequently indicates throughout the course that
his own and the group’s reflections on Vico should be understood to be pre-
liminary; he volunteers that his initial reasons for taking up Vico should not
guide their study of the text (2.2-3); he more regularly states what would have
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to be studied to achieve a full understanding of Vico than professes to be
presenting the fruits of such an understanding; and he occasionally changes
his mind during the course of class (or in a subsequent class). Strauss also
candidly reports that the New Science is a puzzling or even “strange” book.
[Such thoughtful devotees of Vico as Bergin and Fisch do not hesitate to say
Vico “misremembers, misquotes, distorts, or misrepresents” his sources, and
they add bracketed exclamation points throughout their edition of the New
Science to call attention to such apparent lapses (Vico 1986, xviii). Strauss
stops short of leveling this charge, but he does register occasional surprise at
some of the peculiar characteristics of Vico’s writing, such as his penchant
for implausible etymologies (9.8; 11.12; 5.3; 13.6; 9.3).] In short, Strauss is
careful not to claim that his short course, which lasts only eight weeks and
takes up Vico’s Autobiography in sessions 2-4 and his New Science in sessions
4-15, presents anything like a comprehensive or final teaching on Vico. Nor
does it appear that Strauss made Vico central to his subsequent studies. (See,
however, the second paragraph of Strauss’s preface to the seventh impression
of Natural Right and History, 1971, vii).

Third, the seminar touches on a wide variety of challenging
authors and issues. The best student of this transcript would know the fol-
lowing well: the Bible and especially the Old Testament; Spinoza (especially
his Biblical criticism); Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant,
and Hegel; Machiavelli’s treatment of Livy and, indirectly, of the Bible; tradi-
tional teachings on natural right and natural law; and much more. Moreover,
Vico’s New Science appeared in several substantially different editions during
his lifetime, and the text of the third edition, used by Strauss, has been heav-
ily edited, first in its Italian original by Nicolini (Vico 1928), and then in the
English translation by Bergin and Fisch (Vico 1986). Strauss stresses that a
more serious study of Vico would require more frequent consultation of the
original manuscripts (13.10-11).

In keeping with the imperfect accuracy of the transcript, the
informal and tentative nature of remarks made in a seminar, and the ways
remarks are revised from time to time, I will not use quotation marks even if
I should quote the transcript directly; unless noted otherwise, all quotations
are from Vico.

The total length of the surviving transcript is about 160
single-spaced typed pages. Strauss’s share of this is perhaps 50 percent; the
other 50 percent records comments by others or the reading of Vico, or is
merely blank space.
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I begin with seminars 9 and 1, and I devote disproportionate
attention to them, for these are the two seminars in which Strauss speaks at
greatest length and in the most general terms. In seminar 9 Strauss presents
a suggested program for anyone going to pursue Vico further. By so doing, he
indicates that the course points toward a study more than it presents one. His
overview also takes up again his opening justification for teaching Vico; after
reviewing it, I shall turn back to the first seminar and its parallel but more
complete account of the reasons he chose to teach the course.

s

Strauss states that he wishes to understand better the
replacement of natural right by history, and he elaborates by brief references
to Ernst Troeltsch, Karl Mannheim, and Martin Heidegger (9.3-4). Troeltsch
indicated that this replacement had occurred in Germany after World War
I, while in the non-German West the tradition of natural right continued to
enjoy support, but Troeltsch also let it be known that in spite of the political
advantages of the natural right tradition, he could not himself embrace it.
Mannheim was more superficial than Troeltsch, but his popular restatement
of Troeltsch in Ideology and Power helped to spread his ideas more broadly
into the social sciences in the West. Partly for this reason, Troeltsch’s percep-
tion of a vigorous natural rights tradition in the West is hardly to be seen
today, at least in the academy. But Troeltsch is now forgotten, and this is
simply because Heidegger put what Troeltsch had to say in a deeper and
much more interesting manner: Strauss presents his own studies as a reac-
tion to Heidegger, and he sees natural right as the most direct response to
history. His interest in Vico is in trying to understand better the replacement
of natural right by history, for Vico is a candidate for being the first to effect
this replacement. Strauss notes that Vico frequently uses the phrase “natural
right [diritto natural],” but this traditional phrase must not keep us from
seeing the extent to which he historicizes its meaning. [See also Strauss 1971,
1-2, and, more generally, chapter 1. In this text Strauss does not mention
Heidegger (or Mannheim or Spengler), but its most obvious difference from
the Vico seminar is that it also outlines responses or alternatives to the his-
torical approach.]

In looking back to the first seminar, we find a parallel but
much more complete account of why Strauss turned his attention to Vico
(and why he did not do so earlier), so I turn now to it. In this account he
speaks of Vico’s influence on modern historical criticism in the nineteenth
century, which was especially concerned with the interpretation of Homer
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and of early Roman history, but Strauss also traces its fundamental principle
to Spinoza, whose use of history in interpretation was focused on the Old
Testament. Spinoza, then, is earlier and of more fundamental importance
than Vico, at least in this regard.

This said, Strauss pauses to explain his turn to Vico on the
basis of the problem of history. This problem appears first as a solution, for it
organizes the chaos of multiple and conflicting answers to the question of the
good or just society. These many answers, whose number and variety may
appear so overwhelming as to induce skepticism, turn out to be linked to the
times and places in which they were given, so this chaos of ideas is reduced
to a certain order. Of course Aristotle and Locke disagreed on property, for
example: each was an exponent of a very different society. The multitude of
conflicting doctrines is thus replaced by a single doctrine, the doctrine that
doctrines are functions of their times. But the neatness of this solution comes
at a heavy price, for it implies that political philosophy as the search for the
regime that is simply good or just is not possible. All thinkers turn out to be
sons or stepsons of their times, even or especially in their highest thoughts.

This view seemed to Spengler to imply the equality of all
high cultures and to American anthropologists to imply the equality of all
cultures, and this equality is now the prevailing way of seeing this issue. And
yet at the same time we speak of developed and underdeveloped nations, and
so we imply that cultures are unequal. In short, there is an egalitarian view on
the one hand and on the other is the view that there is and should be progress
from the underdeveloped to the developed culture. Historically speaking, the
belief in progress was earlier, and it is associated with the view that science
is not merely the expression of a particular culture but transcends cultures:
physics proper is neither Venezuelan nor Chinese.

The earlier modern view, that science and progress establish
the inequality of cultures, is denied by Spengler, whom Strauss considers to
be of supreme importance as a popularizer of the historicist view. “Science”
needs an adjective in this view, and even the diffusion of modern Western
science does not establish that it is science proper; it is evidence rather of
Western cultural domination. Indeed, modern science rests on hypotheses
which cannot be proven with the same rigor as the proofs that come to be
made on the basis of these hypotheses, so it cannot be simply scientific at
its foundation. In short, an analysis of science might in the end support the
claim that all thought is historical (1.2-3).
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In the meantime, however, the success of modern natural
science keeps alive the rival claim that there is at least some knowledge that
transcends culture or history, and this reminds of the Greek distinction
between nature and nomos (law, convention, custom). It is nature that sci-
ence seeks to understand, while historicism seeks to interpret the changes
in nomos over time. Nonetheless, the nature/nomos relationship comes to
be understood differently. Whereas changes in nomos had been understood
as caused by human action, historicism came to understand them as the
consequence of a process of growth and hence as natural. What had been
understood as nomos comes to be seen as natural; historicism expands the
scope of nature (1.4). [See also Strauss 1971, 11.]

Or, to approach this problem in a different way, travelers
in the old days, like Odysseus or Marco Polo, saw a variety of cultures. But
among these different cultures, some things are common: men, women,
and children are different kinds of human beings, and human beings are not
horses. These seemingly obvious points might be called the floor, while the
points on which cultures disagree are the ceiling or the heights. The first step
of philosophy, then, would be to try to replace mere opinion on the heights
with knowledge. The task would be to ascend from the agreed facts regarding
the floor, facts that do not differ from tribe to tribe, to the heights.

But this view was challenged in modern times: we have no
knowledge of things in themselves, even of simple things like dogs. Rather,
we know only phenomena. All our raw sensations become organized by the
forms by which we interpret them. Our understanding is not perception; it is
rather the putting of form on matter. This holds as well in the case of nature,
for our understanding consists in imposing laws of human understanding on
nature. Instead of coming to know what is highest, these forms or categories
(as Kant called them) are themselves what is “highest”; instead of seeing what
a tribe looks up to as highest, the modern anthropologist looks for the cat-
egories by which the tribe perceives and thinks. Whereas before the traveler
might wonder whether the views of some tribe might be true or true in some
important respect, now all thought is understood to be colored by the use of
certain categories. Ultimately, then, there are no knowable facts: what we call
facts are already an interpretation (1.6).

But what if the categories by which we interpret things do
not always take the same form? It was a still later modern development to
see these categories as changing radically in different ages or cultures. In this
view, all thought—not only opinions about the highest things—is historical.
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Strictly speaking, then, no fact goes unchanged from one culture to another,
for even simple things have different connotations or metaphorical meanings
in different cultures. It is in this general connection that Strauss sees Vico
as having been important, for even though he precedes Kant by two genera-
tions, he goes beyond him in preparing for this historical approach, which is
so dominant today. Studying Vico thus might help understand the birth and
development of historicism. [Cf. Strauss 1971, 13: “The genesis of historicism
is inadequately understood.”]

Strauss discusses the changed meanings of the word “his-
tory” (from inquiry, to an inquiry that can be resolved only by consulting the
human record, to the results or object of such an inquiry); one consequence
of these changes is that nature and history become wholly separate areas of
study. He also discusses the absence of history in the strict sense from the Old
Testament, and the origins of the historical school in the early nineteenth
century. He stresses in particular that the historical school initially had
the conservative purpose of opposing the emphasis on natural law and the
fabrication of constitutions that underlay the French Revolution [cf. Strauss
1971, 13-16]. Growth, not fabrication, should characterize political change,
and positive law should not be so lightly discredited by appeal to supposed
natural law. Historical consciousness thus was to take the place of natural
law and its potential for justifying radical breaks with the past. History must
therefore be understood in light of the natural law which it was introduced
to replace (1.8-9). A sign of this replacement is speaking not of the rights of
man, which depend on a view of nature, but of the rights of Englishmen,
which stress a historical category.

Returning briefly to natural law, then, Strauss stresses the
challenges posed to Thomistic natural law in the seventeenth century and
after. In particular, laws need to be promulgated, and Thomas maintained
that the natural law was sufficiently promulgated through the conscience.
Hobbes, Locke, and especially Rousseau challenged this notion (and tra-
ditional natural law in general), for early man was too simple or savage to
understand his duties. Strauss sees Vico’s thinking as akin to that of Rous-
seau for its emphasis on the bestiality and pre-rationality of early man, but
he notes that Vico did not write a book, like The Social Contract, that would
outline a solution to the problem (1.10-11).

It becomes clear in the second class that the first class did
not end at this point, but the transcript does. Readers are thus left with the
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pleasant challenge of putting together what appear to be several different
reflections on the problem of history.

Although Strauss stressed that the seminar should take Vico
on his own terms, regardless of Strauss’s initial reasons for teaching him, as
of the ninth meeting of the seminar he appears not to have changed his view
about the possibility that Vico was early and instrumental in the replacement
of natural right by history. [Bergin and Fisch try to map Vico’s influence,
which they find to be profound. They see him as especially important for
changes in “the sciences of social change” and the scientific study of history,
but they admit a full account of these changes had not been presented as of
their writing. They cite Strauss’s chapter on history in his book on Hobbes
(Strauss 1963a) as a model for such studies (Vico 1963, 20, 210n7).] But to
study Vico’s roles in the replacement of natural right by history, Strauss sug-
gests the following program would have to be followed (9.2-6).

L. First, one would need to make Vico’s critique of natural
right explicit. His critique takes the form especially of criticism of Grotius,
Selden, and Pufendorf, whom Vico calls “the three princes of the doctrine of
the natural right of the genti” [328], but Strauss suspects that Vico’s criticism
is different in different parts of the New Science, and he considers this worthy
of further study.

II. In addition, however, Strauss asks about the extent to
which this criticism extends also to Thomas Aquinas, to Cicero, and to other
important teachings on natural right, and his comment here leads to a gen-
eral question about how Vico writes. Vico concentrates his critique on “the
three princes,” but Strauss suspects it has a broader reach and even more
distinguished targets. Might Vico intend a tacit critique even of the sacred
tradition, even though he formally exempts it from his analysis?

III. Third, one would have to study carefully the variety
within natural right as understood by Vico. Vico elaborates three stages of
natural right—divine, heroic, and human—but it remains to identify these
stages with full precision, both what they are and how each one develops
out of its predecessor. One must especially attend to distinctions between
rational and non-rational mechanisms and between pre-political and politi-
cal human beings.

IV. Strauss calls, fourth, for a special focus on the third
age, that of human beings living politically; in particular, what does it mean
that civil equity is identical to the reason of state [320]? Is civil equity then
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identical to political utility? And how does Vico assess democracy and mon-
archy for their ability to promote this utility?

V. Strauss next asks why Vico’s new science is given a theo-
logical form. In particular, Vico claims to see divine providence at work in
the unfolding of history, at least in the way the selfish or asocial actions of
bestial men gradually bring about life in society and the common good, a
development as remarkable as or more remarkable than the promises implicit
in the metaphor of Adam Smith’s “invisible hand.”

VI. — VILI. Strauss adds two more points. He wonders about
the precise locus of Vico’s originality, and he invites a critique of Vico. Does
Vico achieve his goal of establishing a social physics?

Now, since Strauss indicates that these seven questions
should form a future program of study, he clearly does not think his brief
seminar has amounted to such a study; but this does not mean he has not
made at least a start on several or most of these points. Since they identify the
themes he considers to be most worthy of continued study, it makes sense to
give them prominence and to organize this review of his course with them in
mind. His third question is best suited for conveying a brief introduction to
Vico, so I depart from Strauss’s order and begin with it. The others will follow
in the order Strauss gives them, as the Roman numerals will help to show.

III. Vico emphasizes a schema according to which there are
three main ages of human history, each with its own natural right: divine,
heroic, and human. Strauss calls for increased precision on these three ages
and on the mechanics of their development one from another.

Strauss emphasizes the following main points: men in
the first or “divine” age were pre-rational brutes; there was a promiscuous
mingling of the sexes, with paternity going unrecognized; these individual
“cyclopes,” as Vico calls them, eventually developed rude and violent reli-
gious beliefs or superstitions, retreated into caves to form families, acquired
speech, and formed into assemblies, thus beginning the second or “heroic”
age (if they did not use fraud as well as force, it was only because they were too
dumb to do so, 14.3 on 817). These assemblies of cyclopes (or “patricians,”
since Vico uses the Romans as the key example) lorded it over weaker follow-
ers (or “plebeians”), who sought out their protection; the growing numbers
of the plebeians eventually enabled them to overthrow the patricians, and
the human age was born. (Although human beings exist in all three ages,
only the third age is called “human,” which shows that Vico uses this word
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in a stronger and a weaker sense. One might also think of it as “the humane
age,” cf. 11.8 on 578.) First democracy and then monarchy generally prevailed
in the human age; the human age will be replaced by a return to barbarism,
as already happened once in the “the returned Barbarian times,” which is
how Vico refers to the middle ages (4.10-11 on 25; 4.7 on 8; 11.3 [cf. 190-91,
338-39]).

As for natural right, it exists in all three ages but is different
for each, a point Strauss says cannot be overemphasized (12.3; 13.1; 12.7-8
on 631: “providence turned the natural right of the greater genti [the patri-
cians]...into the natural right of the lesser genti [the plebeians]”). The three
ages are radically different, but each is natural. Hence, when Vico uses the
phrase “the so-called state of nature,” Strauss suggests he does so because all
ages are generated by natural necessity (12.6 on 629; 6.8-9 on 141-42). And
hence on another occasion, when Vico repeats the word “naturally” twice in
a single sentence, Strauss takes the opportunity to underscore that the whole
process is natural (11.11 on 583 [middle]). Strauss clarifies by explaining that
natural right does not have the character of law, written or unwritten, but
of custom (5.10 on 67 [and 1107, end]). That is, natural right—at least or
especially in the first age—Ilacks the sense of “ought” or duty: it is what was
done as if by custom. Certainly it is not a deduction of reason; it is immanent
in the men of the time. (See also 7.12 on 314-15, where Strauss again stresses
that primitive natural right is not the natural right of philosophers or moral
theologians.)

It helps to remember that Strauss introduced Vico as apply-
ing the new science of Galileo, Bacon, and Newton to human things in an
effort to understand in principle all of human history (9.3). As such, Vico’s
science should be understood as explanatory, not as offering advice to states-
men (12.6; 6.5). His history is a critical history, one in which there is nothing
miraculous; everythingis natural (see Addendum 1). This view, which Strauss
links to Thucydides, also stresses that the origins are imperfect. Vico may
have made this more clear than anyone earlier (6.3; see also 7.9 on Ibn Khal-
dun). As the foregoing implies, Vico notes how people did govern in different
ages, but he does not advise them about how they ought to govern. Similarly,
he sees nature as operating through or behind human choice, for what had
been seen by Plato and Aristotle as strictly nomos comes to be seen by Vico as
due to nature: the positing of Zeus by the Greeks, Jupiter by the Romans, and
Teutonic gods by the Germans is rooted in nature. Vico even asserts that the
particular words given to things are by nature and not by convention. The



174 Interpretation

natural variety among nations might help make this idea plausible or useful
(9.1 [cft. 445]); it appears from 9.3 that the names of things are not clues to the
named things themselves but to the mentality of the nations which coined
these names. Strauss confesses a readiness to emphasize this point with the
following overstatement: for Vico, convention too is natural (4.5-6).

But if these are the main points he emphasizes in regard
to the three ages, Strauss is not entirely satisfied by them (e.g. 6.10-11). In
the first place, he finds Vico’s distinction among the three ages a bit unclear.
It appears as though the divine age is characterized by the belief that gods
inhabit the earth with men, that the heroic age is when heroes, born of the
gods, are believed to live with men, and the human age is when there are no
longer either gods or heroes, but only men. But do men in the heroic age not
believe that the gods still walk the earth? And does Vico mean to suggest that
religion can wither away in the human stage? Will it not always exist?

Perhaps a sharper distinction between the heroic and human
ages is inequality, since the heroic age holds that the patricians and plebe-
ians are of wholly different origins; perhaps a sharper distinction between
the divine and heroic ages is that the cyclopes of the divine age are wholly
disunited, whereas those of the heroic age form a group of united cyclopes
that holds others in subjection (11.9 on 570; 3.9). Still another reason Strauss
puzzles over the three ages is that philosophy is characteristic of the third age,
and yet it often does not exist where Vico’s schema would lead one to expect
it (5.4-5 [e.g. 1101, 1043]). These and other reasons lead Strauss to wonder
how and how strictly Vico means to differentiate these three ages; after all,
Strauss notes, Vico attributes this differentiation to the Egyptians and treats
it as hypothetical at 737 (5.7; 6.12).

A different sort of problem regarding the differentiation of
the ages concerns the relationship between the original barbarism and “the
returned barbarism,” which is how Vico refers to the Middle Ages. Strauss
notes that the latter, which is presented as a return to the former, is different
in that it has traditions that have carried over from a preceding civilization,
including Christianity, the Latin language, and scholasticism (6.11 on 159;
12.11-12; 14.13 on 842-43). Such differences as these need to be noted and
their importance assessed. (See also 1106, where Vico distinguishes the old
barbarism from the new by speaking of “a barbarism of sense” versus “a bar-
barism of reflection.”)
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As for Strauss’s question about the precise mechanism by
which history is driven forward, the extant transcript does not focus on it.
Strauss calls attention to the struggle between Vico’s stronger and weaker,
his “patricians” and “plebeians,” but this is not developed into a more com-
prehensive mechanics (4.10 on 18). Strauss does stress the naturalness of the
entire process and sees it as presided over by a kind of law in the sense of
modern science. Even though nature for Vico retains its etymological conno-
tations of birth, and the origins are especially important for him, the process
from beginning to end is also natural (3.1). Whatever the particulars of the
process, it is akin to Newton’s mechanical laws (4.2 on 2).

Having reviewed the seminar with an eye on Vico’s pre-
sentation of the three ages of human history and of natural right, I turn to
Strauss’s call for study of Vico’s criticism of “the three princes of the doctrine
of natural right” (topic I). This topic arises explicitly in seminars 3 and 9
and implicitly when he discusses Vico’s understanding of primitive man. He
does not take up each of Vico’s several criticisms of the three princes [cf. 310,
397, 493]; his focus is on Vico’s insistence that men before the founding of
the earliest nations were barbaric (cf. 4.7 on 8; 4.8 on 14). Vico’s early men
were beasts. They were cannibalistic (12.9 on 644), wracked by superstitious
fears, in a state of “nefarious promiscuity of things and women” (16), ready
to offer their children up as human sacrifices (517); they were not rational
(923; see also 17, 547, 916, 570). The three princes hold that natural law is
principally the law of reason, but Vico indicates that such a law would have
no effect on the pre-rational men of the earliest times. The mistake of the
three princes is taking the natural right of the philosopher to be the natural
right of the nation (3.9-10). Any natural right operative on men before or as
they first became political had to have been something very primitive, for the
men themselves were very primitive. Natural right, for Vico, was identical
to the customs of the early tribes; it was not a law of reason, and it does not
apply to all men at all times (3.10). [Vico frequently uses the phrase diritto
natural, and Strauss and his reader render it as “natural right,” not “natu-
ral law,” as do Bergin and Fisch (Vico 1963 and 1986). “Natural law” (legge
naturale) also occurs, as in 292, but less often.] Vico finds it impossible to
think that man’s entrance into civil society was presided over by rules of the
sort that philosophers might only understand two thousand years later (see
Addendum 2), and he thus also explains it to have been an error that the
three princes assumed that early men were essentially the same as they were:
to the contrary, human nature had changed. One source of this mistake was
paying too much attention to what writers said about the origins. The three
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princes should have based their thought directly on “the authority of the
human race,” not on “the authority of the learned” (350).

Strauss stresses that natural right as understood by Vico did
not require divine revelation for its promulgation; it was hence intelligible
to gentiles as well as to Jews and Christians. But what was “promulgated” to
the bestial men at that time was very limited, limited perhaps to a kind of
intra-tribal morality followed by the ruling group (or “patricians”). In this
connection Strauss cites Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding
regarding the nonexistence of innate principles and suggests Vico makes this
point more powerfully than many others (3.10; 12.1; 11.5-6).

The usual emphasis on natural right shifts to natural law in
seminar 7, thanks to 292, which speaks of “a natural royal law.” After asking
what is meant by laws of nature, Strauss contrasts an older notion as expressed
by Joseph Hooker with more modern conceptions expressed by Spinoza and
Hobbes. The importance of a telos or end is rejected in the modern view, but
so is the view that there are fixed essences. Noting that Hobbes substituted the
word “effects” for the word “properties” used in the earlier Latin edition of
the Leviathan, Strauss suggests that the modern view replaces the traditional
focus on fixed properties by an emphasis on efficient causes (7.5). All this is
implied in Vico’s focus on the birth or genesis of things. Concomitant with
their focus on efficient causes, moderns such as Hobbes sought to discover
laws of actual behavior, not correct or moral behavior; more generally, they
concentrated their attention not on the “why” or on the first things, which
concerned both the natural and the political philosophers of antiquity, but
on the “how.” The success of modern natural science is easy to see; here we
see its modesty (7.7-9).

Related to the question of whether there are essences—
Strauss here seizes the opportunity to defend an apparently tautological
defense of essences in Moliere’s Le Malade Imaginaire, that a virtus dormitiva
causes sleep—is the question of what we can know, and Strauss refers to Vico’s
famous view that we know only what we make and to his own treatment of
Hobbes’ version of this view in Natural Right and History, 172-73. If politi-
cal institutions are manmade, they become fully knowable to us (though
whether they are manmade is a point on which Hobbes and Vico may differ,
7.7); and if the gods make everything, we could on this principle understand
nothing (12.4-5 on 412; for the implied difficulty in understanding nature,
2.1 [cf. 331]).



On Strauss on Vico: A Report on Leo Strauss’s Course on Giambattista Vico 177

In light of this complex of issues, Strauss comments that he
finds the concept of laws of nature to be among the most difficult (7.8).

II. The second point of Strauss’s call for study invites us to
consider both the full reach of Vico’s critique and the possibility that he is not
always forthright about the full implications of his teaching (9.4-5). Might
it extend also to St. Thomas, Cicero, or even the Bible? [That Vico might
understate the reach of his thought is suggested much more emphatically by
Bergin and Fisch, albeit in a very different context. They see him as having
presented revolutionary philosophical teachings as if they were an exercise in
Latin etymology (Vico 1963, 8-9).]

Strauss calls attention to a passage in which Vico presents his
criticism of the three princes as an act of Catholic piety: they were Protestant,
so to show their errors is to advance the glory of the Catholic Church (3.11 on
Autobiography, 173; cf. 155, on Grotius as a “heretical author”). But Strauss
cannot help but notice that Vico is also openly enthusiastic about Bacon, a
proponent of a new natural science whose principles Vico seeks to apply to
society, and Bacon happened to have been a Protestant (3.5-6). Could Vico
really understand his project as a defense of Catholicism against Protestants?
And what of the substance of Vico’s criticism of the three Protestants? Insofar
as his criticism of them rests on a new understanding of natural right and of
primitive man, does it not extend also to Catholic authors as well, such as St.
Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas (9.4; 3.11)? Strauss doubts the view that
Vico really advances his teaching as a defense of the Church.

But Strauss’s eye is more focused on the divide between
believer and non-believer than on that between Catholic and Protestant, and
the seminar frequently considers the relationship between Christian ortho-
doxy and particular passages in Vico (see Addendum 3). As a general caution,
Strauss mentions that in considering this question, the standards for Chris-
tian orthodoxy should not be defined by the views of today’s theologians
(5.1-2); it could even be that Vico was among those who helped to change the
standards employed by subsequent theologians. (A parallel but less frequent
question for the seminar was whether Vico was politically orthodox: did he
imply criticism of monarchy, and how could he do so in an age of strong
monarchs?)

Although Strauss does not announce a definitive resolution
of the question of Vico’s relationship to orthodoxy, he does indicate a vari-
ety of ways it arises. In the first place Vico may limit the apparent religious



178 Interpretation

implications of his new science of history by the distinction between genti
and nazioni. The former word may mean “peoples,” but its meaning may
also be limited to gentiles, not Hebrews; nazioni includes Jews and gentiles
alike. Vico thus may help to protect his reputation for orthodoxy by limiting
his teaching to the genti; the history of the chosen people is best left to more
authoritative sources (4.7 on 8; cf. 5.2).

But Vico is not entirely vigilant in maintaining this firewall.
Strauss notes, for example, that Vico uses nazioni, not genti, when he says “the
first writers of both ancient and modern nations were poets” (14.13 on 8438),
so it would appear from this passage that the first writers among the Hebrews
possess no special authority. Similarly, the title to Book IV, “The Course
the Nations [Nazioni] Run,” also would seem to extend Vico’s analysis to
Jews and Christians as well as to others (15.2; cf. 3.1 on Autobiography, 172).
Another use of nazioni is noted in 931, and it links the Jews and gentiles in the
third or human stage of history, when articulate speech is used by all. Should
they not be linked in the heroic and divine stages as well (15.4-5)? Strauss also
notes that Vico calls his history “universal” (5.6-7 on 51 [where the transcript
reads “prior to orthodoxy,” I understand “proper to orthodoxy”]).

Even where the more inclusive word nazioni is not used,
Strauss wonders about the bearing of Vico’s profane history on sacred history.
He notes, for example, a passage in which Vico treats the Hebrews in essen-
tially the same way he treats other practitioners of the heroic natural law, such
as the American Indians and the Abyssinians (12.12 on 658; see also 12.12 on
660), and he wonders whether comments on gentile history are sometimes
mentioned to call to mind Biblical parallels. Might a discussion of Aeneas’s
flight from Troy and founding of Rome shed light on Moses’ flight from
Egypt and legislation for the Jews (13.13 on 772)? Might Vico’s account of the
Egyptians’ vainglory in believing they were the oldest nation of the world—
whose vainglory was equaled by the Greeks in thinking their Hercules freed
the world of monsters—help explain his view of the beliefs of the chosen
people (13.13 on 761; cf. 5.5-6)? And when Vico considers whether to agree
that the Romans “had a privilege from God,” might this invite consideration
of other such claimed privileges, even if they are not mentioned in this con-
text (12.13 on 665)? Strauss wonders also whether Vico’s extended discussion
of Homer is an implicit comment on the Bible. We read, for example, that the
“heroism of virtue which realizes its best idea belongs to philosophy and not
to poetry,” so should we think of a possible philosophic critique not only of
Homer, whom Vico mentions, but also of the Bible, which goes unmentioned
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(13.6-7 on 708; cf. 9.9 on 433)? (See Addendum 4.) And with regard to the
discovery or invention of letters, Strauss notes how Vico first suggests that
the invention of letters was more than human or was at least owing to “men
eminent in divinity” but then revises this view; letters later turn out to be
an invention of peoples (15.7 on 935-38). In the most general terms, Vico’s
account of the origins strikes Strauss as more Hobbian or Epicurean, even
when it shows a certain external harmony with the Bible (2.9-10).

Another way Strauss sees Vico’s orthodoxy as being at issue
regards the several chronologies presented in The New Science. In particular,
Vico cites a chronology of the Egyptians, he presents one of his own, and
there is of course also a Biblical chronology. The first of these is an especially
clear challenge to the chronology of the Bible, but Vico is more vigilant in
denying that the Egyptians could have been wise long ago—for his own view
of brutish origins does not allow this—than that they could have existed long
ago, even though the Bible would deny this (5.2-4 on 45). And Strauss sus-
pects—but does not quite affirm—that Vico’s own chronology also departs
from and hence questions the Biblical view. Strauss implies that whatever
attacks the chronology of the Bible also throws its truth into question. This in
turn challenges the truth of Christianity, at least if one leaves aside the efforts
of such heretical sects as the Marcionites to liberate Christian teachings from
their roots in the Old Testament (5.1-4).

Strauss reports that Nicolini finds Vico’s chronology to be
discordant with that of the Bible, but he generally limits himself to noting a
few places where he thinks further thought is needed (13.9 on 736; 5.13 on 83
presents a more conclusive statement). For example, the Biblical account of
the origin of language, from the Garden to the Tower of Babel, seems to leave
no place for the language-less bestial men who are so important for Vico’s
account of the origins (5.9 on 62; cf. 9.12).

Strauss also calls attention to the authorities Vico cites. He
notes, for example, that the entire New Science contains but two mentions
of Jesus Christ and two mentions of “the golden sayings of Moses” (13.3; see
816, 948). He later notes that the first mention of Christ occurs in a discus-
sion to the effect that the early or poetic way of thinking would exaggerate
the importance of, say, an Achilles. Early men even deified this hero; they
made men into gods (just as they also turned natural events into divine ones,
6.4 on 120, 137). But of Christ Vico says only that he was painted as being
larger than life-size (14.3 on 816).
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Strauss notes that Vico praises Thucydides as “the most
acute and sapient writer” (12.9 on 645). No other author receives such praise,
and that Moses did not may suggest something of the place in which Vico
holds the texts he was held to have written. Of course the failure to praise
Moses might also be a sign of due respect, for who are we to praise a holy
writer? But Vico twice uses “golden” to describe a phrase of Moses, so he is
not entirely averse to passing judgment. Strauss wonders out loud whether
Vico treats the Bible as did Machiavelli, who raised up the authority of Livy,
only to bring it down, bringing down that of the Bible along with it (12.11
on 657). Strauss appears to find Vico’s effort to “find the true Homer” to be
provocative in this regard (13.3-4).

Vico’s criticism of the princes of natural right is also linked
to criticisms of Hobbes, Locke, and Aristotle, though with these authors Vico
is willing to be more openly critical. In discussing the emergence of civil
authority out of family or paternal authority, Strauss stresses Vico’s disagree-
ment with Hobbes and Locke, for example (11.3-4 on 585 [the transcript
wrongly refers to 485]). Vico’s emphasis on the bestiality and pre-rationality
of early men makes it impossible that they came together into society out
of choice and a compact. Moreover, these creatures needed the capacity for
a certain restraint, and this is linked by Strauss to their superstitious fear, a
fear which strikes the patricians harder than the plebeians (11.4). In stressing
the bestial character of early man, Vico challenges Hobbes and Locke as well
as the three princes. And with an eye on Aristotle, Strauss stresses that Vico’s
view of man’s sociality is not that man was originally social but that a certain
mechanism made him become social. Man originally lacked speech: even a
simple society requires some sort of simple speech, but Vico’s man was both
asocial and pre-rational (11.5).

IV. Strauss calls in his fourth topic for a special focus on the
third age, that of human beings living politically; in particular, what does it
mean that civil equity is identical to the reason of state? Is civil equity then
identical to political utility? And how does Vico assess the two regimes that
prevail in the third age, democracy and monarchy, for their ability to pro-
mote this utility?

Perhaps because Vico finds nature especially in the origins
of things and perhaps also because he aspires to present a universal history,
one that covers all periods of human history, his New Science does not focus
as much on the third age as we who live in this age might expect. Strauss
invites us, however, to look in particular at the age which concerns us most.
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One aspect of this question is singled out by Strauss partly
because he finds it difficult, namely, the relationship between civil and natu-
ral equity. He stresses that Vico’s natural equity requires no special training
or intellectual prowess: it is a judgment that is known naturally (12.1 on
320). It can be “known” by primitive creatures who know little. For Vico, the
natural is not the perfected or elevated; it is to be associated in the first place
with early men. Civil equity, by contrast, appears to be reserved “to those
few who, being eminently endowed with prudence, experience, or learning,
have come to know what things are necessary for the conservation of society”
(320). Strauss corrects the translation in the sequel of this passage so it reads,

>

“[Civil equity] is what in beautiful Italian is called ‘reason of state.

The intellectual requirements of civil equity as here defined
initially led the seminar to locate it exclusively in the human age, which
Strauss in this context associates especially with a concern for utility (11.1
[as opposed to heroism, cf. 950-51]). Upon reconsideration, however, Strauss
suggests that civil equity, or reason of state, exists also in the heroic age, even if
it could not have been guided by the same conscious notion of utility or have
required the same intellectual requirements for its exercise. In heroic society,
the utility of society is the utility of the patricians (12.2 [cf. 38, 949-50]; the
private interest of the nobles coincides with the common good of the state,
but the state is a state that consists of the nobles, 15.12). (See Addendum 5.)
Thus, like natural right itself, civil equity exists in different historical stages,
but it is different in each: even if civil equity always means “reason of state,”
and even if “reason of state” may require measures of extraordinary severity
in both heroic and humane times (15.11), the measures or institutions that
preserve states vary and may be arrived at either rationally or without reason
(12.3; 15.12). In speaking of natural right or civil equity, according to Vico,
one must ask, “Which natural right or civil equity?” Strauss cites 109 and
notes that natural right favored the people or plebeians, but he adds that Vico
does not mean that there was no other conflicting natural right (12.3, top).
Strauss does not say it, but I infer that this helps explain how history sup-
plants natural right. Section IIT of Book IV, entitled “Three Kinds of Natural
Right,” helps makes the variety and conflict within “natural right” difficult
to miss.

Perhaps in part to underscore the importance of these dif-
ferences, Strauss indicates or reminds that heroic actions include criminal
actions: the heroes did not know their actions were criminal, but subse-
quently developed human reason shows that they were. The heroes treated
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the plebeians as strangers, that is as enemies, and their piety supported their
severe religious intolerance (12.2-3 on 611 [cf. 271]; see Addendum 6).

A further question raised by Strauss in his comments about
the human age is whether Vico understands it to be possible that religion,
which was central to his analysis of the earlier ages [e.g. 916], might become
dispensable in the human age. The question seems to turn on whether or not
human laws can be strong enough to control human ferocity by themselves
(15.4 on 923-24; 15.5). It is not answered in the extant transcript. [Paragraph
1101, which is beyond the reach of the seminar transcript, discusses both
the deterioration of the religious sentiment, which had been a stimulus to
virtuous actions, and the birth of philosophy as a way of making the virtues
understood, but it does not go so far as to claim that their understanding is
sufficient to encourage and support their practice.]

Strauss also directs his students to the need for a more dedi-
cated reflection on Vico’s treatment of democracy and monarchy, the main
forms of government in the human stage. The transcript is mostly silent on
this question, but Vico’s use of Roman history is clear at least in its main out-
lines (e.g. 29, 292). Beyond this, Strauss notes that Vico qualifies the simple
schema by raising the possibility that commercial republics might be better
able to prolong the period of popular liberty before succumbing to mon-
archy, that Vico is a bit more favorable to monarchical than to democratic
jurisprudence (15.8 on 940), that there are occasional tributes to democracy
(15.10 on 949), and that Vico observes one of the deceptions used by mon-
archy to bring liberty to an end (13.9 on 737). In a wholly different context,
he notes a second technique, which involved giving new pro-monarchical
content to words and offices that had previously served liberty (12.3 [cf.
996]). In a passage that is more than ordinarily interrupted by lacunae in the
transcript, Strauss stresses that the legitimacy of monarchy stems from its
necessity; when popular states became corrupt, “the unchecked liberty of the
free peoples” resulted in the worst of tyrannies, and a monarch like Augustus
had to arise [1102-4]: public utility is sovereign (15.1; 292).

Of course philosophy appears only in the human stage [e.g.
1101], and it too helps to define this stage.

V. Strauss calls for further thought on the fact that Vico’s
new science is given a theological form. In saying this, Strauss appears to
mean not merely that Vico presents his work as the work of a Christian but
that his claim to be offering a new science is intimately tied to a discovery
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that divine providence is at work in the world. Vico thus calls his new science
“a rational civil theology of divine providence” (9.5; 2, 342-43, 385, 366). [It
is also striking that Vico often links natural right to providence (1105, 1109,
310, 584, 342, 979; cf. 978).]

I think it useful to apply what Strauss says about Vico’s use
of “natural right” to his use of “divine providence,” namely, that we should
not assume at the outset that we know what he means by it. Augustus gave
the traditional names of republican institutions a new content and thus
helped subvert the republic and establish his monarchy more firmly: Strauss
wonders whether Vico does not do something similar in the case of “natural
right” (12.3 on 109). In any event, it is prudent to hesitate before thinking
we know what so unusual an author as Vico means by “divine providence.”

The main point made by Vico and stressed by Strauss is that
divine providence is shown by the way that bestial, pre-rational, asocial man
is led to become civilized, rational, and social. As if by a version of Smith’s
“invisible hand” that operates over time, early man is led to develop gradu-
ally, through no virtue of his own, to become fit for society (4.2 and 8 on 14;
5.2-3; 6.6). To put the point more sharply, he acts in a way that eventually
ends up promoting the public interest in human development even though
his actions show “grievous, ugly, and cruel private vices” (38). This suggests
a divine plan (342), even if it suggests a plan that operates through cruel
and terrible actions and institutions. And, since this plan operates among
gentiles, it does not presuppose grace. But in addition to stressing this
prominent claim, Strauss also notes that since Vico presented the claim as
one that still needed to be demonstrated (4.2 on 2: note “in order to show”
and, below, “it will be shown,” 2). I infer from this that Strauss asks whether
Vico’s providence was adequately demonstrated. Or, more simply, what kind
or degree of divine providence is established by the argument that shows it
by tracing the development of bestial man into a creature capable of living
in society? Ata minimum, I think it safe to say that the providence of which
Vico speaks does not notice individuals or chosen peoples and has nothing
to do with Christian salvation (11.12 on 584). (See Addendum 7.) But this
only clarifies Strauss’s question; it does not answer it: Why does Vico’s new
science take this form? Does it, perhaps, make Vico seem more orthodox? Or
does it rather strengthen the suggestion that his science is a rival to the tradi-
tion, that it uses its categories or form but changes the content of its teaching?
Perhaps the extant transcript contains some pointers in its discussion of how
Vico writes.
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VI. Strauss’s sixth question asks about the precise locus of
Vico’s originality, and he makes this question more precise by noting that
Lucretius too presented a natural or rational account of the history of man-
kind. But whereas Lucretius’s account was a construction, and hence could
be brief, Vico was concerned to offer extensive empirical historical proof.
What are the causes and consequences of this difference? Second, Lucretius
describes a single process leading from bestial men in the beginning to wholly
corrupt men at the end, whereas Vico’s account notes that one repetition has
already occurred (the return to barbarism in the Middle Ages, 972), and he
expects more or even endless repetitions. But third and most important,
Vico is very concerned with the mechanics of the change from one period to
another, whereas Lucretius studies the stages without attention to the causes
by which one leads to another. Vico, then, is eager to detect the laws that gov-
ern history, whereas Lucretius is not. Vico’s “ideal history” is not a history of
moral perfection but a history that takes its bearings from ideal objects, laws
(9.5-6). This is a wonderful question in three parts. It is very much a question
for the future, however, and is not one taken up in the extant transcript. The
only times the transcript mentions Lucretius are during the posing of this
question, in passing at 3.2, and in a brief but important discussion at 7.7.

VII. Strauss’s final point calls for an assessment of Vico:
Does he achieve his goal of establishing a social physics? Since the seminar
itself is devoted to understanding Vico as he understood himself, criticism is
infrequent and passing. Strauss does wonder at one point, however, whether
a view like Xenophon’s, which does not claim to discover a rational order
at work behind history, might be more sober (9.8); this suggests Strauss is
not yet fully persuaded by Vico’s claim. Such other criticism as the extant
transcript contains goes less to the heart of the matter. Strauss comments
multiple times, for example, on Vico’s peculiar manner of writing and cites
Dante and Plato as possible evidence against Vico’s claim that philosophers
cannot write poetry (14.9-10; cf. 3.11-12).

As noted above, there is no transcript of the last seminar, so
we do not know what Strauss chose to emphasize in his conclusion. For my
own conclusion, I need to stress that I have focused on Strauss’s reasons for
turning to Vico and on the seven questions he poses as a program for more
careful study; I was not able to capture here his remarks on issues that did not
become sustained themes, even though these were often enlightening.
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ADDENDA

1. Strauss adds the qualification that the stages themselves
provide implicit norms, and what survives from an earlier stage may not har-
monize with the next stage. Moreover, he suggests that since people always
have political opinions, a simply descriptive political science cannot remain
so in practice: every mere description will be taken over in a certain way by
those who read it [as Vico himself was, first by defenders of Italian unifica-
tion, later by Fascism]. Still, Strauss says, the core of Vico’s teaching does not
seek to offer counsel to statesmen. At another point, Strauss cautions that
although each stage in history has its own nature, is does not necessarily fol-
low that each is as good as another: there is a development, with reason and
rationality coming into their own only after the brutal divine and heroic ages
(14.1 [cf. 1102]).

2. Vico implies that scholars—perhaps he thinks here too of
Bacon, to whose Wisdom of the Ancients he elsewhere refers—make a parallel
error when they think that the myths surviving from early time contain great
wisdom: they do not. They express rather “the doltishness and simplicity” of
the first men (688). Of course Vico holds that these myths repay study for
other reasons.

3. Strauss notes that Vico sees himself as addressing a reli-
gious readership, or at least a world in which religion is taken very seriously
(12.4 on 629). [Vico dedicated an early version of the New Science to Cardinal
Corsini, who he also hoped would cover the costs of its printing. And, of
course, the work had to receive the imprimatur. The Inquisition was active in
Naples throughout Vico’s life, and several of his acquaintances were brought
to trial (Vico 1963, 11-12, 34-36).]

4. A once influential work by Finetti, Difesa dell’ Autorita
Sacra Scrittura contro Giambattista Vico, apparently tried to establish Vico’s
violations of orthodoxy on the basis of arguments similar to those sketched
by Strauss (Vico 1963, 63 and 213n65).

5. And when democracy comes to be instituted, Strauss
wonders whether the private interest of individuals will coincide with the
common good of the state (15.12). And will the common good of the state
be of a state understood as consisting only of the people as a particular class?
That the common interest, to be effective, must be common to each in par-
ticular is noted again at 11.13 and 12.6-7.



186 Interpretation

6. In this same section Strauss raises briefly the question of
the relationship between natural right and the right of nations, which he says
he finds obscure. He cites Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Second Part
of the Second Part, Question 57, as perhaps the most important text in the
tradition on this issue.

7. This is not to say that Vico’s rational defense of providence
necessarily excludes the possibility that the Hebrews were the beneficiaries of
providence as traditionally understood (313). As noted above, Vico generally
distinguishes between his history of the gentiles and the sacred history of the
Hebrews, and he does not understand his rational civil theology of divine
providence to be identical to the providence of the tradition.

REFERENCES

I wish to thank Professor Joseph Cropsey, the executor of
the literary estate of Leo Strauss, for allowing reports to be written on these
materials.

Numbers in parentheses and including a decimal point,
such as (7.2), refer to one of Strauss’s seminars (Strauss 1963b) and to one or
more pages of that seminar, so the reference here is to the second page of the
seventh seminar. When a comment by Strauss is directly linked to a passage
in Vico, I add a reference to that passage like this: (7.2 on 343 [the context
will indicate whether the reference is to the Autobiography or to The New Sci-
ence]). References to the Autobiography (Vico 1963) are by page. References to
The New Science are to the numbered paragraphs in Nicolini’s edition (Vico
1928); Bergin and Fisch include these numbers in their translation (Vico
1986).

Brackets always contain material not included in the tran-
script but which I think might be helpful for understanding the transcript
and Vico.

Strauss, Leo. 1963a. The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Genesis.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Originally published in 1952.

. 1963b. Transcript of course on Vico. Autumn term. Department of
Political Science. University of Chicago. Unpublished.

. 1971. Natural Right and History. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press. Originally published in 1953.



On Strauss on Vico: A Report on Leo Strauss’s Course on Giambattista Vico 187

Vico, Giambattista. 1928. La Scienza Nuova. 2 vols. Ed. Fausto Nicolini.
Bari: Giuseppe Laterza & Figli.

. 1963. The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico. Trans. Thomas God-
dard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

. 1986. The New Science of Giambattista Vico. Trans. Thomas
Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch. Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press.



188 Interpretation



How Lincoln Defended Himself against the Charge of Religious Infidelity 189

How Lincoln Defended Himself against
the Charge of Religious Infidelity

DAviD LOWENTHAL
BostoN COLLEGE

dslow5@verizon.net

The handbill of July 31, 1846, is Lincoln’s response to the
charge of infidelity circulated against him by his opponent, the Reverend
Peter Cartwright, in the campaign for a seat in the United States House of
Representatives. Despite winning the election, Lincoln was concerned that
the rumors had “succeeded in deceiving some honest men,” and, in a letter
of August 11, asked the editor of the Illinois Gazette to print the handbill,
thereby giving it a much broader distribution than it had received before the
election. Lincoln was thirty-seven years old at the time.

The importance of this statement bears no relation to its
brevity. Coming four years after Lincoln’s Temperance Address, it is perhaps
the last time he allowed some public view of his general or philosophical
thought and the first (and only) time he comes close to disclosing his mode
of writing and the reason for it. He had been charged, as he put it, with being
“an open scoffer at Christianity.” He could have responded simply by say-
ing that he fully believed in Christianity, that he certainly would never have
scoffed at it, and that he could never himself support for office anyone who
did. He might have cited the names of prominent people who could vouch for
these assertions. This would have settled the matter, insofar as such a matter
can be settled by the person maligned.

Instead, Lincoln takes an entirely different and most dar-
ing tack, complicating his defense by employing subtleties and equivocations
and raising philosophical issues of the greatest moment that did not have
to be raised at all. At the outset he concedes that he does not belong to any
Christian church, but without saying why. He claims never to have denied
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the truth of Scriptures, which is not quite the same as a flat affirmation of
Christian belief, and does he mean denied it openly, publicly? He says he has
never “spoken with intentional disrespect of religion in general or of any
denomination of Christians in particular,” but what he speaks, or fails to
speak, could be quite different from what he believes, or fails to believe. What
did he believe? Why didn’t he belong to any church?

The mystery deepens—Lincoln himself deepens it—by the
introduction of a point not asserted by the accusatory rumors and wholly
unnecessary to his defense against them. For the first time he tells us what
he really believes, or better, what he was “inclined to believe” in early life,
something he understands is called the “Doctrine of Necessity.” The name
sounds formidable. The word “doctrine” suggests a worked-out set of beliefs,
principles or teachings from religion or philosophy. The word “necessity”
is perfectly general, suggesting a kind of metaphysical doctrine that distin-
guishes necessity from such things as chance or purpose, and, by contrast,
meaning sheer necessity or what just has to be.

Lincoln strays further from a straightforward defense by
describing the content of this doctrine, and the content seems to be much
more circumscribed than the name. It is “that the human mind is impelled
to action, or held in rest by some power, over which the mind itself has no
control.” So the doctrine pertains solely to man, and, even then, to the human
mind alone rather than to things universal, as its name suggests. What can
this mean? And why is it introduced by Lincoln in the context of the accusa-
tion that he was an “open scoffer at Christianity”? Evidently he thinks of the
doctrine as something like an alternative to Christianity and perhaps to all
religion.

Lincoln gives no further help on the subject, except for add-
ing that “in early life” he actually argued for the doctrine, but only with “one,
two or three, but never publicly,” and that he has “left off” so arguing “for
more than five years.” In short, he went from being very private or secre-
tive about this activity to suspending it entirely—suspending the habit of
so arguing, he says, which is not the same as ceasing to believe. But what
could this doctrine mean, and why the need for such secrecy? How can the
human mind be impelled to action or inaction by some power over which it
has no control? The power is not identified, nor are we told whether mind
means conscious or unconscious mind. The reference to its being “impelled
to action or held in rest by some power over which the mind itself has no
control” sounds very much like something out of a physics book, such as
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the law of inertia. The word “action” sounds closer to decision-making or
conscious action, but Lincoln might be giving it a much larger scope and
using it to mean change—change in ideas, including those, like reminisc-
ing or ruminating, that are not directly tied to action in the ordinary sense.
Thinking might be a term applying to both.

What is this power over which the mind, in its thinking,
has no control? The very idea seems to fly in the face of ordinary experience.
Does not our own mental experience tell us that we are free to think and act
as we please? Is this not what we mean by “voluntary action,” and is not our
moral and legal thought based on this idea? Does it not also underlie the reli-
gious doctrine of freedom of the will? So the “doctrine of necessity”—which
by now we see is a philosophical idea and not a religious one, as Lincoln uses
it—is distinctly un-obvious and in fact defies what we all take for granted. Let
us assume, to begin with, that the power causing the mind to act or not act
must be either outside or inside the mind. If it is external to the mind, what
could it be? Not simply the physical things outside us, because these—Ilike
scenery—do not compel the mind to act at all, even when they appeal to our
desires or appetites. We see the apple and are tempted by it, but observing the
wormbholes we decide to wait. The apple itself had no compelling power over
us. Nor is it likely Lincoln is referring to God, the highest possible external
power, since in this context it would be odd not to mention God by name and
since “the doctrine of necessity” has a decidedly un-religious or even anti-
religious cast to it—which is probably why it had to be treated so secretively.

Our bodies are also external to our minds—even if our
minds cannot exist and function without them. We immediately experience
the difference between our mind and the body—Ilet’s say our leg—of which
we (by our mind) are aware as an object. In many ways our bodies can cause
us to act, but by by-passing or under-cutting the mind rather than causing
the mind to act in a certain way. We come closest to acting without being
directed by the mind—to being controlled by some other power, includ-
ing bodily appetites, limbs, nerves, muscles—when we act instinctively, or
impulsively, or by sheer habit, or by subconscious motives, or are forced by
external pressure to act in ways we would not choose consciously and volun-
tarily. In these cases we ourselves feel that our mind has been by-passed, that
it is not in the driver’s seat. But Lincoln is talking about a power that causes
the mind itself to act, so we must concentrate on our ordinary thinking, when
we are not under these compulsive influences. Is not our conscious voluntary
action caused by the mind, and isn’t it perfectly clear that our minds are free
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to choose, and to will what we choose? What other power—not the external
world, not God, not our bodies—could be the power over which the mind
has no control that compels it to act or not act?

It may perhaps be objected that we have given insufficient
consideration to external influences on the mind that come from other
people—from parents, teachers, friends, books, society in general. Lincoln’s
position, as we interpret it, is far from denying such influences, some vol-
untary, some involuntary, as among those that help form our character and
thought. But the “doctrine of necessity,” as he states it, says that the mind is
impelled to action or inaction by “some power” over which it has no con-
trol. These words suggest a single power always at work, even when the mind
is engaging in its most voluntary or deliberate actions, its most voluntary
thinking. So we must look at the mind at the moment of decision, taking it as
the existing product of its original nature and all prior influences on it. And
when it seems most free, and is experienced by us as most free, is when the
“doctrine of necessity” will have its clearest test case.

Here is what I think Lincoln argued “with one, two or three,
but never publicly.” When we make what we think are free conscious choices
we do so (and overlook the fact that we do so) in a certain way because we
have the particular mind we have, and over this the mind has no control. The
mind does not give itself the natural power it possesses, or whatever overall
characteristics it has at any given moment. The mind of Socrates chooses in
a different way than the mind of Alcibiades, and at any given moment these
minds cannot act differently: they have no control over their own mode of
operation and its accompanying limitations. The same can be said of the per-
ceptions, sensations, virtues and vices which enter into our choices, including
the ones we consider most deliberate. For this reason a particular person can
be expected to act the same way or make the same choice in the same set of
circumstances (of course these are never perfectly the same). This is what we
mean by a person’s character or personality or motivation. It is what Shake-
speare’s plays show in every scene, and what every novelist dotes on in his
plots. It is the reason Heracleitus said that character is destiny. Perhaps—and
only perhaps—this is what Lincoln meant when he spoke of a power causing
the mind to act or not act that the mind itself did not control.

There is another path to the same conclusion. Let us assume
the opposite: that the mind is completely free to act or not act in any way
it pleases.
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It would then be a real option for the profligate Alcibiades,
at any moment, to become a Greek Mother Theresa working in the slums of
Athens. The coward could become brave, the cruel sadist a gentle lamb, the
wise man foolish and the foolish man wise, the dullard a poet and the poet
a wordless dummy, all by the utter freedom of their minds. Furthermore,
choice or decision would become inexplicable, since all the influences on a
man, including his own mental powers, would be incapable of explaining
whatever decision he comes to, since they could always be overruled by his
freedom of choice. And what would motivate this freedom of choice? Either
something already in him, or something completely novel. In the former case,
we will be able to trace his choice to something in his character. In the latter,
we could not: his action would be de novo, and for it he could hardly be held
responsible or take credit. The phrase “I did it” would become meaningless,
for the “I” would be an empty constantly changeable vacuum of motivation.
It would end up being more comparable to sheer impulse than to an act of
deliberation. We would have reduced the human being to either an empty
suit or a bundle of muscles, of which his brain might be the weakest.

This view of the mind does not mean the human being is
incapable of understanding, of discovering truth, of deliberate choosing and
making wise decisions. Some things we all know, some deliberate actions we
all engage in wisely and well. But some truth is more difficult to obtain, some
falsehood more easily fallen into, some deliberations poorly conducted and
decisions less than wisely come to—all by the necessities of our individual
natures at a given moment in a given situation. By his nature man is equipped
to do all these things, far beyond what any other animal can. In that sense
he—and this goes for every man—is much freer than they can ever be. His
freedom relative to the brutes is shown every time he ponders what to do
and reviews three or four options in his mind, choosing one. It is shown
every time he asks himself what causes something to happen and looks for
the answer, sometimes finding it. These are beyond the capacity of other ani-
mals. But he is part of nature, and if he is in some sense also above it, it is not
by being outside the flow of natural processes and forces, beyond cause and
effect. His mind, with all its unique powers, is still a natural object. It does
think, decide and act, but not as an independent self-subsistent entity. There
we have the broader implications of the “doctrine of necessity”—the features
that make it more than a view of man alone and turn it into a metaphysical
doctrine with the generality its name suggests. The world as a whole is a mesh
of natural necessities, without which there would be unintelligible gaps in the
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flow of causes and effects, and man is part of this world. It is impossible to
exist without being subject to such necessities.

Lincoln says he was inclined to believe this “doctrine of
necessity” in “early life.” He does not say he no longer believes it, or, if he
no longer does, what replaced it. He admits to having sometimes “tried to
maintain this opinion in argument,” but with very few people, and never
publicly. Five years before (which is well beyond his early life) he completely
dropped this “habit” of arguing—why he does not say. But again, neither
does he say he no longer believes the argument true. In these few sentences,
Lincoln shows how much he was aware, from the beginning, of the dangers
of the philosophical quest.

He had to know his opinion was threatening to religion and
capable of arousing public ire. He had to know that it could spell instant
death to the career of an ambitious public man. Five years before would have
brought us back to 1841, when he was still in the Illinois legislature. As his
political ambitions began to grow, we can imagine that there came a point
when he would no longer risk even semi-private discussions with “one, two
or three.” In one final daring burst of concealed risk-taking, he wrote this
Handbill to free himself from the charge of infidelity, at the same time that
he gave indications verifying the charge more fully than those who made it
could possibly have known.

Lincoln mentions, as if by afterthought, that “this same
opinion” (the doctrine of necessity) is held by several of the Christian
denominations. He must be thinking of the belief called “predestination,”
according to which all things that happen have been pre-ordained by an all-
knowing and all-powerful God. He seems to be reaching out for traditional
allies, but only a moment’s thought is needed to see that the more important
function of this remark is to make sure we observe the differences between
traditional religion and the doctrine Lincoln has argued, in which God and
all other elements of Christian belief have no place and go unmentioned. He
also knows most Christian denominations have shied away from predestina-
tion in order to retain some place within God’s overarching providence for
human free will and responsibility—again, views Lincoln’s doctrine modi-
fies considerably.

Lincoln ends by saying he does not think he himself could
be brought to support for office a man he knew to be “an open enemy of, and
scoffer at, religion.” Supporting such a scoffer would “insult the feelings, and
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injure the morals” of the community. Lincoln’s use of the word “religion”
rather than “Christianity” could not be accidental. It is religion society
needs, not Christianity as such, and a person who realizes how indispens-
able religion is to society would not scoff at it. Lincoln has understood this
for some time. Anyone so cautious as to cease discussing radical doctrines
with even “one, two or three” people would be sure not to declare them pub-
licly. He would never openly scoff—perhaps, out of respect for feelings, not
scoff at all. By his mode of writing, Lincoln was able to avoid openly scoffing
while raising issues that would encourage the kind of independent thought
he might have deemed essential for American statesmanship. Consider what
Lincoln said at the end of his Perpetuation Speech, sixteen years earlier.
To preserve our political institutions we need, most of all, “reason, cold,
calculating, unimpassioned reason.” Not only is reason needed to devise
the instruments of our preservation—including a “political religion”—but
to do so it must first understand the nature and needs of a society founded
on reason. The political context in which our religions operate, that of a
primarily secular liberal society, is not one they would have created on
their own. That is why religion itself cannot provide the intellectual basis
for American statesmanship, and why the statesman, for independence of
mind, has to understand fully the rational alternative represented by the
“doctrine of necessity.”
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Giambattista Vico (1668-1744) is renowned in our day as the
father of historicism. Why then would the Institute for Vico Studies at Emory
University authorize the publication of a book claiming that, far from being
a historicist, Vico is a philosopher in the tradition of Plato and Aristotle? The
apparent contradiction involved in a center of studies promoting historicism’s
synthesis of history and philosophy and at the same time inviting a reading of
its spiritual father as a Platonist at heart, is only apparent. The fact that there
have been at least as many readings of Plato as there have been of Vico invites
the suspicion that a historicist appeal to Vico’s Platonism will be sustained
by a historicist reading of Plato, not to speak of a historicist reading of
historicism itself. The suspicion in question is reinforced by a careful reading
of Nancy du Bois Marcus’s otherwise most eloquent study, Vico and Plato.

Marcus presents two general theses concerning Vico: the first
is that he was not a historicist; the second is that he is the first philosopher to
have given a fully non-allegorical account of language. But Marcus is arguing
against “historicism” only to the extent that it “den[ies] to human beings...
even [the capacity to] grasp the idea of transcendent truth or wisdom in
any timeless sense” (3). Marcus retraces her understanding of historicism
to both Vico’s critique of skepticism and Carl Page’s critique of historicism
(the latter published under the supervision of Stanley Rosen and Donald P.
Verene, Marcus’s own mentor; cf. Page 1995, inter alia xii, 43-44, 154-55). The
historicism Marcus disapproves of turns out to be a teaching compelled to
reduce its own grounding intuition or “sense of history” to the particularities
of history: Marcus is decisively opposed to a historicism forgetting itself in
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its own subject matter. Yet, ultimately Marcus reads Vico as upholding the
identity of (1) truth and the idea thereof, and (2) timelessness and the sense
thereof. Clearly, Marcus does not reject all forms of historicism.

While the historicism Marcus distances Vico from is one
claiming the ultimate reduction of human reason to historical contingency;,
the one Marcus’s Vico remains father to is elegantly represented in Page’s
apology of Hegelian historicism: “history does not lend its actuality to reason,
but reason lends its own actuality to history”—“where reason is understood
as the elucidating activity of human intelligence” (Page 1995, 202 and 49).
Human thought casts its light into the darkness of history, both in spite of
that darkness and because man has nowhere else to turn but to history.

Marcus’s second thesis is directly dependent upon the
first; her contention that authentic (not conceited) philosophy refuses to
seek a meaning beyond multi-layered literal speech depends upon her
understanding of historicism (145). Claiming to distance herself from
Leo Strauss’s teaching concerning “exoteric” books (5), Marcus comes to
associate that teaching with the habit of reducing the “letter” of speech to
historical or contextual particularities, or “social conditioning” (5-6): what
Marcus disapproves of in Strauss’s teachings is their supposed tendency to
historicize meaning. This may seem strange in consideration of the fact that
Marcus calls for appropriating Vico for universal interests—as she claims he
had appropriated Plato for his own purpose (195).

Marcus’s appropriation of Vico aims at understanding
philosophy/reason within the broader horizon of a historical unfolding
leading from the “philosophical conceit” (cf. e.g. 87, 91, where philosophers
are indistinguishable from generic scholars) of imagining an “ideal” world
behind the physical one, to a new eloquence humbled by Augustinian theology
into discovering that the ultimately real world is that of the historical-poetic
practice of fabricating ideal/nominal attributes having no true referent outside
of poetizing itself. The intellectual journey begun by Socrates and leading in
our modern times to the progressive manifestation of “the signs of barbarism
of reflection,” is part of a greater historical-poetic journey throughout which
Socratic philosophy gradually frees itself of its intellectualistic conceit,
yielding to the poetic and heroic embodiment of its essence—fantasia, or
imagination unmediated by reflection (cf. 28, 66ft., 72, 95, 101, 115-18, 121,
126ff., 232). Marcus sees Vico as the first unequivocal embodiment of a
universal eloquence that, not “slight[ing] the power of the imagination” in
favor of an “intellectual focus,” finds in W. B. Yeats its emblematic spokesman
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(8, 235). “Vico’s unique Platonism” is confirmed by his pointing to the future
generations Plato himself lived his “moral courage and balance” for; Vico is
a Platonist in the sense that he approximates the ideal of eloquence Plato had
sought to incarnate in his own lifetime (125, 147, 232).

When understood in a historical context, Vico helps us
see that the essence of Platonism transcends Socratic intellectualism:
what is significant is not so much the history of philosophy, as the powers
underlying philosophy and using philosophy to overcome the illusory
opposition between reason and imagination through a divinely providential
“speech given in so many different ways” (102, 110, 233ff.). What is most
significant—what truly makes history—is fantasia, vindicating itself through
the failure of the intellect to rise above figures of speech. The failure of the
intellect serves as argument for the triumph of the imagination understood
as a building-block of humanity. As the history of philosophy ends in the
history of the imagination, the essence of philosophy is revealed in a new
eloquence—“flower of wisdom” and true face of humanitas—for which “the
image of God...is the potential of all human beings” realized in the exertion
of our power of transformative speech (56 and 68). If the image of God is our
collective potential, God himself is none other than the collective realization
of fantasia in speech: “the final perfection of the knowledge of the truth is
the eloquent speech of this truth” (57; cf. also 233). The truth in question is
the fantasia of humanity, a power hidden within us, the vocal realization of
which constitutes the goal of education (50-56, 68, 72, 108). The linguistic
world of the imagination is the backdrop against which the true Platonist
“acknowledges [his] responsibility...to cooperate with providence for the
good of the human race” (233)—where providence is none other than a
universal eloquence emerging out of the ashes of “esoteric” intellectualism.

From the perspective of Marcus’s teaching, it is not enough
to deny esoteric or philosophical meaning to poetry (as Vico is claimed to
have done, in spite of his allegorical readings of the Bible; Vico denied merely
human wisdom to early poetry—i.e. he distinguished between unwise poets
and revelation); one must also deny any esoteric meaning to philosophy itself
(ignoring Vico’s unconditional rejection of the reduction of metaphysics to
physics; compare Vico 1711 to De Antiquissima, IV.2) insofar as both poetry
and philosophy—both Homer and Plato—find their place within the
historical unfolding of the universal eloquence Marcus’s age is finally able to
appreciate (compare 91 and 232ff.). Vico’s “New Science” represents only the
third stage of a philosophical journey leading from Plato’s first philosophy
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of history, marking a move from the mythos of a pre-philosophical poetic
age to a poetic logos of “likenesses” (compare 155-56, 183 and 204); to
Augustine’s recovery of the philosophical significance of history—contra
the naive conceit of the neo-Platonism that will be inherited by Pico della
Mirandola (Chapters 1-3)—conceived theologically through pious shame
speaking in the allegedly “prideful, inquisitorial tone” of “rigid, sweeping
[or] absolute judgments” (Chapters 4-6, esp. pp. 91 and 136-37); to Vico’s
philosophical appropriation of Augustine’s providence, i.e. Vico’s bringing
about a “transformation of philosophy” by being “humbled by a broader
perspective on philosophy as one part of the human world and history”
(146); and finally to the intuition Marcus espouses concerning the ultimately
symbolic character of Vico’s “universal history”—or rather, the historical/
concrete self-realization/actualization of universal eloquence, of which Vico
had supposedly seen himself as the first lonesome expression (140-45, 147,
155-56, 221-22).

Thus according to Marcus, the history of philosophy begins
with Plato and ends, not with Vico’s nominal intimations, but with the
eloquent wisdom of Marcus’s own age (cf. inter alia, 155, 175, and 196ff.):
the history of philosophy does not end in a mere philosophy of history—
Vico’s supposed “original contribution” (73)—but with the self-realization
of a history open to the imagination (compare 155 and 232, in complete tacit
agreement with Badaloni—see Vico 1971, xlvix-xlvx; for evidence that Vico
is fully aware of the alternative invited by Marcus after her modern teachers
and rejected by Vico himself, cf. Vico 1710, Ch. 1.1 and Ch. IL.3, discussing
the distinction between most certain divine science and incomplete human
science). At the end of philosophy, we find an age characterized by a wisdom
the expansion of which isa direct expression of the actualization of humanity’s
potentiality. The last age is characterized by the universalized practice of a
religious-like eloquence (140 and 145), through which and in which we may
all partake in the joyous experience of its inspired and inspiring providential
speakers (235).

It is in the light of the last age that Marcus promises to
understand her authors without need for any “esoteric” dimension to their
texts. The stated assumption underlying the promise in question is that the
quest for the esoteric fails to take what is exoteric with the seriousness it
deserves: what is serious is the “letter” of the text (5); the literal meaning is
the true meaning (28). Against the grain of Vico’s own arguments, Marcus
teaches that the true element of speech is not hidden within the certain
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because what is certain is already becoming true, or rather it is the true in the
making: in reality the so-called “hidden” is its self-disclosing.

Marcus’ teaching is fully compatible with her lack of
concern with serious attempts to understand Vico as he understood himself
(143); what is more important to her is finding fruitful ways to use Vico’s
“geometric” science to understand ourselves, where self-understanding is
equated to self-making (cf. Plato, Republic, 527a-528a): philosophical self-
knowledge is nothing other than self-crafting into the image of virtue (a
prudent synthesis of piety and wisdom). More important than understanding
one’s author as he understood himself is finding in the author encouragement
or inspiration in the exercise of imitating “the divine” in one’s speech before
the largest possible audience (144). The speech in question consists in an
eloquence producing images (figures of speech) to be confronted intuitively,
without the mediation of reflection: Marcus’s audience is invited to approach
the “letter” of her book through the pre-reflective fantasia of children—to
dive into the depths of sensory experience without relying on any reflective
power, reenacting in speech the birth of reason, so as to finally re-emerge
onto the plane of rational discourse with an original understanding of its
origins or roots (156). Reason is retained, but only once our experience has
confirmed it to be grounded in pre-reflective imagination (124ff.). Then and
only then—in the recognition of fantasia as the true heart of reason—will
we be able to make fruitful use of Vico’s Science. While Vico, no less than
Aristotle, identifies the middle term of thought, or the center of hermeneia,
with the reason of things (Vico 1710, Ch. VIL5: ratio = argumentum = medius
terminus), Marcus asks us to identify the middle term of Vico’s science with
a topic produced by the imagination, or more simply with fantasia (118).
The middle of extremes is no longer a reason hidden above particulars, but a
certain image or the “making” thereof (compare 80 and 235).

The alleged mistake of earlier philosophy had consisted in
trying to understand the earlier stages of humanity in light of higher stages;
Marcus’s Vico wants us to understand the higher in light of the admittedly,
though not unqualifiedly, lower. Far from being self-sufficient, the lower—
fantasia—waits to be completed by/in philosophy (95, 101, 115, 122, 124,
126, 198, etc.). Again we meet a deviation from Vico’s “letter,” which tells
us that philosophy completes the development of man, not of poetry or the
imagination (and then, the development stops with the Platonic discovery of
the true in human “ideations”; cf. Vico 1744, concluding paragraph of Bk.
IV, and Cristofolini 2001, 85-92). Against Marcus’s reading, the “letter” of
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Vico tells us that the true foundation or root of philosophy is our essential
nature, not poetry and the imagination, which make up merely the trunk
of the tree of knowledge through which stems philosophy (28): the trunk
of a tree is not its roots, not to speak of the soil nourishing it. Nor is an
“embryo” its own seed (95-96). Marcus takes a radical move against Vico’s
own arguments when she teaches, “The New Science confirms authority with
reason and grounds reason with authority” (121; compare, e.g., Vico 1720,
Chapters LXXXIII and XCIV). Having imaginatively replaced a political
reason grounded in nature with a historic reason grounded in the authority
it confirms, Marcus proceeds to “extend” Vico’s “letter” into meaning that
not nature but a new poetic wisdom must be the guide of man.

Marcus would be mistaken to believe that Vico’s text
confirms her claim. Quoting the established English translation of Vico’s
second Oration, she concludes that Vico teaches that “human beings differ
from all other creatures in that wisdom, not nature is our guide” (54).
This conclusion is not confirmed by the “letter” of Vico’s text, which states
that “[while] the remaining creatures [or created things] follow their own
[private] nature, the true man is to follow wisdom as guide” (reliqua creata
suam cuiusque naturam, homo vero sapientiam sequatur ducem). Marcus’s
translation misses two cardinal qualifications: one is that the nature in
question is private, i.e. considered from the standpoint of self-love; the other
is that Vico is speaking specifically about the frue man, for whom wisdom
is nothing but nature. The importance of these qualifications is brought to
light by Vico’s own text, as soon as it presents wisdom allegorically as the
law ordained by God for humankind, where to study wisdom is really to
follow nature (Lex, igitur, quam Deus humano generi sanxit, sapientia est. Si
sapientiae studiis animum adiungamus, naturam sequimur: “Therefore the
law God sanctioned for humankind is wisdom. If we apply the soul to the
study of wisdom, we follow nature”; Vico 1700). Service of divine authority
proceeds by following nature in its intelligible form, where God is presented
as “perfect reason” (perfecta ratio; ibid.). The true man follows wise Nature,
while everyone else follows his own impulses, unless these impulses are bent
by the counsel of law, in the aspect of which Nature appears as our shared
nature (nostra natura), betrayal of which condemns us instantaneously to
delusion (fraus).

In spite of the “letter” of Vico pointing directly to the
conclusion that the true man follows Nature itself while other men follow it
merely in the civil form of law, Marcus glosses over the “letter” to conclude
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that all men are to follow their poetic self-made wisdom. Here, man’s nature
is assumed to be an “ideal” potentiality to be realized or actualized in or as
history (42, 52-57; though Vico himself never speaks of nature as either an
“ideal” or a “potentiality”): our nature is what we make of ourselves, namely
an image of perfection or virtue. That is why “we must have sufficient power to
transform ourselves. We must believe we can change ourselves” (56). In order
to support her call to arms, Marcus again relies on a misleading rendering
of Vico’s text; but the rendering’s faults are most telling. Following the
established translation of Vico’s Oration II (published with an introduction
by Verene), she writes that,

Vico encourages his audience to “take refuge in the sanctuary of
wisdom,” and to “obey the law of nature which commands each one of
us to be true to himself”... He concludes that “it is within our power
because it is indeed within us. It is for our well-being because it is
indeed within nature.” (56-57)

This rendering contains key terms alien to Vico’s Latin text—most notably
the here mutually dependent “true” and “power”—and it replaces the original
referent of facilis and benigna (rendered respectively as “in our power” and
“our well-being,” rather than as “easy” and “benign”)—namely nature in the
aspect of law—with us. Rather than an exited and enthusiastic (49) injunction
“to be true to himself,” Vico’s careful reader finds a call for coherence (sibi
constare; cf. Plato, Republic, 554e and 586e4-587al). The difference may seem
subtle, but subtlety is all that really matters in philosophy: Vico is speaking
of a conforming of the will/spirit (animo) to the mind/reason (mens), or
to what Mathew Arnold would call “our highest nature.” The shift brought
about by Marcus is one leading from Vico’s benign and rational nature to the
sense-certainty of self-made men.

Beyond the old Vichian “letter”—often read as betraying
the philosopher’s ignorance, mental confusion or both (cf. inter alia, 9, 17,
159-69, 190-91, 208, 221-23)—Marcus’s new spirit calls for a “genuine sense
of one’s freedom and dignity, a sense of the greatness of humanity at its best,”
but these are only senses—not the substance of what is supposed to be sensed:
“the final perfection of the knowledge of the truth is the eloquent speech
of this truth, so that others also will see the good and want to pursue it,”
though by now we know that what is meant by truth is nothing but what we
become in speech, and that our perfection depends entirely upon our success
in making people see and want our figures of speech (ibid. and 235; compare
57 and 155).
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It is a peculiarly modern devaluation of nature that compels
Marcus to overestimate the senses, as if they had direct access to truth.
Again, Vico’s text is appealed to by glossing over its letter. According to
Marcus, Vico holds that philosophy (reflection) is to return to the fantasia
(philosophy’s alleged heart; 28-30, 118) of the first barbaric men because
in their imagination there could be no deceit, since all deceit derives from
powers of reflection the first men, as children, were not yet capable of (29;
consider however Plato, Republic, 536e). Marcus quotes one passage that
seems to confirm her thesis, but does not quote other two that contradict
it (Vico 1744, “On Elements,” XLVII and XLIX), namely that the habit of
feigning or lying and with it “allegories” were already present among the
first men, as they are among children (117). What modernists allege to be
the confusion of classical philosophy/reason is not dispelled by returning
to a primitive fantasia, because while fantasia’s lies are not yet “ironic,”
they remain nonetheless untrue (as arcana). Evidence that any primordial
imagination or mythic thought (cf. Cassirer 1955) is incapable of sustaining
reason as its “authentic” or “unconcealed” ground is already found in the
child’s utterance, as that of the prehistoric brute, which is not free from the
deceit we desire to overcome by nature.

While the allegories of the first poets are more naive than
those of sophisticated peoples, the first remain nonetheless masks (personae)
of what their makers felt to be external to their senses. The difference between
naive and sophisticated liars is secondary: the naive is really convinced that
whatisrealis physical, whereas the sophisticated hasalready begun attributing
to bodies the properties of names—his “reality” is a mixture of the senses
and reflection: while retaining the self-love of the naive, the sophisticated
deprives himself of simplicity. The sophisticated return to fantasia reminds
us of Seneca’s “grown-up children,” who, having lost their childhood, remain
nonetheless puerile (Vico 1700, second half).

While what the first men saw in fantasia were discrete bodies
“filled with divinity,” what Marcus invites us to see through the recovery of
a pre-reflective imagination (the one Vico warns we can only intend—i.e.
divine or indovinare, as in Vico 1744, “On Method”—reflectively, but not
recover as our own), is a world (115) of symbolic bodies beyond all discrete
figures of speech and their supposed “ideal” referents (the true ideal is history
itself: 197-98). On the other hand, what Vico intends or surmises in fantasia
is the root of the illusion wherein we imagine truth in the “external” guise
of the certain, or nature in the guise of law. Again, whereas the first men
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of fantasia felt themselves to be subject to divine fate, and Marcus calls us
to subject ourselves to the forces of history, Vico argues that the only real
obstacle to man’s thought and understanding is opinion (Vico 1707: Mentis
autem poenas ob originis vicium inflictas diximus esse opiniones). We are thus
confronted with three positions: on account of the first, we are saved by a
god or gods; on account of the second, we are saved by our power to joyously
share the sight of and will for a world of symbolic forms we make in speech;
finally, with Vico the question of salvation is postponed or bracketed (cf.
e.g., his division of gentile and sacred [hi]stories) for the sake of discovering
the true nature or essence of authority, whether authority be named divine,
human, or merely symbolic.

Marcus tells us to be using Vico’s “letter” to reveal the true
nature of philosophy as the fulfillment of the imagination: out of the first
men’s primitive habit of treating sensory attributes as reality itself and of
saying what they saw, emerges philosophy as the attribution of supra-sensory
meaning to words. Philosophers are supposed to be addicted to positing
a world of intelligibility behind or above the world of the senses. Marcus
reads Vico as rejecting philosophers’ epistemic pretension as exemplary of
“the conceit of the learned,” or la boria de’ dotti (although Vico’s arguments
are explicitly directed against Epicurean “physicalists” who want to ground
appearances in “historical” man-made certainties: conceited is the voyeur
who feeds on self-projected exteriorities alone—Plato’s “false philosopher”
who pretends to replace science with myth-making; Vico 1710, [.4; compare
Vico’s defense of Plato’s ordinem rerum naturalium intelligentem, in Vici
Vindiciae, XV). Yet, Marcus wants to defend Plato from the presumed
Vichian imputation of conceit, by emphasizing the poetic character of
Platonism (poetic philosophy, or rather philosophical poetry; 155-56): Plato’s
mythologizing tells us that in him philosophy had already begun to realize
that there is no ideal beyond the real or sensory world (175, 177, 183, 189,
etc.)—for while “the ideal [is] more real than the corporeal” it is not more
real than the rhetorical construction of history (153ff.). Vico surpasses Plato
by discovering that reality is neither merely sensory, nor merely rational, buta
mixture of both reason and the senses (103, 190, 193ff.): “Plato freely extends
the familiar qualities of physical bodies to the soul’s operations, but he does
not explore as Vico does the necessity of [the] dependence on myth as the
origin of philosophy” (230). Vico was the first philosopher to fully realize
that the soul’s operations are the qualities of physical bodies: the attributes
of the physical world are now understood as figures of speech mirroring the
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modifications of our “eloquent” minds, where our minds are but the power
to produce potentially inspiring images.

While the deluded mind produces phantasmata (presumably
not phantasma; 204) through mere fantasia, the “heroic mind” produces
eikones or “likenesses” (ibid.), “stir[ring] the passions of the audience to
endure the difficult path of making oneself human through self-governing
and self-knowledge” (218). The ultimate eikon is the image of the philosopher
joyously personifying virtue and experience (205, 235): the “philosophical
hero” is “the living presence of memory, the recollection of the origin pitted
against the end” (233). The heroism of Vico’s mens is a poetic mixture of
humanity and divinity, “of pagan mythology [and] of Christian mythology”
(233)—a mixture pointing to something more primitive, more primordial
than mythology. Vico’s Science is not so much a treatise as an oration (69)
invoking a heroic imagination synthesizing the desire of pagan heroes
(immortalized in the figure of Socrates) and the humility of Christian
“fallen” men. The result of this synthesis is a life form that “acknowledges
the responsibility of the philosopher to cooperate with providence for the
good of the human race”—a responsibility fulfilled in “the giving gifts to
the human race” (233). The new hero must blend the philosopher and the
theologian “in his life” (147; cf. Vico 1744, last paragraph of Bk. II; compare
Strauss 1997, 117).
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For most historians, from the Russian Revolution in 1917 to
the downfall of the Soviet empire in 1990, the history of the twentieth century
is characterized by the struggle between democracy and dictatorship. West-
ern—that is, liberal—democracy was pitted against dictatorial regimes of
varying totalitarian persuasions. At times, even the notion of totalitarianism
fell into disrepute. While it is admitted that “religious” or “pseudo-religious”
factors sometimes played a role, the prevalent opinion is that secular forces
alone shaped the politics of this violent age.

The book under review is written from a different per-
spective. It argues that the clash between religion and politics lies at the
foundation of modern European history. In Sacred Causes, Michael Burleigh
sets out to explore the religio-political conflicts from World War I to the
terrorist present. This work is, in fact, a sequel to Burleigh’s Earthly Powers
(2005), which, as the preface of that study informed us, addresses the “poli-
tics of religion, and the religion of politics, broadly construed, in Europe
from the Enlightenment to the Great War.” There, Burleigh also promised
“a second, entirely free-standing, volume” to “link these themes to the
totalitarian religions and beyond.”

But the reader of Sacred Causes will soon discern that this
volume is not “entirely free-standing.” It builds on the preceding extensive
study of the nineteenth-century world of ideas. This is also true for the con-
ceptual framework of Burleigh’s in-depth study of the far-reaching changes
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of European religious cultures that challenged the public status of ecclesiastic
Christianity in society, revolutionized the spiritual order throughout Euro-
pean civilization, and culminated in twentieth-century totalitarianism. In
Earthly Powers, Burleigh introduced the concept “political religion” in order
to describe the essentially religious nature of totalitarian regimes and traced
its origins back to the French Revolution and its Jacobin executioners. Bur-
leigh pointed to contemporary observers of the event like Tocqueville who
were aware that they were witnessing a new type of revolutionary religion
that most certainly prefigured the shape of things to come. Burleigh’s point
of view brought a different reading of the history of European secularization
to the fore. It would seem that the metamorphoses of religious culture play a
significant role in the process of secularization: traditional religion in retreat
is confronted by a re-spiritualization of the public realm through new modes
of inner-worldly religiosity.

Burleigh’s two volumes reveal the ambivalence of European
secularization: the consecration of the profane and the profanation of the
sacred. But his thesis differs from similar historical accounts insofar as his
narrative identifies not only the cultural and political consequences of secu-
larization, but also elucidates how the emergent political religions relate to
“Christianity during a time of fitful rather than remorseless secularisation”
(as he puts it in Earthly Powers). The notion of “political religion” evolved in
the twentieth century. The accession to power in Russia, Italy, and Germany
of ideological mass-movements evoked a unified analysis of the religious
phenomena in question and engendered the notion of “political religion”
that, as Burleigh notes, was the initial focus of Sacred Causes.

Burleigh musters an impressive number of thinkers who,
from 1917 onward, reflected on the religious implications of the totalitar-
ian phenomenon. The most important ones on his list came from various
intellectual persuasions and diverse professional backgrounds: the hetero-
dox leftist Franz Borkenau, the classical liberal Raymond Aron, the Catholic
Waldemar Gurian, and the Protestant Eric(h) Voegelin. The latter’s 1938
essay on political religions, and his later writings as well, have exerted some
influence on Burleigh’s conceptual approach to totalitarianism.

But although Burleigh follows Voegelin in his conceptual
vocabulary, he refrains from a systematic discussion of the issue of religion.
Voegelin critically re-examined the traditional terminology, re-framed the
interface of politics and religion, and probed the anthropological roots of
the religio-political complex. Burleigh, however, works with the notions of
political religion and civil religion without further conceptual clarification.
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When he writes (122) that the “totalitarian regimes mimicked the soteriology
and rituals of the churches,” he remains elusive on the question of whether
we are dealing with authentic articulations of human religiosity (as Voegelin
indicated) or with mere surrogates of traditional, that is, Christian religiosity.

As Burleigh explains in the preface, Sacred Causes searches
for a middle ground between a history of Christianity and a history of
modern times in which “culture, ideas, politics and religious faith meet in
a space for which I cannot find a satisfactory label.” Thus he settles for a
“coherent history of modern Europe primarily organised around issues of
mind and spirit.”

The issues at stake center, first, on the totalitarian political
religions and, second as well as more generally speaking, on the predicament
of Christianity in the twentieth century. Involved here are the responses of
the churches to the evolving political religions, the role of the churches in
postwar European politics, the cold war, and the breakdown of communism.
Three chapters present the author’s rather skeptical view of Europe’s present
and possible future. They offer a dismal portrait of the European state of
affairs, but lack coherence because they are more or less based on the author’s
political and intellectual likes and dislikes.

Sacred Causes begins with the impact of World War I on
the mind and spirit of the European nations. In order to illustrate the trau-
matic experience of this war, Burleigh skilfully surveys the construction of
war memorials commemorating the millions of dead throughout Europe.
This sets the stage for the drama of apocalyptic and redemptive politics
in Germany and Italy, whose political regimes and social forms had been
undermined by the Great War. The cultural climate of the time is exempli-
fied in the imaginative productions of artists and writers, such as the famous
documentary drama The Last Days of Mankind by the Austrian Karl Kraus.
Particular attention is given to the troubled German mind and its spiritual
unrest exemplified by an upsurge of major and minor prophets of political
messianism, which confronted the political and moral agency of the German
churches in the Weimar republic.

In what follows, Burleigh combines a chronological
approach to European history from 1917 to 1990 with a synchronic narrative
that offers a comparative view of the developments and events taking place
on the European continent. The narrative begins with a comprehensive and
quite instructive analysis of the rise and consolidation of totalitarian political
religions in Russia, Italy, and Germany. Burleigh then shifts his attention to
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what seems to be the centerpiece of Sacred Causes: the churches in the age
of the dictators. It is primarily the Catholic Church whose policies are the
subject of an extensive and somewhat heated interpretation—especially in
regard to the Church’s attitude toward authoritarian regimes in Spain, Por-
tugal, and Austria—toward the German satellite regimes like Vichy France,
Croatia, Slovakia, Hungary, and Romania; and, last but not least, toward Ital-
ian and German totalitarianism. Burleigh sets out to rebut what he thinks
is the prejudiced and one-sided account of the role played by the Catholic
Church in these years. “In fact,” he claims (212), “relationships between the
[Catholic and other] Churches and the totalitarian political religions were
infinitely complicated and require considerable effort to reconstruct.”

Indeed, the richly textured and highly engaging analyses
correct many a misjudgment on the part of mainstream historians; but
Burleigh overdoes his defense of the Vatican and papal policy. Strangely
enough, the fundamental political stance of the ecclesiastic establishment
is mentioned only in passing and never discussed in depth. Off and on, we
get a glimpse of the nature of Catholic politics: in “inter-war Europe most
Catholic politics was conservative, and subject to a gravitational pull towards
the authoritarian and anti-parliamentary right” (153). Burleigh also speaks
of a “predilection for a politics that was cool or hostile to liberal democracy”
(217) or refers to the Church’s “lukewarm...attitudes towards individual
liberty, democracy and popular sovereignty, which it associated with Jaco-
bin mobs” (164). A deep-seated distrust of all modern politics and thought
marked the ecclesiastic hierarchy; it derived from the historical experience
of the revolutionary upheavals of the nineteenth and early twentieth century
and the ensuing conviction that the Catholic Church was the last bulwark of
a divinely decreed moral order of things in this world.

It is true that the “Church had spiritual goals which took
precedence over evanescent temporal governments, regarding whose precise
forms the Church professed a lofty indifference” (160). But it is equally true
that the Church lent support to regimes that displayed a mere semblance of
the order compatible with the teachings of the Church. This authoritarian
bias cannot be explained by anti-clerical violence in Russia or Spain. Rather,
itis the expression of a longstanding political theology that first came to light
in Cardinal Faulhaber’s response to Konrad Adenauer at the Katholikentag
(national meeting of German Catholics) in 1922. When Adenauer called
for loyalty to the democratic republic, Faulhaber, a staunch authoritarian
and monarchist, denounced the revolution as high treason and based on
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perjury that would forever be scarred by the mark of Cain. Catholic anti-
revolutionary fervor did not cause a Catholic turn to rightist totalitarianism,
as Burleigh rightly observes, but it did undermine the legitimacy of consti-
tutional regimes. Only in the aftermath of the totalitarian experience did
European Catholicism and the Papacy follow the example of American
Catholics and turn away from the legacy of authoritarianism and reconcile
themselves to the principles of “Western democracy.”

Burleigh is less sympathetic when he comes to German Prot-
estantism. It represented the national culture of the fallen German empire
and was, therefore, more shaken by the radical political and cultural changes
that took place in Germany. Only a minority of liberals and religious social-
ists supported the republican regime. Split up into regional churches of
different denominational persuasions and lacking a uniform political orga-
nization, the national-conservative and “volkisch” oriented factions within
the Protestant churches were tempted by the National Socialist promise of
national renewal and thus compromised with what seemed to them to be a
restoration of national order. Burleigh points out that the attempts to Nazify
Protestantism failed, but he underestimates the activities of the anti-Nazi
Confessing Church. However, both Catholic and Protestant Churches were
silent on the persecution and ultimate murder of Jews and failed to rise to
active political resistance.

Burleigh’s not always impartial chronicle of the fateful
clash of Christianity and totalitarian political religion contributes to our
understanding of twentieth-century politics—even if one must criticize his
persistent disapproval of historians whose views differ from his own.

A review of the chapters dealing with the present condition
of European culture and politics or the threats of Islamic terrorism is dif-
ficult because, while expressing strong opinions, they do not come under
the head of historiography in the strict sense. This also holds true for the
excursion into the “Irish troubles” that, despite being rich in facts, displays
an anti-Irish bias and therefore foregoes the chance of clearing up one of the
most perplexing cases of politicized religion in present-day Europe.

Sacred Causes is not a dispassionate account of the subject.
Indeed, its style and argument call forth critical comment and provoke con-
troversy. But it serves to remind us that there is no politics without religion
and no religion without politics: the one blends into the other.
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