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PREFACE
Modern Science on Who We Are 
as Free and/or Relational Beings

This book examines the influence the philosopher René Descartes, 
the political theorist John Locke, and the biologist Charles Darwin 

have had on our modern understanding of human beings and human vir-
tue. Written by leading thinkers from a variety of fields, its thirteen chap-
ters reflect on the complex relation between modern science and modern 
virtue, that is, between a kind of modern thought and a kind of modern 
action. The volume offers more than just a series of substantive introduc-
tions to Descartes’, Locke’s, and Darwin’s respective accounts of who we 
are and the kind of virtue to which we can aspire, though it does do that. It 
ultimately invites the reader to think about the ways in which the writings 
of these three seminal thinkers shaped the democratic and technological 
world in which we modern human beings live.

The contributors to this volume cover a great deal of ground. Each au-
thor learnedly addresses subjects and questions drawn from the diverse 
disciplines of political science, philosophy, theology, biology, and meta-
physics. But let the reader be warned: The authors of these essays are any-
thing but consensual in their analysis. Set side by side and read as a whole, 
the chapters in this volume carry out an internal debate that mirrors theo-
retical modernity’s ongoing debate about the true nature of human beings 
and the science of virtue. Authors like Larry Arnhart, Lauren Hall, and to 
a lesser degree, James Stoner, for example, argue powerfully that Locke’s 
and Darwin’s thought is, in principle, amenable to the claims made about 
human beings and human virtue by classical philosophers such as Aris-
totle and classical Christian theologians such as Thomas Aquinas. Oth-
ers, such as Peter Lawler, Marc Guerra, Thomas Hibbs, and Paul Seaton 
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make the opposite case, drawing attention to the ways in which Descartes, 
Locke, and Darwin knowingly and dialectically depart from central teach-
ings of both classical philosophy and classical Christian theology. Readers 
can judge on their own which side of this argument they find most per-
suasive. Regardless of which side they fall on, however, I am sure they will 
walk away having learned something new and having seen a dimension of 
this debate they had not seen before.

Rather than walk the reader through short and sketchy treatments of 
the rich chapters that follow, I want to touch on some of the concrete ways 
in which theoretical or academic debates about the true relationship be-
tween science and virtue actually manifest themselves in American soci-
ety today. After all, whatever differences they had, Descartes, Locke, and 
Darwin not only agreed (to use Richard Weaver’s phrase) that “ideas have 
consequences,” but each intended their ideas about human beings and hu-
man virtue to have real, world-changing consequences.

American Cartesianism Today

One of the more curious features of America’s contemporary political 
landscape is that the most resolute—if frequently unwitting—followers of 
the seventeenth-century French philosopher René Descartes tend to be 
libertarians. This is not a new phenomenon, however. Alexis de Toc-
queville famously remarked that America is “the one country in the world 
where the precepts of Descartes are least studied and best followed.” Con-
temporary Cartesian-libertarians are likely to be for gay rights and for 
property rights and against any claims that treat an individual as part of 
some greater whole. American Cartesians are typically “non-foundation-
alists.” In their view, the individual’s irreducible existence is the bottom 
line. Recourse to country or to nature or to God to defend the individual’s 
existence only detracts from his singular existence. Worse still, such ap-
peals might result in the individual being slaughtered in the name of some 
collective, ideological cause that is not his own.

American Cartesians frequently use academically trendy language like 
“deconstruct” (good) and “privilege” (bad). When analyzing American 
democracy, they are likely to deconstruct any theory that privileges one 
person’s word over another. Such theorists assert that the democratic in-
dividual as democratic individual should resist being absorbed into any 
social or relational whole, from the family up to the nation. Democratic 
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Cartesianism liberates the individual from the authority of priests, po-
ets, philosophers, preachers, politicians, (theoretical) physicists, parents, 
and the judgment of the Bible’s personal God. It also, as the nineteenth-
century democratic theorist Walt Whitman celebrated, inexorably marks 
the individual’s unlimited, indefinite movement away from nature and 
toward self-creation.

Our Constitution is often read in this Cartesian light. That is not sur-
prising. In many ways, the Constitution lends itself to such a reading. The 
Constitution treats human beings as wholly free or self-sufficient persons. 
It does not subsume the individual “I” into some pre-existing class or cat-
egory—for example, as part of some religion or race or class or gender. Of 
course, as a political document the Constitution cannot help but recognize 
the distinction between citizen and non-citizen. But even this distinction 
is treated as an artificial construction, that is, not as reflecting some deep 
statement about who the citizen or non-citizen really is.

The Constitution of 1787 is remarkably silent about a remarkable num-
ber of things. It is silent about God, choosing not to employ theology po-
litically. It is also silent about human beings’ biological nature. The Con-
stitution, for example, does not recognize the natural division of members 
of our species into men and women. As it presents them, Americans are 
free to consent to God’s or nature’s governance. Of course, by making all 
of these things subject to the individual’s consent, the Constitution quietly 
saps the authority that earlier theologians and philosophers claimed be-
longed to God and nature. That sapping, however, is part and parcel with 
the claims of American Cartesianism. In fact, in some sense it is the very 
point of American Cartesianism.

The fabulously wealthy cofounder of PayPal, Peter Thiel, offers a good 
example of this kind of American Cartesianism. In his spirited 2009 essay, 
titled “The Education of a Libertarian,” he writes, “I stand against confisca-
tory taxes, totalitarian collectives, and the ideology of the inevitability of 
the death of every individual.” Simply put, he proclaims to stand against 
everything that works against the perpetuation of the authentic liberty of 
the irreducible “I” that is called Peter Thiel. Thiel is something of a rare 
bird: He is a Cartesian who may well have read Descartes. At Stanford, the 
French theorist René Girard taught him about “mimetic desire.” From Gi-
rard, Thiel would have heard that people usually do not make choices about 
what they want from an individual perspective. Rather, our choices are 
usually mediated through and borrowed from other people. Traditionally, 
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human beings have thoughtlessly lived in herds. As a result, they have 
tended to lack genuinely personal or liberated or Cartesian identities. 
Perhaps it was with these insights in mind that Thiel decided to invest 
in Facebook.

Thiel seems to think that freedom from the inevitability of death 
is a precondition for the pursuit of every other human good. Rejecting 
Socrates’ claim that philosophy teaches us to die, Thiel criticizes intellectu-
als and philosophers who retreat “to tending their small gardens” instead 
of waging war on “the relentless indifference of the universe” to personal 
or individual being. For the Cartesian-libertarian, the escape from nature 
to freedom cannot be imaginary or merely intellectual. It must be real.

American Darwinism Today

Recent years have witnessed the emergence of a growing number of 
newfangled, Darwin-influenced theorists who publicly insist that their 
scientific research points in a moderately socially conservative direction. 
Darwin-friendly theorists ranging from Francis Fukuyama to Jonathan 
Haidt to the late James Q. Wilson have all argued that by serving his or her 
family, tribe, and species the social human animal provides a salutary, par-
tial antidote to the self-absorbed and socially apathetic claims of today’s 
dogmatic libertarianism. Their works remind us that our true significance 
lies in being somewhat self-sacrificing parts of wholes that are greater than 
ourselves. They also remind us that we human beings are naturally more 
like gregarious chimps than the solitary and emotionally challenged natu-
ral individuals described by Rousseau and mocked on Seinfeld.

Most evolutionary scientists, however, regard conservative social and 
political thought to be too religious or theological to be deserving of their 
reputable, scientific support. Yet academically fashionable postures can 
often be misleading. Take the father of the sociobiology movement, E. O. 
Wilson, for example. His magisterial The Social Conquest of Earth criti-
cizes Pope Paul VI’s encyclical banning the use of artificial contraception 
for being equal parts dogmatic and unscientific. But Wilson seems to go 
out of his way to criticize Humanae vitae in part in order to obscure the 
unfashionable ways in which he actually agrees with the encyclical. Ac-
cording to Wilson, the pope’s argument reduces to the claim that God only 
intended sexual intercourse to be for the purpose of conceiving children. 
Wilson should have also pointed out that Paul VI thought that natural law 



PREFACE     xi     

was on his side as well. As embarrassing as Wilson and other sophisticated 
scientists like him may find it, Paul VI, from one point of view, also seems 
to be Darwinian here. After all, his argument is that members of the hu-
man species purposely pair, bond, reproduce, and raise their young and so 
human sex is deformed when it is artificially divorced from those naturally 
occurring social activities.

Wilson himself notes that natural selection points to a genetically 
present tension in each member of our species. On the one hand, natu-
ral selection produces cooperative social behaviors in human beings. On 
the other hand, it produces self-serving behaviors in human beings. In 
Wilson’s words, that opposition “renders each of us part saint and part 
sinner.” Religions, he explains, characteristically praise actions that are in 
accord with social instincts and behaviors and frown on actions that privi-
lege the individual’s private good over the good of the various groups of 
which he or she is a part. Neither Paul VI nor Wilson denies that mem-
bers of our species have the biological capacity to choose to pursue their 
private good over the good of the group to which they belong. But Paul 
VI and Wilson both choose to call such choices sin because our natural 
flourishing to some degree depends on group selection, driven by social 
instinct, prevailing over individual selection. While they undoubtedly 
differ about many of the details, the effectual truth is that the pope and 
Wilson both think that each of us is fundamentally a social or relational 
being. For Wilson, organized religion has been pretty much “an expres-
sion of tribalism” and nothing more. For the pope, the Christian religion 
is much more. But he also thinks that the Christian religion, like every 
other legitimate religion, reflects and supports our social and relational 
duties as human beings.

Wilson further believes that the pope’s encyclical overlooked yet an-
other purpose for human sexual activity: Unlike females of other primate 
species, human females do not advertise estrus or “being in heat.” As such, 
once bonded with a male, a human female can invite “continuous and 
frequent intercourse.” The fertility-measuring method of Natural Family 
Planning that some Catholics practice, Wilson might have argued, can in-
terfere with what nature intends for a husband and wife. In Wilson’s mind, 
evolution adapted so that a woman could use sexual pleasure to entice 
the father of her children to stay around and help raise the children he 
has engendered. From an evolutionary point of view, it is clearly better 
for the parents of human children to stay bonded—sharing both parental 
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responsibilities and sexual pleasure—until their offspring are fully raised. 
Reproduction and raising the young are equally indispensable functions 
of the social animal. Consequently, the social instinct of a woman, Wilson 
suggests, evolved so that she, unlike her male counterpart, would put her 
children first.

Sounding quite pro-family values, Wilson goes so far as to say that in 
the raising of children there is no reliable alternative to two “sexually and 
emotionally bonded mates.” Even “in tightly-knit hunter-gather societies,” 
human mothers cannot count on the broader community or tribe. From 
Wilson’s evolutionary-informed point of view, the superiority of the two-
parent heterosexual family with children is both natural and enduring. 
It may, as the saying goes, take a village to raise a child, but that village, 
Wilson adds, cannot take the place of the child’s parents.

To use Wilson’s word, women “sin” (and are unhappy) when they give 
and receive sexual pleasure as free individuals in the mistaken belief that 
they can remain “autonomous” and unguided by social instinct. The use of 
artificial contraception to rule out the possibility of having kids altogether, 
especially the casual use of artificial contraception outside of marriage, 
undermines the social or group cooperation that is, for Wilson, naturally 
responsible for the singular success of the most intelligent of the “eusocial” 
species. Ultimately, the pope and the professor agree that society, the fam-
ily, and the human species all suffer when women are deceived by that mis-
taken judgment about who they naturally are. Catholics, with their appeal 
to natural law, find something of an ally in Wilson.

From a public-policy perspective, however, the big news is that Wilson’s 
research shows social conservatism has more to do with what human beings 
can observe about themselves with their own eyes than it does with their 
blind adherence to some discredited, fundamentalist dogma. If Wilson were 
to think through the political implications of his scientific discoveries, his 
sociobiological concerns no doubt could move him to resist public policies 
that resolve the tension between the interests of the individual and the inter-
ests of the social community in a wholly individualistic direction.

Toward a True Science of Virtue

Today, post-modern—or non-Cartesian—conservative thinkers receive 
a good deal (if not plenty) of support from Darwinians in our effort to 
chasten the excesses of modern individualism. Playing a Lockean position 



PREFACE     xiii     

off a Darwinian position does not capture the full truth about who we are 
as relational persons. But it is a start. I regularly make this point in my 
relatively countercultural blog, “Rightly Understood.” One of that blog’s 
purposes is to counter the libertarian excesses of the sophisticated techno-
enthusiasts who post at its host site, Big Think. Responding to a post in 
which I used E. O. Wilson’s book to show that a true Darwinian cannot 
be a libertarian true believer, Larry Arnhart, the author of a long and pen-
etrating chapter in this volume, wondered out loud whether I had converted 
to his Darwinian or evolutionary faith. I conclude this introduction by 
responding to Dr. Arnhart’s gracious, but mistaken, speculation, to show 
where, in my view, a true science of modern virtue needs to go from here.

I begin by calling attention to the thought of Jonathan Haidt, a professor 
of psychology at the University of Virginia. His The Happiness Hypothesis 
argues that we human beings are simultaneously brilliant like the chimps 
and ultra-social like some insects. Unlike chimpanzees, who seem to have 
“the brains” but just cannot seem to get along with each other, our reason 
has the eusocial tendency to foster our attachments to groups and each 
other. Our heads, as Jefferson says, serve our hearts—or our social instinct 
or moral sense. As a result, our lives have to be consciously balanced. That 
is why sensible social conservatism must be moderately moderated by en-
lightened individualism. Haidt and Arnhart more or less agree that the 
modern philosophers who make the most sense are empiricists associated 
with the Scottish Enlightenment, that is, David Hume, Adam Smith, and 
to an extent, Thomas Jefferson. They also prefer the scientific Aristotle to 
the rational idealist Plato. Neo-Darwinians like Haidt and Arnhart believe 
the most scientific and reasonable philosophers admit that we are animals 
whose reason most properly serves our social instincts.

I am periodically accused of being a Heideggerian existentialist. Hei-
degger might have been the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century. 
But he was also, for a brief time at least, a Nazi—something for which 
he never publicly apologized. Ironically, the existentialist or, in a way, 
resolutely individualist philosopher Heidegger justified an ideology that 
thought of people as nothing more than parts of wholes called “races” 
or the “Fatherland.” Heidegger eventually criticized Hitler’s “biologism,” 
by which he meant Hitler’s false identification of our biological features 
with what we are simply. Hitler, Heidegger protested, did not see that deep 
down we are truly free individuals. (I note in passing that this might be a 
problem with many strains of Darwinism too.)
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Neo-Darwinians do not make it clear (because it would make them un-
popular) that in their view anyone who does not believe that the science of 
biology can explain everything about who we are must be an existentialist. 
By this standard everyone from St. Paul to St. Augustine to St. Thomas 
Aquinas to contemporary American Evangelical Christians are Heideg-
gerian existentialists. Descartes and Locke would also be Heideggerian 
existentialists, as would that rational defender of dignity and autonomy 
Immanuel Kant. Anyone who thinks we are in any way alienated or rest-
less about who we are as purely biological beings would be a Heideggerian 
existentialist. My point is that, from this Darwinian view, Christians and 
Cartesians seem equally unscientific. They both introduce some alleged 
imaginary alien into the realm of biological nature and natural selection, 
the realm that houses members of every species, including our own.

St. Thomas Aquinas tried to reconcile Aristotelian naturalism with the 
Christian idea of the freely created, free, and irreducible human person. 
For someone with a Neo-Darwinian perspective, Aquinas displays both 
Darwinian and existentialist features—not surprisingly, when Dr. Arnhart 
chooses to invoke Thomas Aquinas he has to steer clear of all of Aquinas’ 
references to our personal longing to know a personal God. For years now, 
I have argued that the great Thomist of (and for) the twentieth century 
was the American philosopher-novelist Walker Percy. Percy said that the 
scientific task of our time was to reconcile what is true about Anglo-Amer-
ican empiricism with what is true about Continental existentialism.

It should not, then, come as a big surprise that I think some Darwinians—
especially some Darwinian conservatives—are neither completely right 
nor completely wrong. I think the same thing about some Heideggerian 
existentialists, and some Cartesian and Lockean defenders of the free indi-
vidual. Christians, Cartesians, Lockeans, and existentialists all defend the 
real existence of the free person who possesses a singular or “authentic” 
destiny. Still, a true science of modern virtue must recognize that, despite 
their enormous differences, Cartesian, Lockean, and Darwinian forms 
of science share certain basic features. One of these is their nominalism. 
Used as a way of defending the particular against the universal, nomi-
nalism is not all bad. But it does tend to reduce words to weapons and 
nothing more.

The Lockean nominalist uses words to secure the flourishing of the 
individual; the Darwinian nominalist uses words to promote natural se-
lection and species survival. A true science of modern virtue should be 
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able to acknowledge what is true about Cartesian, Lockean, and Dar-
winian science even as it goes on to show why none of these sciences 
can begin to explain the joy we experience when we scientifically com-
municate the truth about our world or that none of these sciences can 
capture the truth about who we personal, relational, truth-sharing, and 
loving human beings really are.

Peter Augustine Lawler
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LoCKe, Darwin,
anD tHe sCienCe of 
MoDern Virtue

Peter Augustine Lawler

So  I  WANt At LeASt to C oMPLICAte—or maybe even 
 deconstruct—the narrative about our country that prevails among 

conservatives today. here’s the narrative: our founding was Lockean or 
according to a nature made by our Creator and therefore good. It’s threat-
ened by the Progressives who have a kind of Darwinian-hegelian devotion 
to historical evolution—meaning the growth of the paternalistic serfdom of 
Big Government. Th e Progressives are therefore bad. And the Progressives, 
conservatives believe, are on the move while the Lockeans are in retreat.

In my opinion, change in our country has typically been Lockean, and 
today the Lockean narrative of the liberation of the individual explains a 
lot more about what’s going on these days than anything Progressives say. 
Lockeanism is on the move, and Progressivism is in retreat. Big Govern-
ment is being defeated on two fronts. our welfare state is eroding or even 
imploding, no matter what our Progressive president might want to do. 
And our courts—led, of course, by the Supreme Court—are continuing 
their war against the allegedly too big or too moralistic government of the 
states on behalf of individual liberty or autonomy. 

1
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Lockean change we can’t simply call Progress, because it’s both good and 
bad. It’s change we can believe in only to some extent. Individual libera-
tion is in many respects good, but it can be at the expense of indispensable 
social institutions. It can even be, our Darwinians tell us, at the expense of 
the happiness we can really enjoy as social animals by nature. Individual 
liberation makes particular lives more comfortable and secure in some 
respects, but more anxious, alienated, and lonely in others. In my view 
the right or prudent view of Lockean change is somewhere between the 
pessimism shared by Marxists and traditionalists (not to mention Marxist 
traditionalists such as Alasdair MacIntyre) and the techno-optimism of 
our libertarians (or Lockeans on steroids).

Our Characteristically Lockean Country

Let me begin with a sketch of the key characteristics of our Lockean 
country. Most American arguments take place within the context set by 
our Founding’s “revolutionary ideology”—which was, even at our country’s 
beginning, much more about natural rights than classical republicanism. 
The individualistic, Lockean principles of the Declaration were under-
stood to be opposed, from the very beginning, to legal distinctions based 
on religion, race, class, and gender. That is the “ideological” reason why 
even the Constitution of 1787 is strikingly silent on race, class, gender, 
and religion, and why Jefferson wrote so eloquently against the injustice of 
race-based slavery (even as he did so little actually to abolish it). So when 
we criticize “the practice” of Americans during the Founding generation 
and subsequently, we do it from the point of view of their “theory.” It’s the 
theory of our Founding that typically drives our practical reforms—reforms 
that have made our country today more of a meritocracy based on individ-
ual productivity than ever. Race, class, gender, and religion mean less than 
ever in our judgments about each other, which is not to say, of course, they 
don’t mean anything at all. The perfection of our individualism remains a 
work in progress. A downside of this progress is that qualities disconnected 
from productivity—such as voluntary caregiving or the leisurely study of 
metaphysics and theology—are in some ways respected less than ever.

So our Progressives, when they imported alien theory into our political 
life from Hegel (namely, History, with a capital “H”) or Darwin (organic 
evolution as antidote to the Constitution’s allegedly Newtonian mecha-
nism), never managed to come up with theoretical innovations that had 
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“legs.” That’s why, for example, Roosevelt’s new and allegedly improved list 
of rights in 1944 never caught on. It’s also why our welfare state has been—
comparatively speaking—minimalist and why our courts never bought 
into the idea of “welfare rights.” It’s also why our Supreme Court, when 
upholding affirmative action schemes, has consistently rejected quotas 
and insisted that every applicant be treated as a free and equal individual.

Our country’s ambiguous and at this point seemingly temporary use of 
Big Government as a way of redistributing income and even eradicating 
poverty started to fade about 1966. Around that time, the Supreme Court 
began its war against Big Government understood as the police powers 
and moral regulations of the state. That war is being raised, of course, on 
behalf of liberty, understood as the expansion of individual autonomy over 
time. Our Court now thinks it’s adhering to the Founders’ view that the 
single word “liberty” in the Fourteenth Amendment’s due process clause 
is a kind of Lockean weapon to be wielded on behalf of unprecedented 
individual liberation by people in every American generation. So it didn’t 
have to rely on precedent to strike laws that interfere with the dignified, 
autonomous activity of homosexual individuals.

We’ve even, of course, Lockeanized marriage. It’s gradually been turned 
into a kind of open-ended affirmation that’s all rights and no duties—the 
purpose of which should be freely defined by any two or maybe more au-
tonomous individuals. It makes a strange kind of sense, from this view, to 
say that same-sex marriage didn’t used to be an individual right, but it’s 
become one over time. Soon enough, it may well make a strange kind 
of sense to say that the entitlement of marriage itself is unjustified and 
oppressive; it arbitrarily privileges what married individuals do at the ex-
pense of the dignified autonomy of what single individuals choose to do.

Our Christian-Lockean Alliance

Although the Court’s Lockean activism on abortion and soon on mar-
riage seems directed mainly against our Christian religious believers, 
I don’t want to create the impression that our individualistic progress is 
simply or even mainly anti-Christian. Scholars of various kinds charac-
teristically neglect the place of biblical religion and particularly Calvinist 
Christianity in our Founding. There are two reasons, to begin with, why 
“classical republicanism”—with its subordination of the individual to the 
political community—never really caught on that much in America. The 
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first is the individualism of Lockean natural rights: The free individual 
consents to government with his or her own interests or rights in mind. 
The other is Christianity, which teaches that the individual is not, deep 
down, a citizen; he or she is, as St. Augustine says, an alien or pilgrim in 
every earthly city.

Locke himself celebrates the breakthrough in egalitarian self-under-
standing that came with the Christians, the understanding that comes with 
the discovering of personal inwardness or subjectivity. So, while I think 
Locke was no Christian, he did think of himself as providing arguments 
and evidence for the fundamental Christian insight into personal reality. 
Christianity established the principle of the limitation of government by 
personal identity. And Locke thought that, with his discovery of personal 
identity, he could prove individuals are both less and more than citizens. 
They consent to government to protect their interests as self-consciously 
needy and vulnerable beings with bodies, without surrendering their free-
dom for conscientious self-determination in pursuit of happiness. For 
Locke, as for the Christians, both the individual and the church are au-
tonomous—or free from political coercion—to determine the truth about 
the free being’s duties to his or her personal Creator. Locke could defend 
this conclusion, let me emphasize, without believing that most of what 
any particular church taught is true. He was highly doubtful that there is 
a living and giving personal God on which free beings could rely for love 
and security, and he taught individuals not to trust primarily in God but, 
rather, in themselves as free and industrious beings caught in a hostile 
environment. But Locke wasn’t so doubtful about personal freedom as, 
from a natural view, a mystery that left room for belief in a Creator. Locke 
seems to have thought that man made the biblical God in his image as a 
free or active and revealing person. His Deistic or Socinian innovation was 
to conceive of God as he conceived of us, as personal but not relational. 
That’s why he denied the mystery of the Trinity, the mystery that reconciles 
monotheism with relational personality. From a Christian view, it’s more 
mysterious still to conceive of a person—or individual—as having an iden-
tity that’s not deeply relational. But that’s what Locke seems to have done.

Consider that our Christians and our Lockeans, inspired by the idea 
that the free individual or person, ally against the classical republicans—
insofar as they think of people as basically citizens or part of a political 
community (or as city fodder). Our Christians and our Lockeans agree 
that Chesterton is right: America is a home for the homeless—a place for 
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citizens who think of themselves as so equally unique and irreplaceable 
that they are far from merely citizens. In America, the homeless can be 
as at home as the homeless can be in any political community, precisely 
because that community does not compel them to deny what they really 
can know about themselves.

Christians, St. Augustine said, were often hated because they, on be-
half of both the truth and their faith, had to dissent from the religious 
legislation of their political communities. They refused, like Socrates, 
either to believe in or to worship the gods of their cities. From the clas-
sical, political view, the Christians actually seemed like atheists. In our 
country, our Christians and our Lockeans have tended to ally against 
the classical republican idea of civil theology—or, as Lincoln once put it, 
political religion. The most noble Lockean interpretation of the silence 
on God in the Constitution of 1787 is that it’s anti-civil theological. The 
Constitution can be criticized for not placing our country “under God,” 
or for liberating political will from divine limits—for turning man into 
God. Or it can be praised for limiting the realm of political will, for free-
ing creatures and Creator from political domination for being who they 
truly are. Our Constitution, from the latter view, presupposes that the 
Christian view of the person and the God in whose image he or she is 
made is true. Our political leaders have always been free to express their 
faith in God, but not to turn it into legislation. For Christians, as John 
Courtney Murray says, American freedom is freedom for the church as 
an organized social entity with autonomous moral weight, and Locke, 
finally, wouldn’t think of disagreeing.

God, for Locke, may well exist. Opinions about our duties to our Creator—
as Madison, the most purely Lockean of our Founders, thought—are a 
personal or nonpolitical matter. God is not to be put to degrading political 
use, and so “civil theology” is not to direct or inhibit the natural, and in-
evitably social, human inclination toward theological concern. That’s not 
to say that there haven’t been various attempts to create a kind of Lockean 
American civil religion—a more than merely ceremonial creationist De-
ism. But they never achieve enduring success or real stability. That’s not to 
say that Americans, both Lockean and Christian, don’t readily unite against 
the coercive atheism—the Historical forms of civil theology—of the mon-
strous tyrants of the twentieth century.

Our Christians and our Lockeans ally against those Progressives who re-
gard particular persons as basically History fodder, as expendable beings 
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to be sacrificed for the perfect world of tomorrow. It’s Christianity, as 
Tocqueville said, that was the source of the American view that not every-
thing might be done in pursuit of the indefinite perfectibility pursued by 
reformist egalitarianism. They don’t think, as the Marxists did, that human 
life as now experienced is miserably worthless, nor do they think that His-
tory could possibly deliver us from the miserable alienation we do experi-
ence. Our Christians and Lockeans agree in privileging the unique moral 
destiny of each of the lives of particular individuals, and in not sacrificing 
the rights of people today for those to come.

Our Christians and Lockeans united during the Cold War in defending 
what Leo Strauss called a “natural right” against “History,” understanding, 
together, that it’s the nature of each of us to be a free and dignified indi-
vidual. It’s our nature, in other words, not to be fundamentally either parts 
of History or parts of the impersonal nature. Both our Lockeans and our 
Christians share the ambiguity that it’s our nature to be free from nature, 
and that ambiguity might be understood to be resolved by the discovery 
of History. But this resolution, our Lockeans and Christians agree, is at 
the expense of the strange and wonderful mystery of individuality or 
irreducibly personal reality. Human alienation, they agree, does not come 
to an end in this world, and our pursuit of happiness doesn’t culminate in 
secure and stable happiness or contentment through our own efforts. The 
un-obsessive and unproductive lives Marx imagines under communism 
are both impossible and undesirable; they aren’t the lives of free persons.

And our Christians and Lockeans ally against the various forms of the 
Darwinian view that we’re nothing but species fodder. So they united 
against the various eugenics schemes promoted by both Progressives and 
fascists, those that tried to improve who we are as a species by eliminating 
the unfit or keeping them from reproducing. Those schemes have been 
completely discredited in our country. So, too, for that matter, is the eu-
genics scheme described in Plato’s Republic, which also treats people as an-
imals to be controlled for purposes not of their own choosing. In order to 
keep “Platonism” alive in our time, Leo Strauss had to convince us, against 
scholarly convention, that Socrates’ eugenics scheme was ironic, a mon-
strosity constructed in speech for purely instructional purposes. Lockeans 
and Christians know, whatever some Darwinians say, that conscious and 
willful persons can’t regard themselves as being born primarily to serve 
either their species or their country. So, from our view, Strauss, to maximize 
his influence, should have done more to discredit the Socratic “cave”—the 
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image that presents people as totally dominated by the process of political 
socialization of their “regime.” (This can be done, in my opinion: The im-
age of the cave, in truth, is the ironic polar opposite of the ironic [or im-
possible and undesirable] imaginary perfection of the philosopher-king.)

Personal Freedom Today

The progress of Lockeanism in our country also discredits the common 
secular faith (a kind of civil theology) favored by the rather communitar-
ian and idealistic Progressives. Republicanism, not surprisingly, becomes 
more countercultural than even Christianity, and patriotism erodes. So-
phisticated Americans today, and especially the young and sophisticated, 
aren’t moved to action or even admiration by the noble Zeussianism of 
a John McCain. The manly novelist Tom Wolfe has shown how counter-
cultural a real Stoic—a rational, noble man—such as Marcus Aurelius or 
George Washington or Robert E. Lee or even Atticus Finch would be these 
days. We can still admire portrayals of Stoics who know who they are as 
rational, relational, “classy” beings and so know what they’re supposed to 
do in any or all circumstances. To state the obvious, we follow Locke in 
locating individuality in rights, not duties, and we regard the sacrifice of 
material being for rational principle or to display our magnanimity as be-
ing based on a misunderstanding of who we are. But we can’t forget that 
the Lockean criticism of such pride—as really vanity—is also shared by 
the Christians.

Americans are seemingly less likely than ever to think of themselves as 
a devoted, self-sacrificing part of a political whole greater than themselves. 
The Special Forces—such as the Navy SEALs—that manage to defend us 
are more alien to most of our lives than ever. The fact that a Lockean citi-
zen is, in principle, closer to an oxymoron than a Christian citizen explains 
a lot about the creeping and sometimes creepy libertarianism so charac-
teristic of sophisticated Americans today. And our best citizens these days 
are the combination of Christian and southern (or the residually Stoic) 
man portrayed in country music, the man who stands up (and is ready to 
fight) when he hears that Lee Greenwood classic. That man, we can say, is 
more of, as Wolfe says, “a man in full” than the individual Locke describes.

We can also say that the “citizen soldier” celebrated in another recent 
country hit might be both more and less Christian than a pure Lockean. 
He’s open to being more Christian because he’s less narrowly self-absorbed 
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and petty, but he hasn’t, from a certain view, properly absorbed the Chris-
tian/Lockean criticism of both civic consciousness and martial virtue. 
Obviously, our citizen soldiers can’t be called liberal fascists (a very un-
friendly name conservatives give to our Progressives); they’re fighting for 
home, freedom, country, and God and not for a glorious Historical future 
envisioned by some Leader. And our liberals, even insofar as they have 
Progressive tendencies, are repulsed by real fascist Historical warriors—
by, in fact, the chauvinism of warriors in general. They may be for “hu-
manitarian interventions” but not so much for those that involve the real 
risk of the lives of particular individuals.

Personal Theory versus Both History and Darwin

Even the main philosophical inclination in our country, articulated by 
our liberal theorists, these days is much more Lockean than Progressive 
(or dutifully Stoic or Christian). Our alleged moral experts such as our 
Rawlsians think that only suckers think of themselves as wholes greater 
than themselves. The bottom line, they say, is the person—or the secure 
perpetuation of the being or the autonomy of all particular persons alive 
these days. No particular person should be subordinated to God, country, 
History, or even family or some other biological imperative. Even eugenics, 
as promoted, for example, by the transhumanists, has become intensely per-
sonal. The point of biotechnology is to keep ME (as opposed to the species or 
the citizenry) from being extinguished or replaced—a very Lockean point!

Our Lockeans and Rawlsians are, in principle, transhumanists. If we 
can inventively overcome or free ourselves from the limitations of our bio-
logical condition, we should. Any free and rational being, they say, would 
want to have his or her being more secure or less biologically limited, and 
they don’t share the Christian belief that it’s reasonable to hope our per-
sonal freedom becomes more than biologically contingent through God’s 
grace. In this respect, the natural right of the Lockeans is not really liv-
ing according to nature, and the faith in History (or political reform) is 
replaced by faith (supported so far by lots of works) in technology and 
biotechnology. We can say that “natural right” has defeated History if we 
mean the Lockean natural right to make ourselves more than merely natu-
ral, merely political, or merely Historical beings.

In this respect, our theorists, although they don’t like to admit it, op-
pose themselves to the Darwinians. The best Darwinians (such as Larry 
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Arnhart) have become social conservatives. They remind us that, for most 
people, the desires that connect us to family, friends, and political com-
munity are the sources of happiness. People from large families, studies 
show, are usually happier than people from small ones, and men married 
with children are less pathological and suicidal than those who live alone. 
And we’re usually wrong when, as autonomy freaks, we regard our social, 
biological desires as impediments to our effective pursuit of happiness, 
understood as genuine self-fulfillment. In the happiest cases, our social 
instincts are what guide our reason and our imagination in the direction 
of the natural ends given to members of our species. The Darwinians add 
that nature will inevitably defeat our efforts to escape from her guidance; 
individual freedom is largely a pretentious illusion. Even the longings for 
personal immortality or indefinite longevity are based on mistaken con-
ceptions of who we are. The truth is that, so far, we haven’t been successful 
in extending the duration of the longest human lives at all; our accom-
plishment has actually been the modest and, from a natural view, fairly 
insignificant one of getting a lot more lives closer to that natural limit.

The truth is also, Darwinian conservatives claim, that evolutionary na-
ture’s endlessly complex intention that each of us be replaced with the spe-
cies’ flourishing in mind will almost certainly thwart our misguided efforts 
to refocus existence on persons—as opposed to nature’s own impersonal 
focus on species. We’ll be happier to the extent that we can recapture the 
biologist Aristotle’s idea of a complete life—one that achieves its wholeness 
on the basis of the satisfaction of our national desires through our fulfill-
ment of our natural responsibilities. We can’t, as the transhumanists imag-
ine, make ourselves into robots or machines powered by the pure subjec-
tivity—the “I” imagined by Descartes (and the Cartesian Locke). We’d be 
nothing without the guidance given to us by our bodies, the source of all 
erôs, our longings, our orientation toward completion, and even our open-
ness to scientific truth.

Despite such reasonable scientific criticisms, we Lockeans still end up 
thinking that nature so understood remains our enemy. The assertion that 
we can’t continue to produce unprecedented, inventive change we can be-
lieve in is a dogma. The theory of evolution as described by a pure Darwin-
ian might have been completely true until the free individual emerged on 
the scene. Since then, impersonal evolution has been gradually displaced 
by conscious and volitional evolution—evolution with ME and YOU, par-
ticular persons with names (who, of course, can name) in mind. Despite 
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the best efforts of some of our ecologists, we don’t believe that it makes any 
sense for a person to take one for the species or rest content with being re-
placed. Being oriented by the requirements of the species is unconscious; 
the more conscious we are (the more we are oriented by a truthful sense of 
personal or individual identity), the more we resist that orientation. Con-
trary to Darwin’s sentimental assertion that our social instincts or moral 
sense will evolve as our species’ singular ability for conscious choice does, 
it’s now clear that the latter form of evolution, at least to some extent, atro-
phies our social instincts.

Making our choices less instinctual and more calculated—or all about 
individual self-interest—has been the goal of Lockean theory. Even when 
our theorists attempt to soften that selfishness with observations about 
empathy (and sometimes even altruism), they really mean not forgetting 
the reasonableness of cooperation with others to achieve our personal 
goals or preferring long-term and less narrow interests over short-term, 
ill-considered inclinations. They don’t mean, as Rousseau observes, actu-
ally devoting our lives to our families, friends, country, and the unfortu-
nate (and a Darwinian would say we’re hardwired for all of those), because 
then we’d have no time left for ourselves.

We are, in fact, more moral in the sense of being less violent, less ani-
mated by religious or political animosity, and even less likely to be moved 
by any consideration that would cause us to impinge upon the rights of 
others. So we commit fewer hate crimes, but we’re also less moved by love 
or charity. Empathy, in fact, is a pitiful substitute for personal love. And as 
Tocqueville points out, for us individualists, indifference to the choices and 
fate of others has become a kind of virtue. The perfection of that virtue, in 
a way, is my affirmation of your choices as dignified just because they’re 
personal or autonomous, an affirmation that usually costs me nothing.

Some critics such as James Ceaser say that our theorists today aren’t 
Lockean, because they don’t find a foundation in nature for our rights, 
but “non-foundational,” because they think it’s a mistake to even look for 
reasonable or natural evidence for their devotion to personal autonomy 
or “liberalism.” In my view, non-foundationalism itself has emerged as a 
kind of Lockean theoretical weapon. The foundations of God and History 
led to all sorts of senseless killing and cruelty. Nature, meanwhile, is what’s 
described by Darwin; it can’t be investigated to find the source of or to 
defend our liberty. “Non-foundationalism” means, in a way, that personal 
freedom is self-evident and the bottom line; there’s no need, and in fact 
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it’s counterproductive, to try to tether the individual’s autonomy to any 
reality outside of itself. That liberty, as Locke says, is less by nature than an 
assertion against nature; it is sufficient, as our Court says, to think of it as 
the mysterious capability we have for self-definition and even indefinite 
self-expansion. The foundation, it follows, is securing as well as possible 
the lives and liberty of those persons alive right now; it is, to begin with, 
doing what we can’t to remove all obstacles to our efforts to fend off 
personal extinction.

The Person versus Big Government

Part of non-foundationalism is refusing to think of ourselves as bound 
by any biological limitation. The point of our Court’s pro-choice opinion 
in Planned Parenthood v. Casey is that women are free to free themselves 
from being defined as women. The goal of keeping people around does 
point in the direction of transhumanism or trans-biological personal im-
mortality, meaning that this goal is also hostile to Progressivism—which is 
about the Historical goal of sacrificing today for tomorrow. It’s even hostile 
to Big Government in general; avoiding personal extinction is some com-
bination of the unimpeded evolution of high technology and one’s own 
discipline. Regulations that undermine one’s own productivity in those 
areas for moralistic and redistributive reasons are increasingly discredited 
in our libertarian time. Our libertarians are better than ever at explain-
ing that personal liberation depends on individuals’ being more and more 
productive. The true Lockean, they explain, is what David Brooks called 
the bourgeois bohemian; liberty is for self-definition, one’s autonomy will 
always depend on one’s work, on the tough virtues connected with per-
sonal industriousness and inventiveness, on the unlimited and incessant 
development of technology (or measurable, powerful progress it makes 
sense to believe in). Marx—the first Progressive—was wrong to hold that 
natural scarcity could disappear in a way that would allow us to relax 
about acquisition and focus our attention only on the just distribution of 
resources and the cultivation of lifestyles. This means we know why LBJ’s 
Great Society—the very ephemeral height of our Progressivism—was 
misguided and unsustainable.

If there is an expanding role for government, it’s in the puritanical and 
prohibitionist mode of regulating for health and safety—laws that fend 
our unwitting exposure to secondhand smoke and trans-fatty foods, not 
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to mention propaganda insisting that sexual morality be reduced to and 
enforced as safety (don’t do anything to bring any person into the world 
or take one of those now existing out of it) and consent—and even this 
seems more Lockean than not. We consent to government for the good of 
our bodies, but (unlike the real Puritans or real Prohibitionists) we leave 
the soul (or personal identity) in the autonomous hands of the individual. 
Even the Progressives, in their sort of noble devotion to the cause of the 
national community, were more genuinely puritanical—or idealistically 
egalitarian—than the liberal political correctness of our time.

What about the main trend in economic regulation? you might say. Isn’t 
our current president a Progressive? And isn’t he making our Big Govern-
ment bigger? Obama’s Progressivism is going to turn out to be a blip on 
our political stage. Whatever he may want to do, Lockeanism is clearly on 
the move again on the economic front. Obamacare, our Lockeans say, vio-
lates natural rights, but more importantly, it just won’t work. It will neither 
sustain our present employer-based health care system nor pave the way 
for the government to become directly responsible for being the single 
provider of our health care. Both the hopes and the fears surrounding this 
ill-considered mess of a reform are greatly exaggerated. The results of the 
2010 election showed that our president had no Progressive mandate, and 
that people have lost confidence even more in the proposition that bigger 
and better government can cure what ails us.

The primary experience of ordinary Americans these days is the 
erosion—with the prospect of implosion—of the various safety nets char-
acteristic of our relatively minimalist welfare state. The movement across 
the board has been and will continue to be from defined benefits to defined 
contributions. Private and even public pensions are toast. They have been 
and will continue to be replaced by 401(k)s. This kind of change will be 
true of health care, as employer-based plans become unsustainable. It will 
also soon be true of Medicare and probably Social Security—if not quite 
as soon as Paul Ryan thinks. The good news here (the new birth of free-
dom celebrated by the Tea Partiers) is more choice, a lot more choice, for 
individuals. The bad news is that risk is being transferred from the employer 
and the government to the individual. All of our entitlements—everyone re-
ally knows—are going to have to be transformed and trimmed in a Lockean 
or individualistic direction in what might well be futile efforts to save them.

Other, related change going on that Lockeans should believe in includes 
the fact that unions both public and private, despite our president’s half-
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hearted efforts to prop them up, are also toast. Their reactionary efforts at 
protectionism have no place in a globalized and rigorously competitive 
meritocratic marketplace. The same can be said of the ideal of employer 
and employee loyalty. The various kinds of tenure won’t last another gen-
eration. People are going to be able to be and will have to be a lot more 
entrepreneurial and self-employed or do a lot more switching and losing 
jobs. One reason among many that employer-based health care can’t sur-
vive is that it depends upon an increasingly obsolete model—careerist and 
corporatist—of employment. The present health care system isn’t so great 
for the self-employed, and this includes more and more of us. And fear of 
losing insurance shouldn’t be a reason for passing up an entrepreneurial 
opportunity, and guilt about an employee’s health care situation shouldn’t 
be a reason for not firing superfluous or inadequately productive employ-
ees. It would be wrong to call these changes popular. The Tea Party has 
peaked, and it never got anywhere near a majority. People can’t help but 
be conservative when it comes to preserving the entitlements on which 
they’ve come to depend.

The Road to Serfdom Never Gets to Serfdom

We can still say Americans have lost that Progressive faith that Big Gov-
ernment could possibly be the cure for what ails them today. The good 
news for us Lockeans is that it’s now clear, the road to serfdom will never 
get to serfdom. Alexis de Tocqueville worried that our “individualism”—
meaning, for him, our apathetic emotional withdrawal—would turn us 
into easy prey for the schoolmarmish soft despotism of an omnicompe-
tent bureaucracy. There’s some truth to the observation that individualism 
so understood fueled the growth of our welfare state, just as there’s some 
truth to the one that even our relatively minimalist welfare-state depen-
dency has encouraged individualism, in the emotionally crippled sense 
of less reliance on our social attachments to other persons. The welfare 
state, it makes sense to say, both comes into existence with the atrophying 
of the “mediating” institutions—those that stand between the individual 
and the centralizing government—such as the family, local community, 
and church, and then it weakens them further by allowing individuals not 
to have to depend on them. The great social scientist Gunnar Myrdal pre-
dicted in 1940 that the welfare state would give people an incentive to stop 
having kids to support them in their old age, and it’s obvious he was far 
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from completely wrong. (But we also used to think that “welfare” [Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children] would give irresponsible people a per-
verse incentive to reproduce.) Families, economists tell us, have less incen-
tive than ever to “invest” in children beyond love and the real happiness 
incompletely described by Darwinians. It turns out, our social instincts 
just aren’t strong enough, by themselves, in our individualistic time.

From this view, welfare-state dependency opposes both Darwinian 
social instincts and Lockean industrious and inventive self-reliance. It de-
prives us of the happiness that comes from bonding with the persons we 
really know and love and doing our duty to the species by having and 
raising kids. It also deprives us of the restlessness that leads us to think 
and work hard to pursue happiness. Just as much as the Lockean, the true 
Darwinian—as opposed to the fake Darwinian or Progressive, who mis-
takenly equates natural evolution with the growth of Big Government—
wants to limit government understood as bureaucratic dependence. The 
people Tocqueville imagines who have fallen below the level of humanity 
by surrendering control over the details of their lives and so any concern 
for their individual futures live both un-free and unnatural lives. They lack 
the autonomy of the Lockean individual and the gregarious sociality of the 
really smart primates who, according to the Darwinians (and for that mat-
ter the Aristotelians), we are by nature.

But those who blame the welfare state for who we are these days exag-
gerate how much its institutions really transformed our lives. Social Se-
curity and Medicare, by themselves, have never been enough to allow old 
people to live in security or anything approaching worry-free abundance. 
Surely nobody really believes that the history of our country over the last 
generation or two has been the story of people fecklessly surrendering 
any concern for their personal futures. The progress of our individualism 
hasn’t been toward apathetic contentment (Tocquevillian individualism) 
but toward the intensification of personal self-obsession (Lockean individ-
ualism). People are more detached from others than ever, or less animated 
by personal love or moved by thinking of themselves as a part of a whole 
greater than themselves. This means that, in the Lockean sense, they’re 
thinking more personally or individually; they connect their personal fu-
tures with the future of being, itself. Americans haven’t been living some 
Progressive or Marxist dream of having freed themselves of all perceptions 
of scarcity for un-alienated self-fulfillment, and they know, better than ever, 
that such a dream can never become real in some post-productive age. They 
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know their autonomy—their freedom from nature—is no entitlement 
from God, or History, or has any source beyond themselves. That’s the key 
sense in which they are—following Locke himself—non-foundationalist 
about their personal identities.

Our Birth Dearth

Change over the last generation or two has largely been progress in 
Locke’s sense. It has been in accordance with Locke’s basic insight about 
who we are or might become, but sometimes in ways Locke himself didn’t 
anticipate. It didn’t occur to Locke, it seems, that so many free persons 
would become so self-absorbed (or that contraceptive technology would 
work so well) that so many individuals would choose to stop having enough 
children to replace themselves. The main reason for this “birth dearth” 
among our sophisticates is not some transfer of dependence from family 
to government but a kind of choice for radical autonomy over being spe-
cies fodder. Nature may intend me to be replaced by my children, and even 
we self-conscious mortals can gain quasi-natural satisfaction by reflecting 
on the fact of successfully spreading our genes or living on through our 
kids. But we Lockeans are more concerned with living for ourselves—and 
so, among other things, thwarting nature’s intention by staying around.

When Tocqueville described the pathologies of the emotional with-
drawal of individualism, he was only concerned that individuals would 
lose the spirit of resistance characteristic of citizens. He thought that the 
natural limit to individualistic self-absorption would be the family. Free 
individuals would persist in thinking of themselves as parents and chil-
dren too. He had a kind of “socio-biological” faith that a limit to individual 
liberation would be the natural, social inclinations that lead the species to 
perpetuate itself. Locke seemed to have that faith too: He thought people 
would continue to have kids, and their natural inclination supported by 
law would cause them to stay together long enough to raise them. But, 
in principle, Locke couldn’t have rejected the conclusion of our Court in 
Planned Parenthood that women have an equal right to men to be free 
individuals or define for themselves their personal identities, and so the 
right to an abortion can be justified as what’s required for women (when 
other contraceptive methods fail) to be liberated from the natural inclina-
tion to be moms in order to be equal participants in the nation’s economic 
and political life. Individuals saddled with female bodies have the right 
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not be species fodder or reproductive machines for the state. Tocqueville, 
we can say, was so afraid of this consequence unfolding that he talked up 
the American division of labor—which resulted, in fact, in pretty much 
locking up the wife and mom in the home—as what’s required to sustain 
the family in democratic times. He praised the greatness of the Ameri-
can women for submitting to that injustice (from a Lockean view) out of 
love, while admitting that democracy causes people to be progressively 
less moved by love.

Until well into the legendary 1960s, the Republicans were the relatively 
Lockean or pro-business party. They were, for that reason, the party that 
pushed the Equal Rights Amendment. The Democrats were the more 
“paternalistic,” union-enabling, welfare-state party that aimed for the fam-
ily wage earned by husband-breadwinner, and so that presupposed the 
dignity of unproductive motherhood. The liberation of women to become 
wage slaves just like men that began in the 1960s with the Equal Rights 
Amendment became more Democratic than Republican only because the 
Democrats became the feminist party, the one more dedicated to liberat-
ing women to be free individuals. But neither party objected to women 
flooding the work force, which ended the dream of the family wage for 
most ordinary Americans, made it much more difficult for women to find 
dignity without earning money, and inevitably reduced the average size of 
the American family. Nobody denied for long that justice demanded equal 
opportunity for women as free individuals. Our two parties reached a kind 
of mainstream consensus that government would have little to do with the 
encouragement of virtue untethered to productivity, and the Democrats 
fairly quickly ended their flirtation with “welfare rights,” with the right not 
to be productive. This consensus was not about letting people live as they 
please in some 1960s “do your own thing” sense; it was about perfecting 
our meritocracy based on productivity, the goal easily discovered through 
a very Lockean reading of the Constitution of 1787.

Insofar as our “neoconservatives” worried about the family and all that, 
it was what was required to fend off “dysfunctional” behavior that under-
mined individual liberty and economic prosperity. We can see that the lib-
eration of women was more good than not, without denying the downside 
in terms of sustaining the safety nets that used to constitute the minimalist 
but real welfare state that found its heyday in the 1960s. One result of that 
liberation—and men being given more of a license to behave badly—is 
an explosion of the number of lonely single moms who sometimes des-
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perately need the welfare state’s safety nets to get by, but what they need, 
government is going to be less able to provide. And the routinization of 
divorce (far beyond Locke’s or Tocqueville’s expectations) with the indi-
vidual’s pursuit of happiness in mind has also produced lots of lonely men; 
the fastest-growing demographic category is men over 65 who aren’t close 
to either a spouse or children. They too are going to need public help as 
they increasingly fade away from Alzheimers and other chronic forms of 
debilitation, but everyone knows we aren’t going be able to afford what 
those individuals need either.

Our Lockeans are often criticized for reducing personal morality to 
health, safety, and consent, but they are very serious—very paranoid, pu-
ritanical, and prohibitionist—when it comes to that individualist trinity. 
So again: Our individualism is not about living as you please but getting 
the focus on doing what’s required to secure one’s own personal future. 
Our transhumanists give us an unprecedented incentive: With the right 
regimen of diet, exercise, and lots of supplements, young people around 
today can reasonably hope to stay around until the “singularity” hits and 
something like personal immortality becomes possible. St. Augustine was 
right that it’s most important not to screw up with eternal life on the line, 
but what was, some of our Lockeans believe, in his case wish-fulfillment is 
now something we might do for ourselves. Certainly we’re not told to relax 
and enjoy ourselves—or just give in to natural desires—when it comes to 
either eating or sex. In some ways, we’re more preoccupied than ever with 
the bad things both of those natural processes can do to beings with bodies.

As Phillip J. Longman has ably chronicled, it’s impossible to overplay 
the extent to which our entitlement programs were premised on “Baby 
Boom” demographics. As long as the population and the economy are both 
growing, then we can easily afford to sustain and even expand benefits for 
the elderly. Public policy deliberations in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
were also informed by deep concerns about overpopulation. So President 
Nixon’s Commission on Population Growth and Economic Freedom ac-
tually endorsed the Equal Rights Amendment as a way of discouraging 
female fertility—of getting women to think of themselves less as mothers 
and more as free individuals. So “politically correct” experts were all about 
encouraging the detachment of sex from reproduction and undermining 
the demographic foundations of the welfare state. The funding of Social 
Security, as James Capretta explains, depends above all on the long-term 
fertility rate. If it were reasonable to hope we could soon be anywhere close 
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to returning to Baby Boom birthrates, there would be no talk today of 
entitlement reform. It goes without saying that people would rather keep 
what they now have, and that our politicians would be relieved to let 
them have it. Tea Party constitutionalism would have, at best, a very 
marginalized constituency.

Getting Old and Older in a Young Person’s World

The Lockean might begin to attempt to solve this problem by saying 
that the old should just become more productive, and so we need to push 
the retirement age (and eligibility age) back, way back. If the elderly are 
healthy, they should keep working. We are doing a little of that, and all 
responsible experts say we’re stuck with doing a lot more. But there are 
obvious limits to this remedy. A high-tech society is full of preferential 
options for the young; the old might be healthy, but they still often lack 
the mental agility required to keep up with all that techno-change. Even in 
my profession, college teaching, which isn’t very hard and you don’t have 
to be very smart to perform adequately in the classroom, there’s plenty 
of complaining that the abolition of mandatory retirement is keeping the 
relatively ineffective and out-of-touch around at the expense of scholarly 
productivity and consumer (student) satisfaction. The aging, overpaid 
professorate is one of the most compelling arguments against tenure, one 
that will prevail soon enough in our techno-meritocracy. If the old keep 
working, we’ll figure out soon enough, it’ll have to be in less productive 
and (much) lower-paid—not to mention more insecure—positions. We, 
after all, value the wisdom connected with age (being chastened by expe-
rience and all that) less than ever, and we’re getting more skeptical of the 
thought that being old means in many senses being entitled.

Locke himself rather coldly suggested that the only compelling tie par-
ents will have on their grown children will be money. He wanted to free 
individuals up from the constraints of patriarchy; he didn’t want parents 
to be able to rule—or order around—their grown children. And he didn’t 
want people relying on love, except the love for little children (who are 
temporarily incapable of taking care of themselves). If you’re going to get 
old, which Locke was all in favor of, you’d better get rich. And our libertar-
ians aren’t wrong to say we should do what we can to encourage people to 
save for their own futures. Now, the virtue that comes with that kind of 
self-reliance is coming back: Pensions and even Social Security have be-
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come unreliable (but so too have 401(k)s, which can no longer be counted 
on to produce returns that beat inflation).

The average person is less sure than ever that his money will last as long 
as he will, but he surely knows he’ll be stuck, nonetheless, largely with de-
pending on his own money to live well. The implosion of the welfare state, 
which is caused most of all by our aging society, doesn’t look like a new 
birth of freedom for old persons. As we learn, say, from Socrates’ musings 
in the Republic, there might be nothing tougher than being old and poor 
in a democracy, a “regime” or society that has no idea what old people are 
for. This is not to say that we’re going to begin euthanizing them or even 
“rationing” them to early graves. We know they’re persons, not nothing. 
And so we’re committed to helping them stay around as long as possible.

So our demographic crisis—too many old and unproductive people 
and not enough young and productive ones—can be accounted for as a 
product, both good and bad, of Lockean individualism. And it’s wrecked 
the progressive dream of an expanding social democracy humanely en-
veloping us all.

A Compromise Conclusion

We can’t conclude by saying that the one true progress these days is 
Lockean or “capitalist,” Lockean theory will never define everything about 
who we are, and individual freedom or autonomy far from exhausts our 
longings. The Darwinians remain right that we’re social animals, and so it’s 
in many ways bad for us to experience the atrophying of our social insti-
tutions. The perversely individualistic behavior that’s produced our birth 
dearth, however, probably can’t be accounted for on Darwinian terms. The 
truth, as the great scientist E. O. Wilson (for one) acknowledged, is that 
impersonal natural evolution (where the individual, so to speak, is sac-
rificed for the species) is being displaced by conscious and volitional or 
personal evolution—evolution driven by the Lockean individual (and so, 
by nature), for the Lockean individual. It should be surprising that per-
sonal evolution—with its bias against being replaced for the good of the 
species—turns out to have negative consequences not only for the species’ 
future but for each of our social and political futures.

Our Christians, remember, side with the Lockeans against the Darwin-
ians by claiming that each particular person is unique or irreplaceable—or 
not, most fundamentally, a replaceable natural part. But they agree with 
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the Darwinians that each person is also a social or relational being. So 
it’s not surprising that our observant religious believers (not only Chris-
tians but those of other, personal religions—such as Jews and Mormons) 
seem to have best combined devotion to political freedom (meaning the 
person’s freedom from political determination) with doing one’s duty as 
a social animal by getting married, having kids, raising them well, and 
surrendering their biological existence without being too angry about it. 
Without saying that the personal Creator of the Bible actually exists, we 
can say that the relational criticism of Locke is true, and the personal criti-
cism of Darwin is true. Lockean theory, thank God (and/or nature), will 
never express anywhere near the whole truth about who we are.

Reconciling the free pursuit of personal happiness with stable social 
institutions such as religion, the family, friendship, and local commu-
nity that are indispensable for making the lives of social and moral beings 
worth living is a matter of prudence. The enemy of such statesmanlike 
prudence in America today is the tendency, reflected most of all in the 
imperial judiciary, to resolve every question, even modest questions that 
arise in local communities, according to high principle, according to the 
maximization of the liberty of the autonomous individual. The enemy of 
prudence is the judiciary and the experts directing centralized adminis-
tration. The friend of prudence is the statesmanship required to elevate 
public discussion of moral and political differences and dilemmas and to 
compromise, as much as possible, in resolving the perhaps irreducibly dif-
ferent views of legislators.

The most obvious example is abortion. But Social Security, Medicare, 
and health care are good examples too. For many liberals, these entitle-
ment programs have become inalienable rights; they think it immoral 
even to think about whether the country can actually afford these pro-
grams. For some libertarian conservatives, the whole welfare state is un-
constitutional, and that is where the deliberation should begin and end. 
The truth is that most such programs are neither unconstitutional nor a 
government-guaranteed right; our deliberation should be about what is 
most sustainable economically and in terms of what is best for both indi-
viduals and families.

So government is going to have to be limited by our legislatures, but not 
with the thought that we can, in the name of liberty, dispense with the wel-
fare state altogether. Americans, in truth, don’t believe Big Government 
can cure what ails them these days, but this may be mainly because they 
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see the various social and political safety nets collapsing around them. 
They know well enough that the so-called road to serfdom can’t even get 
them to the schoolmarmish nanny state that Progressives affirm in their 
fantastic books. They want both personal liberty and some social and 
even moral security, and there’s no high principle that can reconcile their 
conflicting demands.

Let me conclude with an affirmation of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence as our political creed. Americans as a people are dedicated to the 
proposition that all men are created equal. As G. K. Chesterton noted, the 
“dogmatic lucidity” of our belief in the equal significance or equal liberty 
of every human person distinguishes “a nation with the soul of a church” 
and “a home for the homeless” everywhere. But maybe the time has come 
to acknowledge that the full achievement of the Declaration was made 
possible by a most prudent legislative compromise. The theoretical core 
of the Declaration—the part with the self-evident truths, the inalienable 
rights, and Nature’s God—is pure Locke. If that were our whole civic faith, 
it would seem too lax or duty-free to Christians; it would have marginal-
ized those who take their bearings from a personal God. If the Declaration 
were written by the New England Puritans, it might have been very dutifully 
egalitarian and full of social responsibilities, but also illiberally theocratic.

Jefferson’s Lockean draft was amended by the more Christian members 
of Congress. References to a present-tense providential and judgmental 
God were added. In that way, the God of nature became the Creator of 
the Bible, and we can even say that the artful accommodation of both the 
secular Lockeans and Calvinist or residually Puritan members of Congress 
produced a result more truthful than the intentions of either of the parties 
to the compromise. Our devotion to personal equality was deepened, our 
view of who we are as natural beings became better and more purposeful 
in ways that preserved both political liberty and limited government.

I affirm these timeless truths. Yet I can’t help but notice that their 
American articulation is not the absolute coherence of high principle but 
through legislative compromise. The compromise involves waffling on the 
Lockean versus the Thomistic understanding of nature. It also involves 
waffling on the Christian versus the Lockean understanding of who we are 
as free persons. It may well be the case, as John Courtney Murray wrote 
in We Hold These Truths, that our great founders built a better country as 
statesmen than they “knew” as theorists. Surely their deliberation should 
be a model for ours.



tHe Virtue of
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sCienCe of Virtue
DesCartes’ oVerCoMinG of 
soCrates

Thomas Hibbs

iN oNe of hIS  Let teRS to PRINCeSS eLIZ ABeth, Descartes writes:

Beatitude seems to me to consist in a perfect contentment of spirit 
and an interior satisfaction. . . . It seems to me that each person is able 
to render himself content and without need of any others provided 
only that he observes three things, to which correspond the three 
rules of morality, which I have given in the Discourse.1

Th e passage does not resolve the famous debate about the relationship 
between the “provisional morality” of the Discourse and what has come 
to be called the fi nal or defi nitive morality, but it does indicate that the 
provisional morality contains important elements in Descartes’ mature 
understanding of the good life for human beings.2 It also indicates that 
beatitude is much more of a preoccupation of Descartes than has usually 
been acknowledged. he speaks here, as elsewhere, of the sovereign  good, 
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“the theme or the end to which our actions tend” (le motif, ou la fin à 
laquelle tendent nos actions).3 He explains, “to have a contentment that is 
solid, it is necessary to follow virtue, that is, to have a constant and firm 
will to execute everything that we judge to be better and to employ all the 
power of which we are capable to judge well” (pour avoir un contentement 
qui soit solide, il est besoin de suivre la vertu, c’est-à-dire d’avoir une volonté 
ferme et constante d’exécuter tout ce que nous jugerons être le meilleur, et 
d’employer toute la force de notre entendement à en bien juger).4

On the surface of his writings, Descartes apparently tables or ignores or 
suppresses the question of the good; he certainly addresses it in a manner 
that leaves its relationship to his overall project unclear. To discern the 
unity in his various projects, we not only need to display the connections 
between the different texts and parts of his philosophy, we also need to 
see the way the texts themselves operate as spiritual exercises, fields for 
the practice of the virtues constitutive of the sovereign good. As Matthew 
Jones convincingly argues in The Good Life in the Scientific Revolution, 
Descartes’ most influential books such as the Discourse and the Medita-
tions offer a “series of striking images and recondite reasoning intended 
to effect a moral and epistemic transformation of the attentive reader.”5 In 
a manner that calls to mind Plato, even as it transforms the pedagogy of 
the Academy, Descartes’ mathematical and natural-philosophical writings 
constitute “practices that can help one live the good life.”6

Going beyond Jones, David Lachterman, in his groundbreaking Ethics 
of Geometry, argues that The Geometry is the key text in Descartes’ corpus. 
The overcoming of the geometry of Euclid and Apollonius involves much 
more than a display of greater mathematical expertise. It demonstrates the 
success of the new method and reflects a very different conception of the 
relationship of intellect to nature, body, and human community. Lachter-
man speaks of the “disparate ways (mores) and styles in which the Eu-
clidean and the Cartesian geometer do geometry, comport themselves as 
mathematicians both toward their students and toward the very nature of 
those learnable items (ta mathemata) from which their disciplined deeds 
take their name.”7

As Amos Funkenstein has noted, in contrast to ancient, Aristotelian 
science, Cartesian science opts for linguistic univocity and methodologi-
cal homogeneity.8 Cartesian logic drops discourse through middle terms 
in favor of sequential ordering. Reasoning in terms of proportions or rela-
tions was not novel; it was part of ancient geometry. What is new is the 
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application of this mode of reasoning to the knowable as such, its eleva-
tion to the status of universalis mathesis.9 Another noteworthy feature of the 
universal science is its accentuation of construction over demonstration and 
its introduction of motion into the very operation of geometrical proof. In 
Euclidean geometry, theorems or proofs predominate over problems or con-
structions; the elegant use of the perfect passive participle, for both problems 
(Quod erat faciendum) and theorems (Quod erat demonstrandum) indicates 
that the geometrical object and its properties have always already existed. By 
contrast, in Cartesian geometry, the focus is on problems rather than theo-
rems and the constructions arise from temporal motion.

The transformations wrought within Cartesian geometry are crucial; in 
them can be found the roots and the promise of the fertility of a productive 
conception of human knowing.10 Moreover, Descartes’ geometry contains 
a sophisticated rethinking of the connections between geometrical objects 
and the natural world. In antiquity, geometry is often prized as the most 
rigorous form of reasoning. In the Posterior Analytics, Aristotle appeals to 
geometry as the paradigm of demonstrative reasoning. Even as it invites 
an ascent from the sensible to the intelligible, it remains anchored in the 
shared, pre-scientific understanding of nature and imagined shapes. Incor-
porating into geometry the techniques of algebra, with their indifference 
to the objects under consideration, Descartes largely frees geometry from 
the constraints of imagined shapes. Comparison is now possible across all 
genera of beings, whose qualitative differences recede from view.11

The readings of Descartes’ scientific and mathematical writings by Jones 
and Lachterman suggest the possibility of a more intimate pedagogical and 
rhetorical connection between his more obviously stylized literary texts 
and his more technical writings. Descartes certainly stresses the virtues of 
his new science, but he also offers a new science of virtue, an account of the 
sovereign good and the means to its achievement. The topic of the good 
life, far from being unimportant or even secondary in Descartes, has a 
kind of primacy, if a veiled primacy. Recognizing this primacy helps us to 
relocate Descartes in the mainstream of classical philosophy, which takes 
its orientation from the great question of the good life for human beings. 
Yet, Descartes is not simply building upon the giants who preceded him. 
Indeed, except for Socrates (and his Plato), Descartes seems to envision 
the history of philosophy as populated by intellectual dwarfs. Nor does 
he pose the question of the good life in as direct or robust a fashion as his 
predecessors. His peremptory assertion toward the end of the Discourse 
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that “health is unquestionably the first good and foundation of all other 
goods in this life” is instructive. It is as if Descartes wants to resolve a ques-
tion without ever allowing the question itself to arise.

To see Descartes’ complex and paradoxical stance toward inherited 
philosophy, we need to consider the role of Socrates in Descartes’ proj-
ect, a role that is more prominent than typically admitted. This neglect is 
at least partly attributable to another neglect, regarding the influence on 
Descartes of Montaigne, for whom Socrates is the exemplar of the learned 
ignorance of the philosopher. The significance of Descartes’ engagement 
with Socrates is twofold. First, it serves (as it does in Montaigne) as the ba-
sis for a critique of the philosophy practiced in the schools, indeed in the 
entire history of philosophy since Plato. Second, it serves (as it does not in 
Montaigne) to establish a standard that must be overcome. For Montaigne, 
Socrates is the model of the philosophical life, a life devoted to unending 
inquiry, a life characterized by learned ignorance. For Montaigne, such a 
life constitutes the sovereign good for human beings. Descartes’ attitude 
toward Socrates is quite different. Just as he presents his physics and his 
geometry as advancing beyond the ancients in its solution of problems the 
ancients deemed insoluble, so too Descartes’ philosophy itself will now 
resolve the key questions, precisely the ones Socrates and Montaigne deem 
intractable. The question of the best way of life and the related question of 
the genres of writing suitable to introducing potential students to that life 
prompt the further question as to whether Descartes, like Socrates and 
Plato, deploys an ironic mode of speech.

Recovering and Overcoming Socrates

In the preface to the French edition of the Principles, in the course of 
defining philosophy and explaining its benefits, Descartes describes the 
ultimate goal of philosophy as a

search for the first causes and the true principle which enable us to 
deduce the reasons for everything we are capable of knowing, both 
for the conduct of life and for the preservation of health and the dis-
covery of all manner of skills.

(une parfaite connoissance de lo toutes les choses que l’homme peut 
sçauoir, tant pour la conduite de sa vie, que pour la conseruation de sa 
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santé & l’inuention de tous les arts; & qu’afin que cette connoissance soit 
telle, il est nécessaire qu’elle soit déduite des premières causes, en forte 
que, pour estudier à l’acquérir, ce qui se nomme proprement philoso-
pher, il faut commencer par la recherche de ces premières causes, c’eft à 
dire des Principes).12

It is difficult to imagine a more comprehensive philosophical vision, 
encompassing the traditional division into theoretical and practical—and, 
within the practical, the orders of doing and making. As Richard Kenning-
ton observes, “Mastery is neutral between thinking and making, between 
philosophy and technē.” Even as it calls to mind it subverts ancient distinc-
tions. Indeed, seen from the vantage point of medieval thought, Descartes’ 
philosophy looks more like theology than philosophy.13 Thomas Aquinas, 
we should recall, claimed that sacred doctrine, unlike speculative philoso-
phy, was both theoretical and practical (Summa Theologiae I.1.4). More-
over, the famous marks of the new science—certitude and utility—are, for 
Thomas, signs of the superiority of the believer’s pursuit of wisdom over 
that of the philosopher (Summa contra Gentiles I.2).

Descartes goes on to provide a brief genealogy of philosophy, particu-
larly of its roots in Plato and Aristotle. The former, following Socrates, 
“Ingenuously confessed that he had never yet been able to discover any-
thing certain” (a ingenuëment confessé qu’il n’auoit encore rien pu trouuer 
de certain).14 By contrast, Aristotle was “less candid” and put forth a new 
method and proposed principles as “true and certain, although it seems 
most unlikely that he in fact considered them to be so” (les a proposez 
comme vrays & assurez, quoy qu’il n’y ait aucune apparence qu’il les ait 
jamais estimé tels).15

As was true for the ancients, so too for Descartes, unlearning is often the 
first step in learning. The common practice of philosophy in the centuries 
separating Descartes from Socrates has only exacerbated the problem, in-
culcating bad habits and spreading erroneous opinion. The habit of passive 
reading and the substitution of commentary for the active engagement 
with vital questions have made true philosophy nearly non-existent. Here 
we detect a consonance between Descartes, on one hand, and Montaigne, 
who crafts a new genre of philosophical writing as a way of circumventing 
the desiccated commentary tradition.16

In the Principles, what stands in the way of progress in philosophy is 
the authority of the texts of Aristotle: “the majority of those aspiring to be 
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philosophers in the last few centuries have blindly followed Aristotle” (la 
pluspart de ceux de ces derniers siècles qui ont voulu estre Philosophes, ont 
fuiuy aveuglement Aristote).17 Descartes grants that much of the confusion 
has to do with poor readers who import claims into Aristotle’s works that 
he would never recognize; the influence of Aristotle is so pervasive that 
even those who have not followed him are nonetheless “saturated with 
his opinions in their youth (since these are the only opinions taught in 
the Schools)” (n’ont pas laissé d’auoir esté imbus de ses opinions en leur 
jeunesse [pource que ce sont les seules qu’on enseigne dans les escholes]).18 
Aristotle’s influence must be extirpated because his starting points are in-
secure and misleading. The situation is so grave that “among those who 
have studied whatever has been called philosophy up till now, those who 
have learnt least are the most capable of learning true philosophy” (D’où 
il faut conclure que ceux qui ont le moins apris de tout ce qui a elle nommé 
jusques icy Philosophie, sont les plus capables d’apprendre la vraye).19

Socratic unknowing, in opposition to Aristotelian dogmatism, is thus 
the path to reawakening the possibility of true philosophy. But this sug-
gests for Descartes a new type of reading and writing. As potentially posi-
tive sources of knowledge, Descartes includes only those books “capable 
of instructing us well; for in such cases we hold a kind of conversation 
with the authors” (mais particulièrement de ceux qui ont esté écrits par des 
personnes capables de nous donner de bonnes instructions, car c’est une es-
pèce de conuersation que nous auons avec leurs autheurs).20 The quest to 
discern a manner of composition that would provoke rather than enervate 
thought aligns Descartes with Plato, among the ancients, and with Mon-
taigne, among his contemporaries.

Like Plato and unlike Socrates, Descartes writes books. Like Plato, he 
writes a book to disabuse readers of the influence of books, both certain 
types of books and certain conventional ways of reading books. In one 
of the more perplexing statements in all of his writings, he describes his 
Discourse on Method, whose goal is to portray his “life as if in a picture,” 
as a “history or, if you prefer, a fable in which, among certain examples 
worthy of imitation, you will perhaps also find many others that it would 
be right not to follow” (une histoire, ou, si vous l’aymez mieux, que’ comme 
une fable, en laquelle, parmi quelques exemples qu’on peut imiter, on en 
trouiiera peutestre aussy plusieurs autres qu’on aura raison de ne pas fui-
ure).21 Although Descartes is not typically given to poetic discourse, the 
genre to which he assigns his Discourse is closer to what Aristotle calls 
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poetry than it is to what he calls history. In the Poetics, Aristotle says that 
poetry is more philosophical than history because the former has to do 
with the universal rather than the particular (9.1451b.6–7). Descartes is 
writing about matters whose significance and pedagogical implications 
transcend the particular conditions of his own life. That is perhaps the 
point of the added reference to the genre of the fable, whose latent mean-
ing must be deciphered by the reader. As he puts it in the course of review-
ing his own education, “fables awaken the mind.” But well-crafted fables 
need not make their lessons obvious. As is clear from Descartes’ repeated 
claims that not everyone should follow his example, he needs to write so 
that his true meaning is grasped by his intended audience and so that the 
remaining readers will not do harm to themselves or others.

The proximate source of this mode of writing is not Plato but Mon-
taigne. As Jonathan Ree notes in “Descartes’s Comedy,” The Discourse is a 
kind of autobiography, a “first-person narrative about a protagonist who 
the narrator used to be.”22 Complicating matters is that Descartes offers a 
critique of fables in the very work that he presents as a fable. If Montaigne’s 
strategy is to reduce philosophy to autobiography as a means of dissolv-
ing philosophical systems into anecdote, Descartes puts Montaigne’s tech-
nique to an opposite use: “building anecdote into philosophy.”23 The dif-
ference between the narrators of Montaigne and Descartes is reflected in 
their divergent attitude toward temporality. In Montaigne, temporality 
dissolves into a flux that the narrator cannot reduce to order; the best he 
can do is to record its passing and remind himself and us in the present of 
its very passing. Temporality signifies “restless indeterminacy” and gives 
rise to an “unbridled irony” that undermines even the narrator. Tempo-
rality is also prominent in The Discourse and Meditations, but there is a 
striking difference between time as experienced prior to the discovery of 
the method and time as experienced after the mind has subjected itself to 
liberating spiritual exercises. Descartes thus tempers irony and directs it only 
toward those unaware of the method or toward the former self of the narra-
tor. It is, as Ree puts it, the “irony of a confidently anticipated retrospect.”24

From his youth, Descartes observes, he was “nourished upon letters” 
(I’ay esté nourri aux lettres dés mon ensance).25 He supposed that by means 
of such training he could acquire a “clear and certain knowledge of all that 
is useful in life.” But the promise was not realized. “I found myself beset by 
so many doubts and errors that I came to think I had gained nothing from 
my attempts to become educated by increasing recognition of my igno-
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rance” (Car ie me trouuois embarassé de tant de doutes & d’erreurs, qu’il me 
sembloit n’auoir fait autre profit, en taschant de m’instruire, sinon que i’auois 
découuert de plus en plus mon ignorance).26 This is precisely the Socratic 
moment in education, the moment in which one comes to know that one 
does not know. The reference to Socrates is instructive not just because it 
reinforces the notion that Socrates’ insight is superior to that of Descartes’ 
teachers but also because Descartes moves past it so quickly. The key in-
sight of Socrates’ entire life, the awareness that made him wiser than oth-
ers, provides for Descartes merely an occasion to underscore the defects of 
his own education. Descartes obliquely indicates his own superiority both 
to the tradition of philosophy since Plato and to his contemporary teach-
ers, who are unaware of their own ignorance.

There are other telling Socratic allusions in Descartes’ writings, par-
ticularly in the Discourse. His reduction of extant philosophy to a rhetori-
cal art of speaking reflects Socrates’ denigration of the Sophists, who are 
able to give impressive speeches before large crowds but are incapable of 
responding in private to the perspicuous questions of a serious interlocu-
tor. Later in that work he will speak of his own method as allowing light 
to flow into a cellar—an image that both calls to mind the Allegory of the 
Cave and promises to deliver enlightenment of the most important human 
affairs. But Descartes is interested in much more than illumination; he is 
committed to transformation. Whereas Plato provided images and wrote 
ironically about the reordering of society by reference to philosophical 
knowledge, Descartes rejects metaphors or, rather, uses metaphors as a 
first stage in a philosophical pedagogy that will ultimately transcend meta-
phor. Descartes goes directly to what one might call, following Machia-
velli, the “effectual truth of things.” Moreover, in his reference to “ancient 
moral teachings as proud and magnificent palaces built only on sand and 
mud” (les escris des anciens payens, qui traitent des meurs, a des palais fort 
superbes & fort magnifiques, qui nestoient battis que sur du fable & sur de la 
boue), he echoes Machiavelli’s critique of the “imagined republics” of the 
ancients.27 Even in this passing reference we can detect Descartes’ standard 
practice with respect to Socratic philosophy: cite its aspirations in order to 
demonstrate the path toward their fulfillment or overcoming—in this case 
by a jarring fusion of Plato and Machiavelli.

To transcend both Plato and Aristotle, Descartes introduces both a 
novel accent upon and an interpretation of utility, which rest upon the 
intimate connection between knowledge and the activity of production. 
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Indeed, one of Descartes’ principal objections to Aristotle rests upon the 
latter’s failure to supply true knowledge of causes, a failure evident from 
the poverty of Aristotle’s productive sciences. If he had known the causes, 
as Bacon would put it, he would have produced the effects. As Descartes 
puts it in the Preface to the French edition of the Principles, “the best way 
of proving the falsity of Aristotle’s principles is to point out that they have 
not enabled any progress to be made in all the many centuries in which 
they have been followed” (on ne sçauroit mieux prouuer la fausseté de ceux 
d’Aristote, qu’en disant qu’on n’a sceu faire aucun progrez par leur moyen 
depuis plusieurs siècles qu’on les a fuiuis).28

There is much more operative here than a simple objection to stagnant 
technological progress. Basing his argument on a careful reading of the 
Geometry and the works on physics, Lachterman argues that Descartes 
shifts the balance from contemplative knowing to productive knowing, 
a model of knowing that discloses a more intimate connection between 
certitude and utility than might initially be apparent. This has far-reaching 
metaphysical implications: “Method, in Descartes, not only codifies rules 
of procedure; it constrains those ‘objects’ to which it is applied to such an 
extent that their very intelligibility becomes identical with their suscepti-
bility to methodical treatment.”29 Objects owe their intelligibility to their 
mode of genesis; this means that the distinction between the natural and 
the artificial nearly vanishes. Descartes invites the “reader to regard the 
natural as a result of the artificial.”30 Consequently, the “topos of wonder,” 
characteristic of the life of the philosopher, “now has a new home”—“the 
artistry of the technician.”31

Like Socrates, Descartes adopts a skeptical stance toward received opin-
ion. His insistence upon doubting every opinion that admits in any way 
of being doubted can be seen as an exaggeration of Socrates’ practice of 
questioning the deeply held beliefs of his fellow citizens. The need to go 
beyond Socrates is counseled by philosophy itself, which seeks knowledge 
and wisdom. On Descartes’ view, the zetetic conception of philosophy 
(what Montaigne would call Socratic philosophy, that is to say, philosophy 
simply) subverts, not just conventional opinion, but philosophy itself. A 
promising protreptic, the ancient genre of speech that aimed to persuade 
potential philosophers to take up the life of wisdom, ends up as a reduc-
tio ad absurdum of the philosophical life. The pondering of variant and 
contradictory philosophical positions confirms only the futility of the at-
tempts of the greatest intellects to give an account of nature and human 
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nature. If Descartes had not discovered his method, he might well have 
concluded, with Pascal, that the philosophers “weary those who search.”32

Careful readers can pick up hints of Descartes’ reservations about 
Socrates in odd places. Consider, for example, the discussion in The Pas-
sions of the Soul of the passion of wonder, first of all the passions, a sud-
den surprise of the soul provoked by objects that seem “unusual and ex-
traordinary.” The use of wonder is to “make us learn and retain in our 
memory things of which we were previously ignorant” (qu’elle est utile en 
ce qu’elle fait que nous apprenons & retenons en nostre mémoire les choses 
que nous avons auparavant ignorés).33 It can also “dispose us to acquire 
scientific knowledge” (nous dispose à l’acquisition des sciences).34 But Des-
cartes seems most concerned with castigating excessive wonder, what he 
calls “astonishment,” a kind of rapture of the soul in which the “whole 
body remains as immobile as a statue” (ce qui fait que tout le corps demeure 
immobile comme une statue).35 The problem with this state, to which those 
who have a low estimation of their abilities are most inclined, is that it pre-
cludes careful analysis of the subject matter in question. One cannot help 
but read in these passages an admonition against the classical understand-
ing of philosophy as both arising from and issuing in wonder. Even more 
pointedly, the passage directly targets Socrates, whom Plato depicts in the 
Symposium as immobilized by thought.

Descartes’ New Science of Virtue

In a variety of contexts, Descartes refers to the life of virtue as the sov-
ereign good, a life that breeds in the soul tranquility and harmony. Com-
mentators have noted the resemblance between Descartes’ account of vir-
tue and the third rule in the provisional moral code in the discourse:

Try always to master myself rather than fortune, and change my de-
sires rather than the order of the world. In general I would become 
accustomed to believing that nothing lies entirely within our power 
except our thoughts, so that after doing our best in dealing with mat-
ters external to us, whatever we fail to achieve is absolutely impossible 
so far as we are concerned.

(Ma troisiesme maxime estoit de tascher tousiours plutost à me 
vaincre que la fortune, & à changer mes desirs que l’ordre du monde; 
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et généralement, de m’accoustumer à croire qu’il n’y a rien qui foit 
entièrement en nostre pouuoir, que nos pensées, en forte qu’après 
que nous auons fait nostre mieux, touchant les choses qui nous sont 
extérieures, tout ce qui manque de nous réussir est, au regard de nous, 
absolument impossible.36

The task of self-mastery with its attendant attitude of indifference 
toward what escapes our control calls to mind classical Stoic conceptions 
of the good life. What is novel in Descartes is his expansive, but not limit-
less, view of what lies within our control. Toward the end of the Discourse, 
he speaks of the fruits of his method. And, before making the famous 
announcement of a new philosophy that would “replace the speculative 
philosophy taught in the Schools” (qu’au lieu de cete Philosophie spécula-
tiue, qu’on enseigne dans les escholes),37 he describes the method as assist-
ing both in resolving “certain difficulties in the speculative sciences” and 
in “governing his own conduct.” The method will have decidedly public 
benefits as well. Descartes proposes that it will contribute to the “general 
welfare of mankind.” He amplifies:

Through this philosophy, we could know the power and action of fire, 
water, air, the stars, the heavens, and all the other bodies in our envi-
ronment, as distinctly as we know the crafts of our artisans; and we 
could use this knowledge—as the artisans use theirs—for all the pur-
poses for which it is appropriate and thus make ourselves, as it were, 
the masters and possessors of Nature.

(par laquelle connoissant la force & les actions du feu, de l’eau, de l’air, 
des aftres, des cieux, & de tous les autres cors qui nous enuironnent, 
aussy distinctement que nous connoissons les diuers mestiers de nos 
artisans, nous les pourrions employer en mesme façon à tous les usages 
ausquels ils font propres, & ainsi nous rendre comme maistres & posses-
seurs de la Nature).38

This calls to mind the original title for the Discourse: “The Project of a 
Universal Science Which Can Elevate Our Nature to Its Highest Degree 
of Perfection.”39 Having counseled conformity in external matters to con-
ventional laws and customs and indifference to the order of the world, he 
now engages in what he elsewhere calls “boldness,” redefined against the 
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tradition as a form of courage, rather than a vice, that “disposes the soul 
to carry out the most dangerous tasks” (qui dispose l’âme à l’exécution des 
choses qui sont les plus dangereuses).40 The audacity of the goal is made 
feasible by a new conception of the relationships among the intellect, the 
body, and the external world: a new ethos, as Lachterman puts it, in the 
human inquirer’s way of being in and toward other beings.

While not absolute or immediate, control over the external world is in-
deed possible. For example, the world to which we return in the final sec-
tion of the Meditations is the world as understood by mathematical phys-
ics; the only features of things that are clearly and distinctly known are 
those susceptible to a quantitative description. There is, then, an important 
connection between the final meditation and Descartes’ Geometry, which 
aims to provide “rules for the measurement of all bodies.”41 Some see Des-
cartes’ emphasis on mathematics as reprising a Platonic or Augustinian 
theme. In this tradition, mathematics occupies an intermediate and sub-
ordinate stage in the ascent to the Good; a partial overlap with that tradi-
tion is operative in the Meditations, where, for example, the second proof 
for the existence of God contains as one of its crucial steps an analogy to 
geometrical necessity. With the bracketing of the moral or practical and 
the exclusive focus on the theoretical operations of the mind, Descartes 
decisively reshapes ancient philosophical pedagogy. God is not encoun-
tered as the one who calls, the one who beckons alluringly, arousing and 
satisfying our erotic longing for beauty and love. Whereas in the Platonic 
tradition, the notion of God as geometer is but a likely story, in need of 
supplementation by other likely stories or myths, Descartes takes this no-
tion literally. Thus, the meditation ends, not with a hierarchical reflection 
on the likenesses between image and exemplar, but with the announce-
ment of the infinite and linear project of mapping nature in mathematical 
terms. Descartes’ method and its success in a variety of fields testify to the 
existence of resources at our disposal for the mastery of the external world.

The peculiar intelligibility that the world manifests when seen under 
the purview of mathematical physics might be said to constitute a new way 
of being in the world for rational beings. Some, such as Lachterman, have 
seen in Descartes’ description of the new philosophy a thoroughgoing 
constructivist conception of knowledge. Yet, Lachterman may go too far 
here. Despite Descartes’ penchant for aligning knowledge to the model of 
the artisan, he also insists upon the indispensable role of the natural light, 
the claim that all knowledge must repose upon an indubitable foundation, 
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a basis acknowledged but not constructed by human knowledge or will. 
Stanley Rosen thus speaks of a central ambiguity in Descartes. Descartes 
aims at two goals, which may not be fully compatible with one another. 
The first is to identify the structure of nature, and so all of rational order, 
with mathematical properties of extension; the second is to give man mas-
tery over this order, thanks to the new technique of mathematics. If order 
is to provide man with certitude and security, it must be eternal, regular, and 
independent of, although accessible to, subjective mental activity. Unfortu-
nately, if man is to be master of this order, it must be subject to his will.42

The common picture of the Cartesian understanding of the relation-
ship of the mind to its body and to the external world has given rise to 
the notion of Cartesian angelism, the abstraction of the mind from the 
world of matter. Yet, in other works (perhaps most importantly in the Pas-
sions), Descartes tempers the tendencies toward angelism. The key, to turn 
from physics to the cultivation of the virtues constitutive of the good life, 
is proper self-knowledge, ignorance of which is the gravest source of vice. 
We need, as Descartes tells us in the Passions, to distinguish clearly what is 
in our power from what is not.

Descartes is clearly aware of the problem; its negotiation is both a theo-
retical and an ethical task. The theoretical point echoes Bacon’s claim that 
if we wish nature to master nature, we must first obey her. Without a clear 
sense of nature, the investigator of her powers is likely to suppose that she 
can do more or less than she actually can. But it is also ethical. Given the 
tension between aspiration and resistance, how can the soul dwell in the 
tranquility that Descartes prizes as the sovereign good of human life? The 
answer to this question has to do with the practice of virtue, especially the 
virtue of generosity.

In the course of his comments on generosity, a virtue rooted in proper 
self-esteem, Descartes observes that “no virtue is so dependent on good 
birth as the virtue which causes us to esteem ourselves in accordance with 
our true value, and it is easy to believe that the souls which God puts into 
our bodies are not all equally noble and strong” (Ainsi encore qu’il n’y ait 
point de vertu, à laquelle il semble que la bonne naissance contribue tant, 
qu’à celle qui fait qu’on ne s’estime que selon sa juste valeur; & qu’il foit aysé à 
croyre, que toutes les âmes que Dieu met en nos corps, ne font pas également 
nobles &. Fortes).43 Despite the disparities of nature, “a good upbringing 
is a great help in correcting defects of birth.” Through training, “we may 
arouse the passion of generosity in ourselves and then acquire the virtue” 
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(on peut exciter en soy la Passion, & ensuite acquérir la vertu de Générosité).44 
Generosity, which “causes a person’s self-esteem to be as great as it may 
legitimately be” (qui fait qu’un homme s’estime au plus haut point qu’il se 
peut légitimement estimer), has two parts.45 The first is an awareness that 
nothing truly belongs to us but the freedom to dispose our volitions. Fol-
lowing upon that knowledge, second, is a “firm and constant resolution to 
use it well—that is, never to lack the will to undertake and carry out what-
ever he judges to be best (partie en ce qu’il sent en foy mesme une ferme 
& constante résolution d’en bien user, c’est à dire de ne manquer jamais de 
volonté, pour entreprendre & exécuter toutes les choses qu’il jugera estre les 
meilleures).46 Descartes concludes: “To do that is to pursue virtue in a per-
fect manner” (Ce qui est suivre parfaitement la vertu).47

Irresolution, a kind of anxiety, results from “too great a desire to do well 
and from weakness of the intellect” (d’un trop grand désir de bien faire, & 
d’une foiblesse de l’entendement).48 The remedy for this is “to believe that 
we always do our duty when we do what we judge to be best, even though 
our judgment may perhaps be a very bad one” (à croire qu’on s’acquite 
tousjours de son devoir, lors qu’on fait ce qu’on juge estre le meilleur, encore 
que peut estre on juge tres-mal).49 The practice of generosity would seem 
to involve the same sort of elimination of regret and repentance that we 
find in Montaigne’s account of human flourishing.50 It would also alleviate 
anxiety in the soul over the incomplete mastery of nature.

Generosity is a self-regarding virtue, but it has salutary social and polit-
ical consequences. For Descartes, pride is not a vice, as it was for his Chris-
tian predecessors; instead, it is “a kind of joy based on the love we have for 
ourselves and resulting from the belief or hope we have of being praised by 
certain other persons” (une espèce de love, fondée sur Amour qu’on a pour 
foy mesme, & qui vient de l’opinion ou de l’espérance qu’on a d’estre loué par 
quelques autres).51 Yet, as much as Descartes may concede that, perhaps in 
contrast to common sense, generosity is not evenly distributed, it has for 
him a decidedly egalitarian character. It engenders in its possessor the rec-
ognition that, unlike wealth, honor, or intelligence, generosity is “capable 
of being present in every other person” (ou du moins pouvoir estre, en cha-
cun des autres homes).52 Generosity also uproots the vices regarding oth-
ers, such as jealousy and envy, “because everything they think sufficiently 
valuable to be worth pursuing is such that its acquisition depends solely on 
themselves” (à cause qu’il n’y a aucune chose dont l’acquisition ne dépende 
pas d’eux, qu’ils pensent valoir affez pour mériter d’estre beaucoup souhaitée; 
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& de la Haine envers les hommes, à cause qu’ils les estiment tous).53 Gen-
erosity thus serves the ends of both theory and practice; it has a direct 
impact upon our conduct in the pursuit of knowledge and in our com-
portment toward fellow human beings. Generosity calls to mind, on the 
one hand, some of the central virtues in pagan accounts of the good life, 
virtues such as magnanimity, without its offensive aristocratic elements, 
and justice, without its degree of difficulty or seeming other-orientation. 
On the other hand, generosity seems to do much of the work of Christian 
charity without its sacrificial character or its dependence on divine grace 
for its very existence.

Descartes treats virtues—indeed, the passions themselves—as thoughts 
or perceptions or cognitive dispositions. The accent on cognitive awareness 
does not diminish the role of the will, which remains prominent because 
virtue is a firm resolve. It does diminish the older sense of the passion as 
a suffering or passive recipient of what comes from outside. That is not 
eliminated entirely; indeed, receptivity of passion is precisely the reason 
for its need of governance. But the accent is on the susceptibility of passion 
to rational control, or rather, upon the discovery of a master passion that 
can regulate the rest.54 What is also diminished, particularly from the Ar-
istotelian perspective, is action itself. Descartes here sets things up in such 
a way that what is internal to the soul is the principal source of virtue and 
happiness. Resolute action is the natural result of the virtue of generosity 
while what recedes from view is the significance of the division of acts 
into diverse types, particularly the difference between the moral and the 
productive acts.55 If, in the classical understanding, tragedy results from a 
mysterious mixture of internal character traits and external circumstance, 
then Descartes can be seen as limiting the prospect, coming from outside, 
of tragedy. His very conception of virtue renders the individual less sus-
ceptible to tragedy and more capable of responding to it, if it should occur.

Despite his emphasis on mastery and rational control, Descartes does 
not exalt human nature entirely above the natural or bodily order. For ex-
ample, he does not follow the Cynics in deeming the passions to be evil. 
On the contrary, he insists that the passions are “all by nature good” (Car 
nous voyons qu’elles font toutes bonnes de leur nature).56 Only their “misuse 
or excess” is bad, and for this Descartes’ study of the passions provides a 
variety of remedies, chiefly the “foresight and diligence” that will enable us 
to “correct our natural faults by striving to separate within ourselves the 
movements of the blood and spirits from the thoughts to which they are 
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usually joined” (Mais pource que j’ay mis entre ces remèdes la prémédita-
tion, l’industrie par laquelle on peut corriger les défauts de son naturel, en 
s’exerçant à séparer en foy les mouvemens du sang & des esprits, d’avec les 
pensées ausquelles ils ont coustume d’estre joins).57 We can limit the destruc-
tive influence of the passions and cultivate habits that will help us to experi-
ence ills in a tranquil way. In quite a different way from its original, Descartes 
incorporates Montaigne’s strategy of accommodation to our condition.58 In 
this, there is an unstated response to the accusation of angelism.

Theology, the Sovereign Good, and Ironic Philosophy

The original title for the Discourse: “The Project of a Universal Science 
Which Can Elevate Our Nature to Its Highest Degree of Perfection” raises 
an interesting theological puzzle.59 How can a believer propose to raise our 
nature to its highest degree of perfection and exclude theology, revelation, 
and grace from that process? Descartes is always careful both to avoid di-
rect contravention of religious doctrine and to rank the divine above the 
human. Descartes here seems to deploy the same strategy as Montaigne 
with respect to theology: exaltation and separation. This allows him the 
freedom to investigate the most important human questions as if theol-
ogy shed no significant light on them. In the Discourse itself, he mentions 
theology only to set it aside as merely practical, as teaching “how to get to 
heaven.” The reduction of theology to a merely practical discipline that has 
no direct bearing on the intellectual life here and now is telling.

Thoughtful readers cannot help but pose pressing questions. What 
are we to make of the status and content of revelation in relation to the 
method and claims proposed in Descartes’ philosophy? Is it possible that 
moral and theological matters could remain unaffected by this standard 
of human perfection?

One might suppose that faith and reason, theology and philosophy, 
could simply co-exist, that they could constitute two separate but non-
conflicting spheres. With the demise of ancient and medieval conceptions 
of hierarchy, a new arrangement of the relationship between faith and rea-
son seems both possible and required. But this is the point at which Des-
cartes’ focus on the question of the best way of life puts such an arrange-
ment in jeopardy. If a way of life not only has to do with the intellectual 
assent to a set of principles but also involves a set of practices, authoritative 
texts, and standards of what is best, then the both/and approach cannot 
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be sustained. While a Christian can certainly engage in philosophical ar-
gument, a Christian cannot accept the claim that philosophy is the best 
way of life available to human persons, a way of life constitutive of hu-
man happiness and wisdom. The question of human excellence, of the 
sovereign good, arises here in an especially dramatic way. Leo Strauss’s 
formulation is pertinent:

Man cannot live without light, guidance, knowledge; only through 
knowledge of the good can he find the good that he needs. The fun-
damental question, therefore, is whether men can acquire that knowl-
edge of the good without which they cannot guide their lives individ-
ually or collectively by the unaided efforts of their natural powers, or 
whether they are dependent for that knowledge on Divine Revelation. 
No alternative is more fundamental than this: human guidance or 
divine guidance.60

One begins to wonder whether Descartes’ philosophical project is not 
essentially a defense of the autonomy and self-sufficiency of the philo-
sophical life against an unstated theological challenge. This is to suggest 
that Montaigne and Descartes treat theology ironically, that they dissimu-
late on this matter, and that their writing reflects the gap between what 
they seem to hold and what they actually hold.

The strategy with respect to theological discourse resembles, as we have 
noted, that of Montaigne. But the strategy for defending the philosophical 
life is distinct because the two philosophers construe that life quite differ-
ently. Montaigne defends philosophy by reviving a proper understanding 
of Socrates and his way of life. Descartes defends it by accepting the stan-
dard set by Socrates and transcending it, by turning philosophy from a 
dubious pursuit of wisdom into a possession of wisdom.

Wisdom remains for Descartes the telos of philosophy. Not just its rec-
ognition and pursuit but its achievement is the decisive matter. The Medi-
tations are crucial to the foundations of a new physical science and to the 
articulation and realization of the best way of life. The last point has been 
unduly neglected in the reading of Descartes. As was true for Plato, so for 
Descartes philosophical texts are themselves spiritual exercises, fields for 
the recognition and exercise of the very virtues propounded, often only 
indirectly, in them.61 Like Plato, Descartes sought a way of writing that 
would foster the practice of reading as dramatic reenactment. The new 
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account of nature renders it more susceptible to the probing and manipu-
lation of human intelligence and will, even as it suits a novel articulation 
of the sovereign good. Before Descartes, Montaigne had downplayed the 
role of teleology, the ordination of nature to a transcendent cause, a final 
cause that draws all things to itself by appealing to the erotic inclination 
to the good built into the very structure of natural things. The ancients 
sought sufficiency, but for them certitude and control—in a phrase, mod-
ern autonomy—were less important than the longing or erôs for the good 
and the beautiful. Aristotle, and after him Aquinas, urge that, where there 
is a conflict between the nobility of the object known and certitude, we 
should prefer a dim and partial apprehension of the more noble object to 
an exhaustive and sure knowledge of a less noble object.62

Montaigne’s repudiation of teleology puts him at odds with Socrates. 
Montaigne’s understanding of the complacency of the philosopher in the 
face of his own ignorance is void of the erotic longing for the whole that 
characterizes Socrates—what Montaigne dismisses as flights of transcen-
dent fantasy, his “ecstasies and daemonizings.”63 Descartes goes much fur-
ther and supplies a comprehensive rival account of nature, an account that 
not only supplants Aristotle but also renders otiose the dialogue between 
philosophy and theology, reason and faith. In this way, Descartes’ over-
coming of Socrates, his new science of virtue, is simultaneously a strategy 
for bypassing the debate between Athens and Jerusalem.

Descartes’ new science would prove unpersuasive to another French-
man whose obsession with Montaigne exceeds that of Descartes. Pascal 
counters the new science and its ironic stance toward Christianity by a 
twofold reversal. First, he argues that mature reflection on nature and the 
human condition does not minimize but in fact exacerbates wonder. The 
proper response is precisely what Descartes identifies as the vice of amaze-
ment.64 Second, he counters the philosopher’s ironic stance toward theol-
ogy with an account of divine irony, which he articulates in terms of a 
proportion: as the philosopher stands in relation to the ordinary run of 
mankind, so does the believer stand in relation to the philosopher.65 That 
irony exceeds in power the virtues of the new science event as it exceeds in 
wisdom the new science of virtue.66 Pascal’s account of the sovereign good 
differs from that of Montaigne and Descartes and provides another distinc-
tively modern perspective. Yet, here again Socrates is prominent. However 
much these early modern French philosophers might want to move beyond 
antiquity, they remain haunted by the founding figure of philosophy.
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notes on “tHe Virtue
of sCienCe anD tHe
sCienCe of Virtue”

Daniel P. Maher

BENE VIXIT,  BENE QUI L ATUIT.  Descartes chose this line from 
 ovid’s Tristia (III.4.25) as a personal motto, which I translate as “he 

lived well who hid well.”1 It seems, then, that Descartes’ art of living involves 
hiding and, according to the portrait of Descartes that Th omas hibbs pres-
ents in this volume, Descartes’ art of writing hides his preoccupation with 
the art of living. If we overlook the primacy of the question of the good life 
for Descartes, we risk obscuring “the unity in his various projects” (*25).2 By 
discovering or restoring the centrality of this question, hibbs fi nds the key 
to unraveling how Descartes combines his well-known antipathy toward the 
philosophical and theological tradition with his unduly neglected Socratism, 
which ties him irrevocably to that tradition. And because that tradition in-
cludes Christianity, Descartes’ focus on the good life necessarily implicates 
him in theological matters, at which point his view of the good life slips out 
of focus or, better, at which point Descartes blurs our access to that view in its 
relation to Christian faith. Th us, we come to see the reason that the precise 
character of Descartes’ understanding of the good life could be both central 
to his thought and yet neglected in contemporary scholarship.

3
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Descartes exercised greater diligence in obscuring any tension or con-
flict with the Catholic Church than he did in concealing his attack on Ar-
istotle, which he seemed eager to veil only insofar as he suspected it might 
offend those churchmen whose support he wanted.3 Hibbs explores these 
themes with an impressive command of Descartes’ published and unpub-
lished writings, and although his portrait is not finished in every respect 
(e.g., he refrains from weighing in on the relation between the provisional 
and the final morality), he invites us to think anew about Descartes in 
relation to the fundamental issues of classical philosophy. I find it a most 
agreeable task to comment on his chapter—a task I see as requiring me 
neither to dissect Hibbs’ portrait nor to provide an alternative. Instead, 
with these remarks I intend to probe the three focal points of Hibbs’ 
chapter and to encourage further consideration along the same path he 
has cleared.

Hibbs divides his essay into three parts: “Recovering and Overcoming 
Socrates,” “Descartes’ New Science of Virtue,” and “Theology, the Sover-
eign Good, and Ironic Philosophy.” The three parts converge, and he inte-
grates the central theme of each in a single sentence near the end: “In this 
way, Descartes’ overcoming of Socrates, his new science of virtue, is simul-
taneously a strategy for bypassing the debate between Athens and Jerusa-
lem” (*41). This formulation encapsulates the parts of the essay as neatly 
as one could hope. With the convergence of these three themes clearly in 
mind, let us proceed to a consideration of the main theme of each part of 
the essay.

The Nature of Cartesian Irony

It seems most appropriate to begin at the end and focus especially on 
the theme of irony. According to the argument, Descartes’ “focus on the 
question of the best way of life” puts him irreconcilably at odds with the 
tradition of Christian faith (*39). Descartes habitually confines theology 
to dealing with mysteries that exceed our understanding and with the 
practical question of how to get to heaven. Thus neutered, theologians 
should have nothing to say about the proper concerns of the various arts 
and sciences, including philosophy, and are at best useful to Descartes 
for the approbation he hopes to win from them, inasmuch as ecclesias-
tical authority influences those not governed by reason. Hibbs leads us 
to see, nevertheless, that co-existence without conflict between Christian 
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theology and Cartesian philosophy proves impossible because Descartes 
conceives the best way of life as to be achieved not through grace but by 
Descartes’ own efforts. Philosophy as a way of life has become not just a 
pursuit but a possession, especially in the new science of nature (*40). In 
this Descartes distinguishes himself from Montaigne, whose more skepti-
cal complacency does not present the same challenge. According to Hibbs, 
the Meditations on First Philosophy not only contains the principles of the 
new science of nature4 but also advances “the articulation and realization 
of the best way of life” (*40). Descartes’ confidence in his grasp of the hu-
man good enables him to avoid open engagement with theology. There 
is no gap in his philosophy that theology might fill, he has no taste for 
open confrontation, and therefore he limits himself to treating theology 
only ironically (*40–41).

The most difficult elements here concern the relation between the new 
science of nature and Descartes’ science of virtue (a topic to which I re-
turn below). The first theme that demands attention is Descartes’ irony, 
by which he keeps the Sorbonne theologians and others at bay. Whereas 
Socrates seems always to have been known for his irony, Descartes has 
avoided this reputation—or at least today Descartes is not so widely asso-
ciated with irony. And this suggests his irony deserves closer attention. As 
Hibbs notes, Descartes praises Socrates for candor in confessing his igno-
rance and criticizes Aristotle for disingenuous pretensions to knowledge. 
In the third part of the Discourse on Method, likening himself inexplicitly 
but unmistakably to Socrates, Descartes describes the desire to combat his 
own reputation for wisdom, which he supposes may have arisen due to his 
“confessing more frankly” than is customary what he does not know and 
to his not “boasting of any doctrine.”5 In the same breath, he eschews irony 
and assures us that, “being proud” (ayant le coeur assez bon), he wishes 
not to be taken for something other than he is. On the same note, in the 
first part of the Discourse, he mentioned that he hoped everyone would be 
grateful for his frankness.6 Descartes’ irony occurs side by side with a cel-
ebration of sincerity that enables him to insinuate the lack of any need for 
irony, because everyone can—by means of the method—know the truth, 
or so it appears.7

This movement in Descartes’ thought toward general enlightenment 
stands in some tension with the irony he directs at least toward the theo-
logically minded. In what seems to be another striking allusion to Socrates 
(or Plato) in the sixth part of the Discourse, Descartes expresses his unwill-
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ingness to be completely forthcoming with the principles of the science 
of nature he has discovered. He complains about certain contemporaries 
who take Aristotle as their authority and attempt to use him to solve dif-
ficulties he never addressed. They are like ivy that not only can ascend 
no higher than the trees on which it depends but also tends not to re-
main at that height but often turns and descends. Perhaps Descartes has in 
mind theologians for whom Aristotle serves as the principal philosophical 
authority. Whoever they may be, Descartes says one can convince these 
people of nothing because “the obscurity of the distinctions and principles 
they use enables them to speak of all things as boldly as if they knew them, 
and to defend whatever they say.”8 They are like blind men, and to converse 
with them one would need to abandon the superiority afforded by sight 
and descend “to the bottom of some extremely dark cave” (dans le fond 
de quelque cave fort obscure).9 Descartes’ own principles are so clear and 
so evident that, were he to publish them, it would be like opening win-
dows and letting daylight into the cellar. Descartes’ enlightenment would 
be sunlight in the cave.

Three elements especially deserve attention here. First, the cave or cellar 
is not conceived as the natural or inescapable home of all educated people. 
It is the place to which a clear-sighted person must descend in order to 
compensate for the disadvantages afflicting these Aristotelians with “only 
mediocre minds.”10 Second, even when the daylight enters, these interloc-
utors will still see nothing, because their blindness does not result merely 
from the darkness of their location. Some people are blinded from within, 
and Descartes seems uninterested in reaching at least some of them. As he 
indicates in Meditations, Descartes demands a reader who has abandoned 
attachment to the senses and prior opinions; he does employ a kind of pro-
treptic argument to lead his readers to methodical doubt, but even then he 
does not engage ordinary opinions so much as he undermines or inciner-
ates them.11 Third, Cartesian principles do at least provide the light of day 
for any mind free of all prejudices, which thus promises enlightenment to 
all who are willing to conduct their reason rightly. The cave may not be 
Plato’s cave, but perhaps there is a cellar at the foundation of the edifice of 
the sciences as Descartes reconstructs them. If so, Descartes seems willing 
to let in the daylight rather than be in the position of needing to compel 
someone who has seen the sun to return to a darkened cellar. Metaphors 
aside, Descartes appears to prefer enlightenment to Platonic acquiescence 
concerning the limited openness of political life to knowledge.
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To bring these remarks on irony to a point, I note that the light shed by 
Descartes’ principles seems to be both for and not for everyone’s benefit. After 
all, he did not publish Le Monde (the treatise containing these principles), 
although he advertises its existence in the sixth part of the Discourse as he 
explains his decision to reverse his prior resolution to publish it (a practical 
decision, incidentally, in flagrant violation of the second maxim of moral-
ity). Ultimately, he published the Discourse instead, which he presents as a 
story or a fable, the whole of which therefore participates in “the necessary 
indirection of storytelling.”12 In the Discourse, Descartes speaks ironically 
to the learned and at least affects frankness with his popular audience. By 
simulating (in some passages) the equality of all minds and dissimulating 
his own superiority, Descartes makes the extent of his irony much more 
difficult to discover; he seems to invite the reader to see through his irony 
much less than does Plato or Socrates. It seems less protreptic, and indeed 
in Hibbs’ reading Descartes’ refusal to take received opinion seriously im-
plies a rejection of the genre of protreptic writing (*32). Even so, Hibbs 
emphasizes in the first part of his essay that Descartes is concerned to 
write in a manner conducive to provoking rather than enervating thought 
(*29). If Descartes does intend to do this, we could benefit from a more 
precise taxonomy of Cartesian readers. How many kinds of readers does 
Descartes envision, and what are his aims with each?

A few further observations may help clarify this question. It seems to 
me that Descartes has neither a strategy for nor any interest in enlivening 
the minds of the blind Aristotelians shuffling around in his cellar. This 
seems to be the force of Hibbs’ appropriate emphasis on the use of irony to 
keep theology away from direct contact with philosophy, but the complex-
ity and the range of Cartesian irony requires further consideration. At the 
least we should note that his irony pleases much more than does the So-
cratic variety. As Richard Kennington has observed, everybody enjoys the 
first sentence of the Discourse, whether he sees the irony or he does not.13 
If Locke is correct, pain moves us to change our condition but pleasure 
inclines us to stay as we are. Does Descartes exercise irony principally for 
our benefit or his own? Finally, in an intriguing passage in the first part of 
his paper, Hibbs connects irony to temporality and to method and claims 
that Descartes directs irony “only toward those unaware of the method or 
toward the former self of the narrator” (*30). Further elaboration of this 
claim would lead to interesting and helpful reflection on the particularity 
of Descartes’ narrative and the universality of his intention (cf. *30).
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The Science of Nature as Extension

A second theme, which surfaces most clearly at the juncture of the first 
and second parts of Hibbs’ essay, is the certainty of the new science of na-
ture. Hibbs presents Descartes as dissatisfied with the zetetic conception of 
philosophy that appears to be embraced by Socrates or by Montaigne. “The 
key insight of Socrates’ entire life, the awareness that made him wiser than 
others, provides for Descartes merely an occasion to underscore the de-
fects of his own education” (*31). Hibbs shows beautifully how Descartes 
likens his own opponents to the sophists with whom Socrates contended 
(*31). My concern lies with the character of his surpassing Socrates. Hibbs 
quotes David Lachterman, who says that Cartesian method constrains its 
objects such that “their very intelligibility becomes identical with their 
susceptibility to methodical treatment.”14 One could find a great deal of 
support for the claim that Descartes thinks the essence of material beings 
is identical with their mathematically knowable features.

But perhaps this is part of his irony. Perhaps Descartes constrained the 
human erôs for knowledge of the whole to something more pedestrian and 
achievable (a suggestion that seems to be entertained but underdeveloped 
near the end of the essay). A steady will in the face of “the distracting ef-
fect of wonder”15 may enable us to concentrate our energies on what we 
can know. We can satisfy the mind’s desire to know at the same time that 
we satisfy the needs of the body, principally health, provided that we rigor-
ously follow the method and do not get lost in search of first causes, those 
noble but to us barely knowable principles (*41). One can see the appear-
ance of a version of this line of thinking in Locke’s Essay concerning Hu-
man Understanding. Much as Locke does not think that natural science is 
genuinely demonstrable (and Locke knew of “the incomparable Mr. New-
ton”),16 so Descartes might conceive his physics as a science that does not 
apprehend the real essence of material things. It might be instead a science 
constricted to that part of nature that is conformable to the human mind 
and subject to mastery, although that part (quantity) is understood not to 
be ultimate in things.

Francis Bacon seems to be the inspiration for this line of thinking. He 
criticized the ancients for flying too swiftly from consideration of a few 
particulars to first principles. He substituted a slow and steady ascent in 
the direction of the summa lex in all of nature, even if one had to admit 
that the first and most universal principle(s) remained beyond our grasp. 
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For his part, Descartes speaks similarly in the Rules for the Direction of the 
Mind. Rule Eight announces the need to limit investigation to those things 
that can be intuited by our intellect. Knowledge of the limits of achievable 
inquiry “is just as much knowledge as that which reveals the nature of the 
thing,” and it so “abundantly” satisfies curiosity that it would be irratio-
nal to inquire further.17 The proto-critique of pure reason that Descartes 
sketches in this rule is accompanied by this assertion: “We should then 
turn to the things themselves; and we should deal with these only in so 
far as they are within the reach of the intellect.”18 In this manner Descartes 
sketches the combination of a limited science of nature with the abundant 
satisfaction of the human desire to know.

It is difficult to draw definitive conclusions from Descartes’ early, in-
complete, and unpublished Rules,19 but we are compelled to wonder about 
the extent to which Descartes regarded his science of nature as the fulfill-
ment of the classical erôs to know the first principles of nature. In one 
reading, Descartes gives himself a knowable object that enables him to 
pass beyond the skepticism of Socrates and Montaigne, and he wittingly 
ignores and invites the rest of us to ignore any desire to know the whole. 
We find satisfaction in achieving a human science in place of the frustra-
tions accompanying the apparently vain pursuit of the divine science Aris-
totle described—wisdom through knowledge of the first and most univer-
sal causes. In this interpretation, the Cartesian life of the mind consists in 
the carrying out of the project described in the Discourse, and in view of 
the image of philosophy as a tree, Descartes himself would miss out on the 
principal benefit of philosophy.20

In another reading, this is all part of Descartes’ irony. He distracts most 
of those who are attracted to knowing with this intoxicating tale of the 
ability to comprehend all of nature, while he hides from them the fact 
that he offers comprehension only of an abstraction—quantity. This en-
ables him to guarantee some success in the pursuit—namely, success for 
those whose desire to know is satisfied by the knowledge of laws of na-
ture, which serve as rules of operation for the expansion of power, without 
insight into the nature of things. To the extent that the new science of 
nature becomes the source of untold humanitarian benefits, Descartes is 
in a position to give philosophy the reputation of being beneficial to ordi-
nary people and thereby to reorder the relation between philosophy and 
non-philosophers (society or the political community).21 In this reading, 
we are forced to take very seriously the distinction in the sixth part of the 
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Discourse that Descartes makes between himself and any followers who 
adopt and execute his method. Descartes, the inventor of the method that 
others merely follow, withdraws behind yet another mask to live a life he 
declines to reveal. In either of these readings, we are more likely to over-
look philosophy entirely.22 The philosophical life, as classically conceived, 
is discredited by comparison to the new human possibility: the scientific 
life, which emerges as the successful-because-humanitarian offspring of 
philosophy. Philosophy as search for wisdom recedes from view. In Des-
cartes’ understanding of his own life, does scientific wisdom in this sense 
displace philosophical pursuit of wisdom in the classical sense?

The Character of Descartes’ Philosophical Life

The new science of nature is intimately connected to the new science of 
virtue, as Hibbs has argued persuasively, and for this reason my remarks in 
the last section have already begun to bleed over into this one. The precise 
character of the connection between natural science and virtue remains 
somewhat elusive. Descartes speaks again and again in the Discourse of the 
contentment, tranquility, and happiness that characterizes his life, which 
either is the life of an inquirer after the truth (that is, a philosopher in the 
traditional sense, as the fourth maxim of the provisional morality tends 
to suggest)23 or is, as Hibbs has presented it, the life of a man who pos-
sesses wisdom (*40). If it is the latter, could a philosopher be satisfied or 
content with a life contemplating the simple necessities that matter must 
obey—matter understood as extension and as excluding goods or ends, 
which is how Descartes characterizes the principles of his physics?24 As 
much as Descartes promises that his new science of nature will lead (in the 
future) to technical devices for the mastery of nature, he also stresses his 
own current satisfaction even in the absence of those practical benefits. He 
does not mourn his inability to enter the technological Promised Land. Is 
Descartes genuinely contemplative of nature as constrained by method? Is 
he genuinely tranquil or just tranquilized?

Alternatively, is the object of his contemplation something more tradi-
tional and more Socratic than might first meet the eye? I have in mind here 
the Baconian precedent. Bacon admits that the new method or the New 
Organon does not generate itself and does not justify its own goodness. 
His new method is the only adequate method for dealing with nature, but 
“the logic now in use” is very properly applied to civil matters.25 That is, 
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Bacon’s argument with his predecessors as to the goodness of the new ap-
proach to nature is an argument that cannot be had scientifically but must 
be had by appeal to traditional political and moral categories. Descartes’ 
Discourse has essentially the same nature: a civil or popular argument in 
defense of the goodness of a new method.

Perhaps, then, Descartes turns out to be rather like his philosophical 
predecessors after all. The argument of the Discourse (most emphatically 
its sixth part) does not take its shape from the new method or from the 
provisional morality (except possibly from the fourth maxim); it is instead 
a prudential, dialogical, even classical bit of reasoning. In order to engage 
in it, Descartes must take seriously, at least provisionally, the opinions of 
the non-Cartesians among whom he lives. The sixth part of the Discourse 
addresses the reasons that have made him write,26 and so this text concerns 
his end as a philosophical author. To put all of this in the form of a ques-
tion, are the good life and the new science of virtue devoted to contempla-
tion, technical benefits, hedonism in the Lockean sense, or what? What is 
the end animating Descartes?27
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refLeCtions on sPinoZa in tHe 
sPirit of toCQueViLLe

Samuel Goldman

iN the oPeNING ChAPteRS of the SeC oND VoLUMe of Democ-
racy in America, Alexis de tocqueville identifi es two ways of thinking 

that hold special appeal in a democratic age. Both methods of thinking 
have roots in the radical enlightenment of the seventeenth century, but 
each has a diff erent national constituency and diff erent political implica-
tions. Th e fi rst position that tocqueville discusses is Cartesianism, which 
he fi nds to be particularly strong among Americans. Th e second is panthe-
ism, which thrives on the Continent, especially in france.

Although he describes each tendency as a philosophy, tocqueville is 
less interested in technical arguments than in the unarticulated back-
ground assumptions we would today describe as culture. Th e Americans, 
he observes, do not read Descartes and may not even know the great man’s 
name. Despite or because of this ignorance, however, “America is one of 
the countries in the world . . . where the precepts of Descartes are best fol-
lowed.”1 Th e french, on the other hand, do read philosophy. But  tocque-
ville attributes the infl uence of pantheism mostly to popular  literature.2

4
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A number of scholars have examined Tocqueville’s analysis of Car-
tesianism and pantheism as features of modern democratic culture.3 
Much less attention has been paid to their common point of departure 
in seventeenth-century philosophy, which I intend to address in this 
essay. In what follows, I argue that the ideas Tocqueville describes as 
“pantheism” have their origin in Spinoza’s attempt to apply the “pre-
cepts of Descartes” more rigorously and widely than Descartes himself 
was willing to do. Following Tocqueville, I also suggest that this effort 
has dangerous implications for democracy—among them, an erosion 
of the principles of personal freedom and responsibility on which a free 
society depends.

Pantheism and the Precepts of Descartes

Tocqueville’s conception of Cartesianism has little to do with doctrines 
about the relation between thought and extension, optics, or geometry 
that historians of philosophy group under the name. Instead, Tocqueville 
identifies Cartesianism as a set of normative “precepts”—or directions for 
conducting the mind—that Descartes articulated most dramatically in the 
Meditations on First Philosophy. The theme of these precepts is doubt. By 
doubting every claim to truth that he could not verify, Tocqueville ob-
serves, Descartes’ achievement was “in philosophy properly so-called, [to] 
abolish the received formulas, destroy the empire of traditions, and over-
turn every authority.”4

Tocqueville acknowledges that Americans are not interested in “philos-
ophy properly so-called.” They apply the Cartesian approach without be-
ing aware of it, because they find it “in themselves” rather than in books.5 
Under their untutored but powerful “philosophic method,” the Americans 
strive “to escape from the spirit of system; from the yoke of habits, from 
family maxims, from class opinions, and up to a certain point, from na-
tional prejudices; to take tradition only as information, and current facts 
only as a useful study for doing otherwise and better; to seek the reason for 
things by themselves and in themselves alone, to strive for a result without 
letting themselves be chained to the means, and to see through the form 
to the foundation.”6 The result is a kind of cognitive autarky that leads to 
a highly individualistic conception of virtue: “Each then undertakes to be 
self-sufficient and find his glory in making for himself beliefs that are his 
own about all things.”7
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Despite their extraordinary freedom from tradition and prejudice, 
however, Tocqueville suggests that the Americans operate under certain 
checks that prevent them from applying their philosophic method to ev-
ery sphere of life. The most important is religion, which both inspires and 
limits the precepts of Descartes.

Although Descartes professed to be a faithful Roman Catholic, 
Tocqueville notes that his doubt of authority is consistent with the Prot-
estant Reformation. In his view, Luther and Descartes “made use of the 
same method.”8 But Luther and Descartes did not apply their doubt 
universally. Instead, they limited it to particular issues. The Protestant 
theologian Luther called into question the religious authorities but not 
the philosophical or political ones. The Catholic philosopher Descartes 
called into question the philosophical authorities but not the religious 
or political ones. The Americans seem to offer a third possibility and call 
into question social and political hierarchies while they leave intact the 
authority of religion. Tocqueville suggests that universal respect for re-
ligion prevents Americans’ general anti-authoritarianism from turning 
into subversive anti-nomianism.

The religious check on doubt does not obtain among the French. In 
fact, “this same method [of doubt] is followed more rigorously and applied 
more often by the French than by the Americans.” Tocqueville means that 
the French do not doubt only religion (like Luther), only philosophy (like 
Descartes), or only political and social authorities (like the Americans). 
Rather, they doubt all of these at the same time, challenging every source 
of authority. As Tocqueville vividly puts it, the Americans are led by the 
“precepts of Descartes” to “see through the form to the foundation” but are 
inclined leave that foundation intact. The French, on the other hand, try to 
change or abolish the foundation itself. Rather than discarding only useless 
prejudices or burdensome authorities, they use their philosophic method 
to “attack all ancient things and open the way to all new ones.” This is why 
the French are an essentially revolutionary people, while the American 
Revolution was basically aberrant—at least in Tocqueville’s view.9

Despite the rigor and consistency of their doubt, however, Tocqueville 
declines to describe the French as Cartesians. A few chapters later, he sug-
gests that their ethos is best understood as “pantheism.” What is the con-
nection between these approaches?

Tocqueville’s main discussion of pantheism occurs in volume 2, chap-
ter 7, of Democracy in America. “It cannot be denied,” Tocqueville claims, 
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“that pantheism has made great progress in our day. The writings of a 
portion of Europe visibly bear its imprint. The Germans introduce it into 
philosophy, the French into literature.” Tocqueville does not name any of 
the German philosophers or French literary men who are responsible for 
pantheism’s “great progress.” It is most likely that he had in mind the Young 
Hegelians in Germany, as well as French writers on philosophy and poli-
tics such as Alphonse de Lamartine and Edgar Quinet.10 Tocqueville would 
have been familiar with these contemporary writers. But behind them lurks 
Spinoza, whose name was virtually synonymous with pantheism, and with 
democracy—at least up to the French Revolution.11

It is unlikely that Tocqueville had intimate knowledge of Spinoza’s 
philosophy, but this by no means discredits his observations about the 
influence of pantheism. Like Cartesianism, pantheism as discussed in 
Democracy in America is not primarily a learned doctrine. Rather, it is a 
worldview available to every normally constituted man and woman. Yet 
the defining feature of the pantheist attitude is not doubt, as in Cartesian-
ism. Instead, it is a longing for metaphysical unity that is encouraged by 
the equality of social and economic conditions that characterizes de-
mocracy. As Tocqueville puts it:

As conditions become more equal and each man in particular be-
comes more like all the others, weaker and smaller, one gets used to 
no longer viewing citizens so as to consider only the people; one for-
gets individuals so as to think only of the species. [¶] In these times, 
the human mind loves to embrace a host of diverse objects at once; it 
constantly aspires to be able to link a multitude of consequences to a 
single cause. [¶] The idea of unity obsesses [the mind]; it seeks on all 
sides, and when it believes it has found it, it willingly wraps it in its 
bosom and rests with it. Not only does it come to discover only one 
creation and one Creator in the world; this first division of things still 
bothers it, and it willingly seeks to enlarge and simplify its thought by 
enclosing God and the universe within a single whole.12

This passage brilliantly connects social context to philosophical and ul-
timately theological conclusions. According to Tocqueville, the tendency of 
democracy to level distinctions of rank, fortune, and talent makes people 
ever more alike. Due to their similarity, individuals decline in importance. 
They are replaced as objects of political reflection by the people, or by the 
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whole human race. This aggregating tendency carries over to consider-
ation of the causes of human action. Personal goals and limited causes 
become less visible. In their places rise national or even universal aims, 
and the most general causes.

According to Tocqueville, democrats tend to reason that a world dedi-
cated to a single purpose must have a single Creator and governor. Thus 
democracy encourages theology or discourse about God. Theology, how-
ever, is a complicated matter. Citizens of democracy, therefore, are inclined 
to seek a simplified version that suits both their relatively low intellectual 
level and their taste for general ideas. In Tocqueville’s view, this search is 
resolved in the concept of a God that is at the same time cause and effect, 
Creator and creation. In short, the democratic mind tends toward “pan-
theism”—the doctrine that God and the world are the same thing.

Although there are earlier precedents, the term “pantheism” was 
popularized by the eighteenth-century English rationalist John Toland 
to designate a philosophical sect ostensibly inspired by Spinoza. Toland 
claimed that, like Spinoza, the pantheists reject the biblical doctrine of 
a transcendent, personal deity in favor of a single immanent substance. 
They conclude from this that all things are in some sense one.13 Again, 
without acknowledging the historical background, Tocqueville expresses 
the basic thought remarkably well. Pantheism is a “philosophic system ac-
cording to which all things material and immaterial, visible and invisible 
that the world includes are considered as no more than diverse parts of an 
immense being that alone remains eternal in the midst of the continual 
change and incessant transformation of all that composes it.”14 This “im-
mense being” is the God of the democratic age.

For Toland and Spinoza, pantheism was what might be called an eso-
teric doctrine. This was not only because it was theologically heterodox 
and therefore likely to attract unfavorable attention or even violent perse-
cution. They reserved pantheism to a minority also and more profoundly 
because they believed it was accessible only to the most advanced minds. 
According to Spinoza, the majority of human beings were unable to 
understand his philosophy. For this majority, he acknowledges, the un-
truths of revealed religion may have some utility as an encouragement to 
moral behavior.

Tocqueville, by contrast, suggests that the limitation of pantheism to an 
intellectual elite depended on intellectual and educational inequalities that 
were characteristic of an aristocratic age. Since the seventeenth century, he 
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observes, what were once esoteric teachings have steadily entered the pub-
lic sphere. At first, this vulgarization was a movement within philosophy 
itself, as writers like Voltaire strove to reach a broader audience than their 
predecessors had done. By Tocqueville’s own day, the trend had gone even 
farther: the people of France, or at least the middle class, got their philoso-
phy from novels rather than from learned treatises.15 Extrapolating from 
Tocqueville, I argue below that Spinoza’s failure to anticipate this transfor-
mation is among the major limitations of his political thought. To preview, 
he does not see the challenge that pantheism poses to political freedom 
because he presumes that its appeal is restricted to a small minority.

If pantheism were really so limited, Tocqueville suggests, it wouldn’t be 
a matter of concern. The problem is that it has become both available and 
appealing to many. Discouraged by the equality of conditions, democratic 
citizens take solace in the doctrine of causal unity. Rather than blaming 
themselves for their failure to achieve personal distinction, they are eager 
to believe that all results are determined by immutable, impersonal causes. 
For this reason, Tocqueville concludes, “such a system, although it de-
stroys human individuality, or rather because it destroys it, will have secret 
charms for men who live in democracy: all their intellectual habits prepare 
them to conceive it and set them on the way to adopt it. It naturally attracts 
their imagination and fixes it; it nourishes the haughtiness and flatters the 
laziness of their minds.”16

The association with homogeneity and laziness distinguishes panthe-
ism from Americans’ Cartesianism. Because of their emphasis on doubt, 
the precepts of Descartes encourage their holders to think of themselves as 
free subjects responsible for the truth—or at least the efficacy—of beliefs 
that they develop for themselves. Indeed, this “glory” is available to every 
individual, however lowly his social position. Pantheism, by contrast, de-
nies the individual the glory of finding and confirming his own beliefs. 
Rather than fostering responsible agents, it leads people to see themselves 
as embedded within impersonal nature and subject to the same causal 
laws as mere things.

So the precepts of Descartes turn out to be compatible with the energetic, 
associative individuality of the Americans. This seems to be the reason 
that Tocqueville describes America as the country where those precepts 
are applied “best,” if not most rigorously. The French, by contrast, are led 
by their pantheistic beliefs to renounce civic action in favor of merely pri-
vate gratification. This makes them susceptible to the condition of infan-
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tilizing dependence that Tocqueville describes as “soft despotism.” Later 
on in volume 2, Tocqueville describes the tutelary state characteristic of 
soft despotism as an “immense being.” The term is the same that he used 
for the God of the pantheists.17

In addition to its ethical and political differences, then, pantheism is dis-
tinct from “Cartesianism” in its relation to religion. Although it includes 
the Greek word for “god” (theos), pantheism does not hesitate to criticize 
theistic principles that Americans’ unwitting appropriation of Descartes 
left untouched. In America, as Tocqueville documents at length, practi-
cal Cartesianism is compatible with a fragmented but still recognizably 
Christian religious landscape. In Europe, on the other hand, the writers he 
seems to have in mind were publicly associated with experiments in non-
revealed, anti-clerical forms of spirituality.

Moreover, pantheism seems incompatible with the precepts of Des-
cartes on the level of epistemology. In principle, the Cartesian believes 
nothing that he can’t prove to his own satisfaction. This may leave him 
with relatively few beliefs, but those that survive the test of doubt will 
be secure and intimately connected with his own perceptions and judg-
ments. The pantheist, on the other hand, believes something that neces-
sarily exceeds his own experience. Pantheism, in Tocqueville’s account, 
involves a kind of metaphysical credulity that parallels citizens’ excessive 
trust in the state.

For all these reasons, Cartesianism and pantheism look like very differ-
ent forms of “philosophy.” Yet Tocqueville indicates that they are intellec-
tually connected. The French are especially susceptible to pantheism. The 
reason, however, is not that they rejected the precepts of Descartes but, 
rather, that they applied those precepts more widely and less well than the 
Americans. Even if he was unaware of it, the connection that Tocqueville 
draws between too-rigorous Cartesianism and pantheism mirrors the his-
torical relationship between Descartes and Spinoza. In the next section, 
therefore, I turn to these master thinkers of the seventeenth century.18

Descartes on Doubt

The classic document of Descartes’ method is the Meditations on First 
Philosophy, which Descartes published in 1641. Although the doctrines of 
formal Cartesianism are more fully elaborated elsewhere, it is in the Medi-
tations that we find Descartes’ precepts applied most radically and vividly.
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The Meditations tell the story of a certain “I”—the stylized narrator who 
resembles but should not be identified with the real Descartes—concerned 
about the possibility of knowing anything. Reflecting the ways in which 
error creeps into our minds, the narrator determines that “once in my life 
all things are fundamentally to be demolished and that I have to begin 
again from the first foundations if I were to desire ever to stabilize some-
thing firm and lasting in the sciences.”19 This demolition is be achieved by 
the application of doubt. More precisely, the narrator proposes to reject 
“all my opinions if I shall have found any reason for doubting in each one,” 
leaving only those propositions that are absolutely certain.20

The narrator quickly discovers that tradition and even his own senses 
give ample reason for doubt. All beliefs founded upon them are therefore 
to be rejected (at least provisionally). Yet it appears that “arithmetic, geom-
etry and others of this kind—which treat only of the simplest and maxi-
mally general things and which care little about whether these would be in 
the nature of things or not—contain something certain and indubitable. 
For whether I would be awake or sleeping, two and three added together 
are five, and a square has no more than four sides.”21

But it turns out that even the truths that obtain in dreams are not im-
mune to doubt. For it is possible that our cognitive faculties are so flawed 
that we only think 2+3=5, when in fact 2+3=4. This possibility seems ab-
surd. Yet the narrator adverts to the “old opinion that there is a God who 
can do all things, and by whom I, as such as I exist, have been created.”22 If 
an omnipotent God created him, the narrator reasons, it is possible that he 
made him in such a way as to be radically susceptible to error. In that case, 
even the principles of logic and mathematics would be dubitable.

The narrator goes on to acknowledge that the prospect of a deceiver God 
is incompatible with another “old opinion” about God—that God is good. 
He therefore proposes an alternative possibility: “that not the optimal God—
the font of truth—, but rather some malign genius—and the same one most 
highly powerful and most highly cunning—, has put all his industriousness 
therein that he might deceive me.”23 This hypothesis—the so-called evil 
genius scenario—is among the most dramatic moves in the history of mod-
ern philosophy. For it allows Descartes to apply the radical doubt implied by 
God’s omnipotence without directly questioning God’s goodness.

For some readers, these passages show that Descartes’ method was a 
kind of revolution against the doctrine of divine omnipotence. If Des-
cartes could overcome even this form of doubt, the argument goes, he 
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would have proved that human reason has no need of transcendent guid-
ance. The basis of this overcoming turns out to be the so-called cogito. By 
showing that even a malicious Creator could not make one doubt one’s 
own existence in the activity of thinking, Descartes is said to have identi-
fied a new, purely secular ground of knowledge—and thus, as the first lines 
of the Meditations indicate, for the sciences.24

The problem with this interpretation is that Descartes explicitly rejects 
it. In the fifth meditation, the narrator makes the famous argument that 
we cannot be deceived concerning the most fundamental things only if we 
are the creations of a perfect God. These fundamental things include one’s 
own existence as a thinking being, that is, the cogito. In a way, then, theol-
ogy proves to be the ground of all other knowledge.

The dispute between scholars who read Descartes as a pioneering secu-
larist and those who see his thought as continuous in important ways with 
scholasticism is too intricate to engage here. The important thing, for the 
present purpose, is the mutual dependence in Descartes’ official doctrine 
between God and the human subject. According to that doctrine, my in-
dividuality is guaranteed by the necessity of the I engaged in the act of 
thinking. But the reality of the cogito is guaranteed by the omnipotence 
and goodness of God. For without this guarantee, the principle of non-
contradiction need not apply. In this case, indeed, I might think without 
existing—as unthinkable as that is. One might say, on Descartes’ argu-
ment, that the proposition “I am” is thus tenable only as an expression of 
religious commitment. At the same time that it gives me an epistemologi-
cal first principle, then, this religious commitment gives me an irreducible 
significance within a normatively inflected scheme of Creation.

So Tocqueville was onto something when he stressed the compatibility 
between the precepts of Descartes, appropriately limited in matters theo-
logical, and the personal initiative to which nineteenth-century Ameri-
cans devoted themselves. The Americans, Tocqueville suggests, are able 
to pursue their “self-interest well-understood” because they follow Des-
cartes by looking inside themselves—by which means they discover souls 
in immediate connection with God. This connection endows them with 
the conviction that they are free in their thoughts and actions, but it also 
implies a responsibility to think and act rightly in the eyes of their maker. 
This balance of freedom and responsibility allows the Americans to doubt 
without becoming revolutionary. Put differently, it leaves intact a religious 
foundation for civil society.
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Yet there is a well-known epistemological problem with this theologico-
political synthesis: the existence and perfection of God are not known 
to us immediately. On the contrary, they are conclusions we must reach 
by using our reason. But reason itself is suspect, in Descartes’ argument. 
For even the principles that seem clearest and most distinct—those of 
mathematics—can be called into doubt by the evil genius scenario. We 
are relieved from this doubt by knowledge of our divine origin. We can-
not be certain of this origin, however, until we know that God exists and 
is perfect. And we cannot know that God exists and is perfect unless 
we have confidence in our reason. In short, we appear to be caught in a 
vicious circle.

One way out of the circle is to admit that God is an object of faith 
rather than knowledge. The trouble with this admission is that it contra-
dicts Descartes’ central precept: doubt of uncertain beliefs irrespective of 
their source. As an admirer of Descartes’ project, Spinoza thought that he 
had a better solution. This was to redirect doubt from what seems clear 
and distinct (the principles of logic and mathematics) to the sources of 
doubt of itself. If we reject the old opinion that God is the omnipotent 
Creator, Spinoza reasoned, we don’t have to worry about being misbegot-
ten creatures. And if we don’t worry about being misbegotten creatures, 
we needn’t be concerned about the certainty of our reason. By applying 
Descartes’ “precepts” to religious matters that Descartes himself avoided, 
in other words, Spinoza proposed to liberate himself from doubt. In the pro-
cess, he liberated himself from the nexus of transcendent theism and human 
individuality that Tocqueville would identify as crucial to political freedom.25

Doubting Doubt

The starting point for this argument is the Principles of Cartesian Phi-
losophy (PCP), which was completed in 1663 and became the only book 
that Spinoza published in his own name. Although it is ostensibly an ex-
position more geometrico of Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy, Spinoza’s 
PCP is actually a wide-ranging interpretation and critique of the master. 
The discussion begins in a way that seems closer to Meditations than to 
the Principles: “Why Descartes doubted everything, the way in which he 
laid the solid foundations of the sciences, and finally, the means by which 
he freed himself from all doubt.” According to Spinoza, the reasons that 
Descartes doubted everything were four: (1) to put aside all prejudice, (2) 
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to discover the foundations on which everything should be built, (3) to 
uncover the cause of error, and (4) to understand everything clearly and 
distinctly.26 Although it is unlikely that Tocqueville ever read it, this is as 
clear an account of the “precepts” of Descartes as anyone has ever given.

But there is something odd, Spinoza believes, about the way Descartes 
brought God into this process. On the one hand, he agrees with Descartes 
that we cannot be certain of anything until we have a clear and distinct 
idea of God. On the other hand, Descartes’ doubt seems to trap him in a 
vicious circle. We need God to guarantee the accuracy of clear and distinct 
ideas. But we can’t do this unless we first have a clear and distinct idea of 
the divine nature. On Spinoza’s interpretation, Descartes called everything 
into doubt “not indeed like a Sceptic [sic] whose sole aim is to doubt, but 
to free his mind from all prejudice so that he might finally discover the 
firm and unshakable foundations of the sciences.”27 In order to reach the 
goal, therefore, a rigorous Cartesian would need to subject ideas about 
God to a degree of scrutiny that Descartes himself resisted.

Spinoza pursues his goal by ignoring the possibility that man was created 
with such a nature that it is difficult or impossible for him to recognize 
clear and distinct ideas. The omission is unannounced and unexplained—
and for this reason provides a crucial clue about the intention of the work. 
The PCP is not simply a reconstruction of what Descartes actually said. 
Rather, it seems to be an argument for what he should or would have said 
if he were not so impressed by old opinions about God.28

In place of doubt rooted in traditional beliefs about Creation, Spinoza 
presents two possible views of the relation between our knowledge and 
God. On the first argument, we are unable to doubt clear and distinct 
ideas as such. Instead, we are able to doubt only our memory of the way 
in which they were deduced. It seems that Spinoza has in mind something 
like the ability to repeat one of Euclid’s theorems without understanding 
its proof. So long as we don’t have the deduction before us, we need God 
to guarantee the correspondence of our memories to the truth. When we 
actually confront the proof, however, we have no need of God: our innate 
ability to recognize clarity and distinctness kicks in. In this view, the evil 
genius might be a problem for lazy schoolboys—or humanists who’ve for-
gotten whatever they once knew of geometry and mathematics. But it is 
not a problem for a serious philosopher.29

Spinoza admits that “some” do not find this argument acceptable. With-
out saying who these doubters might be, he goes on to admit that certainty 
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is impossible so long as we acknowledge the slightest possibility that God 
is our arbitrary and omnipotent Creator. So we don’t just need to secure 
the veracity of clear and distinct ideas as such. In a second argument, he 
suggests that we also need a specific clear and distinct idea:

Such a conception of God as so disposes us that it is not as easy for us 
to think that God is a deceiver as that he is not a deceiver, a concep-
tion that compels us to affirm that he is supremely truthful. When 
we have formed such an idea, the reason for doubting mathematical 
truths will be removed. For in whatever direction we now turn the 
mind’s eye with purpose of doubting one of these truths, we shall not 
find anything that itself does not make us conclude that this truth is 
most certain, just as was the case with regard to our existence.30

Spinoza does not explain in detail in the PCP what is involved in such a 
conception of God. That may be because his answer is so disturbing: such 
a God is not an intentional Creator. For Spinoza, the nature of God is to 
be strictly deduced from certain principles of mathematics and logic. As a 
result, he is deprived of the will and understanding implied by Descartes, 
and which (from Spinoza’s point of view) made doubt inescapable.31 This 
redirection of doubt from science to religion is what I mean by describing 
Spinoza as more Cartesian than Descartes.

Before we consider the pantheistic replacement that Spinoza proposed 
for Descartes’ relatively traditional monotheism, it’s worth considering an 
objection: What made Spinoza so confident that his principles of reason-
ing were applicable to all matters, including God? As the historian of early 
modern philosophy Richard Popkin has pointed out, there is little need to 
speculate about what Spinoza might have said.32 We have a rather direct 
answer in Spinoza’s response to Albert Burgh, a former student of his who 
had a personal crisis and converted to Roman Catholicism. In September 
1675, Burgh wrote to his old teacher demanding that Spinoza justify his 
heterodoxy. Given the testimony of so many saints and martyrs, wasn’t 
religion worth approaching with some humility?33

Certainly not, Spinoza responds. For he knows what is true, in just the 
same way as he knows that the three angles of a triangle are equal to 180 
degrees. No one could possibly doubt this unless they dream of “unclean 
spirits who inspire us with false ideas as if they were true.” But the only 
reason to take such dreams seriously, Spinoza suggests, is that they are 



More Cartesian than Descartes     69     

encouraged by the church Burgh had joined—and to which Descartes pro-
fessed allegiance. Official Cartesianism can never escape uncertainty and 
error because it exempts the central teaching of that church (that is, that 
God is an omnipotent Creator) from scrutiny and even takes that central 
teaching seriously as a philosophical hypothesis. He, Spinoza, had been 
able to reach Descartes’ goal because he dismissed those teachings as the 
nonsense that they were.34

For Spinoza, then, Descartes was right to say that “arithmetic, geom-
etry and other subjects of this kind . . . contain something certain and 
indubitable.”35 In keeping with Descartes’ foundationalism, he proposed 
to develop, on their basis, an idea of God that could be embraced with 
equal certainty, and that would therefore ground all other knowledge. But 
this idea of God is very different from the relatively conventional God en-
dorsed by Descartes. It is one of the most extravagant and provocative 
metaphysics teachings ever proposed.

Spinoza’s God

Book 1 of Spinoza’s Ethics does no less than deduce from first principles 
a clear and distinct idea of God. In the course of just a few pages, Spinoza 
provides us with what he regards as irrefutable arguments that God exists 
and that he is omnipotent, eternal, and the origin of all finite creatures. It is 
not only, as Spinoza argued in the PCP, that nothing can be known without 
understanding God. Without God, nothing could possibly exist: “What 
is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God.”36 This 
proposition is the starting point for Toland’s later description of Spinoza’s 
thought as pantheism.37

The key feature of Spinoza’s God is monism—which is the view that there 
is only one Being or “substance.” According to Spinoza, this “substance” is 
identical to God. Spinoza does not deny that there appear to be many dif-
ferent kinds of beings. He argues, however, that these are merely “modifica-
tions” of the one substance and have no reality independent from it.38

It follows from this claim that, as Spinoza puts it, “What is, is in God.” 
It seems to be entailed that God is also “in” every one of his modifications. 
Spinoza scholars dispute whether Spinoza’s position is better understood 
as pantheism in the strict sense (the latter view) or panentheism (the for-
mer view). Either way, there is no ontological difference between the 
divine and finite reality. In Spinoza’s doctrine, God is not hovering over us, 
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untouchable by thought or sense, in the heavens. Instead, he is immanent 
or present in all that we do and think.39

The unity and immanence of substance, Spinoza argues, makes ab-
surd any distinction between God and Nature. Because there is, in fact, 
only one thing, these are simply convenient names for the whole of Being. 
Later in the Ethics, Spinoza expresses this thought with the famous 
phrase Deus sive Natura—God or Nature. The precise meaning of the 
phrase continues to be disputed. In my view, Spinoza’s neologism is in-
tended to make a point about language rather than to express an ad-
ditional metaphysical claim. What Spinoza is suggesting, I think, is that 
the words “God” and “Nature” must be interchangeable, salva veritate, 
in any true sentence.40

Spinoza’s naturalism has important theological consequences. Perhaps 
the most serious consequence is that it excludes divine personality. Ac-
cording to Spinoza, God has neither will nor understanding in the con-
ventional sense. Instead, God’s “will” is nothing more than the fixed laws 
of nature according to which all things occur. Divine “understanding” is 
merely a clumsy way of expressing the fact that these laws are conceived 
as necessary—or, in other words, that they are true. The consequence is 
that God has or had no freedom to make things otherwise than they are. 
For Spinoza, the origin of the world is not intentional creation but rather a 
kind of cosmic self-determination.41

These are some key features of what Spinoza called for in the PCP: a 
conception of God that makes it impossible to think of God as a deceiver. 
More accurately, it is a conception that makes it impossible to think of God 
as either a deceiver or a non-deceiver, at least to the extent that these ideas 
refer to an intentional being. Rather than an agent with will and under-
standing, Spinoza’s God simply is. And this conception, Spinoza insists, is 
the only foundation for the sciences.

One of the sciences that Spinoza has in mind is what we might call the 
science of man. Indeed, the Ethics, after book 1, is largely an attempt to an-
swer the question “what is man?” in light of the preceding response to the 
question “what is God?” Spinoza’s answer is that a human being is a body 
whose corresponding “idea” is a mind. Each of these qualities exists under 
a different attribute of substance—extension and thought, respectively. To 
this extent, the human being may be said to exist “in” God.42

This pantheistic conclusion is provocative enough. But what Spinoza 
says about freedom is even more disturbing. According to Spinoza, there is 
no interaction between beings conceived under the different attributes of 
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God. As such, each belongs to an independent causal system. Everything 
that happens to the body is caused by interactions with bodies. Everything 
that happens in the mind, on the other hand, is caused by the consequences 
of ideas. Since these causal chains are completely distinct, there is no pos-
sibility of an idea causing a physical result. For Spinoza, man has no power 
to act intentionally—that is, to initiate a series of effects on the basis of his 
thoughts. In fact, freedom of the will is an illusion that results from our 
ignorance of the natural necessity by which our bodies are moved.43

It is sometimes argued that Spinoza was trying to enhance the freedom 
we actually possess by contrasting it to matters that are beyond our con-
trol. Sober reflection on what is necessary, Spinoza suggests, allows us to 
better understand what is possible. In other words, his philosophy allows 
us to distinguish those things that are under our control from those that 
are not. By acquiring this knowledge, we relieve ourselves from unreason-
able hopes and fears—especially those associated with revealed religion, 
which links divine rewards and punishments to deeds and intentions.44

The obstacle to this essentially humane conclusion is that very little is 
under our control. In the Ethics, our freedom turns out to consist solely 
in the freedom to philosophize properly. And this means little more than 
the freedom to form the correct idea about God—the very idea that un-
dermines any conventional understanding of freedom.45 By contemplating 
this idea, Spinoza argues in book 5, we do gain a kind of immortality that 
is not tainted by superstition about pleasing God. Yet this is only an im-
personal immortality, in which our minds are in some way fused with the 
immense being that simply is.46

So Spinoza’s arguments for the epistemic, ontological, and ultimately 
anthropological significance of God are no victories for religion. Quite the 
contrary, they imply that almost all the central doctrines of biblical religion 
are not merely dubitable, but demonstrably false. Because Spinoza was abso-
lutely certain of his philosophy, as he explained to Burgh, he was not satis-
fied to pass over these implications in silence—although he was unwilling 
to speak in his own name. Making them explicit is the task of the Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus (TTP), which Spinoza published anonymously in late 
1669 or early 1670, about ten years after he began work on the Ethics.

Pantheism, Scripture, Democracy

The essential document of Spinoza’s being “more Cartesian than Des-
cartes” is the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. In it, Spinoza does precisely 
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what Descartes hesitated to do: apply the method of doubt to revealed 
religion. He was enabled to do this, paradoxically, by the fact that he did 
not doubt at all. Spinoza was absolutely certain that his science was true, 
at least in its foundations, and he therefore had no need for humility when 
confronted with ancient opinions about God. The source of this certainty 
was the denial of any sort of divine transcendence. With clear and distinct 
knowledge of God or Nature, Spinoza was free to reject traditional theol-
ogy as patent nonsense.

Spinoza believed that this rejection contributed in two ways to the es-
tablishment of the regime that he described as “democracy.”47 The first may 
be described as the negative contribution, that is, the removal of religious 
influence from thought and politics. Working systematically through 
Scripture, Spinoza shows how his philosophy exposes revelation, miracles, 
and the concept of divine law as the products of either ignorance or over-
heated imagination. With these elements removed, the only content of 
Scripture is a vague moral teaching. Spinoza describes this teaching, in a 
phrase that can be properly understood only in the context of the Ethics, 
as the “natural divine law.”48

The natural divine law is accessible to all human beings by means of 
their own reason. Therefore, they have no need of priests, prophets, or his-
torical narratives. However, Spinoza acknowledges, many people are not 
sufficiently perspicacious in the use of reason to recognize natural divine 
law on their own. They may, therefore, have to be motivated by certain 
stories about God, which, while untrue in themselves, encourage precisely 
the same behaviors that are demanded by a rational appreciation for our 
place in the universe. This motivation, Spinoza argues, is the sole legiti-
mate activity of “theology.” Any questions pertaining to the nature of God 
are matters of philosophy—whose results I have briefly sketched.49

If religious guidance is unnecessary in thought, it is actively perni-
cious in politics. Priests, prophets, and independent churches, according 
to Spinoza, are the main cause of civil disorder, because they preach that 
men are condemned to eternal torment for violating God’s arbitrary com-
mands. Because this is evidently worse than any temporal punishment, 
clerics acquire a hold over simple souls, a hold that is much stronger than 
that of the civil ruler. In the preface to the TTP, Spinoza blames this fear 
for the fact that “doctrinal conflicts are fought out in Church and Court 
with intense passion and generate the most bitter antipathies and strug-
gles, which quickly bring men to sedition.”50
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In philosophy, then, Spinoza hoped to expose fear of a capricious God 
as groundless in order to clear the road to knowledge. In politics, he aimed 
to elevate the rational calculation of worldly interests over theological dis-
pute. The negative contribution of “pantheism,” in other words, is to open 
a space for peaceful politics by clearing away the prejudices and terrors 
encouraged by traditional religion.

The bulk of the TTP is devoted to this negative argument. But Spi-
noza also thought that pantheism could make a positive contribution to 
the common good by providing a theoretical justification for democracy. 
Such, at least, is the argument of TTP chapter 14. There, Spinoza argues 
that the inherence of all things in God or nature affords each a “natural 
right” to persist in its own being. To quote the well-known passage in full:

By the right and order of nature I merely mean the rules determining 
the nature of each individual thing by which we conceive it is deter-
mined naturally to exist and behave in a certain way. For example, fish 
are determined by nature to swim and big fish to eat little ones, and 
therefore it is by sovereign natural right that fish have possession of 
the water and that big fish eat small ones. For it is certain that nature, 
considered wholly in itself, has a sovereign right to do everything that 
it can do, i.e. the right of nature extends as far as its power extends. 
For the power of nature is the very power of God who has supreme 
right to all things. However, since the universal power of the whole 
of nature is nothing but the power of all individual things together, it 
follows the individual thing has the sovereign right to do everything 
that it can do, or the right of each thing extends so far as its deter-
mined power extends. And since it is the supreme law of nature that 
each thing strives to persist in its own state so far as it can, taking no 
account of another’s circumstances, but only of its own, it follows that 
each individual thing has a sovereign right to do this, i.e. (as I said) to 
exist and behave as it is naturally determined to behave.51

The argument that each thing has the “sovereign right” to do every-
thing that it can seems like an unpromising foundation for democracy. It 
amounts to an assertion that might makes right. By this standard, the big 
fish have the right to devour the small. The human analogue is an anarchic 
condition in which unattached individuals assert their natural right in a 
struggle to survive.
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Up to this point, Spinoza’s argument resembles Thomas Hobbes’ de-
scription of the state of war in Leviathan. Like Hobbes, Spinoza argues that 
the establishment of security requires a social contract in which individuals 
agree to observe the rules established by a common authority or sovereign. 
The difference between them is rooted in Spinoza’s insistence that greatest 
right is always possessed by the stronger. Since many are always stronger 
than a few, Spinoza argues that a sovereign constituted by the active agree-
ment of a majority of citizens has the highest right of all. Hobbes, on the 
other hand, defended the alienation of sovereignty to a monarch.52 For 
Spinoza, then, the most stable alternative to the state of war is a democratic 
commonwealth in which laws are made with the consent of the majority—
who can then be counted upon to observe and enforce them. According to 
Spinoza, “Democracy . . . is properly defined as a united gathering of people 
which collectively has the sovereign right to do all that it has the power to 
do. It follows [in this case] that sovereign power is bound by no law and 
everyone is obliged to obey it in all things.”53

It might be thought that Spinoza’s position culminates in what Tocque
ville would famously call the tyranny of the majority, namely, a condition 
in which not only actions but also thoughts are subject to public opinion. 
That is not so, he argues in chapter 20 of the TTP, which describes the 
“free state” that results from democracy. What is “free” about a regime 
characterized by unlimited sovereignty? A great part of the answer is that 
the sovereign, however strong, is literally incapable of controlling men’s 
thoughts. Therefore, the state has no “right” to impose restrictions on ra-
tional discourse, including the doubt that sound reason will lead men to 
direct against revealed religion.54

The freedom to seek truth about God thus turns out to be the corner-
stone of democratic liberty. This freedom is, above all, the liberty to philos-
ophize, which Spinoza insists must be legally protected from interference 
by adherents of traditional theism. It is notable that Spinoza’s conception 
of a “free state” does not seem to include parallel protections for the prac-
tice of religion. Although he admits that the conventionally pious cannot 
be forcibly diverted from their madness, he suggests limits on religious 
preaching or practice that encourages disobedience to the sovereign.55

I suggested above that Spinoza considered pantheism in certain re-
spects an esoteric doctrine. This description requires some qualification. 
In principle, Spinoza argues, all the conclusions of reason are available to 
all normally constituted human beings. This, after all, was the bottom line 
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of his critique or correction of Cartesian doubt. But Spinoza acknowledges 
in the TTP that not everyone is inclined to reason with the rigor and con-
sistency that philosophy requires:

Often though, a long chain of linked inferences is required, to come 
to firm conclusions from basic ideas alone. Furthermore, this re-
quires great caution and perspicacity and supreme mental discipline, 
qualities only seldom met with among human beings. People prefer 
to be taught by experience than to deduce all their ideas from a few 
premises and connect these together. Consequently, where someone 
wants to teach a whole nation, not to speak of the entire human race, 
and wants to be understood by everybody, he must substantiate his 
points by experience alone and thoroughly adapt his arguments and 
the definitions of his teaching to the capacity of the common people 
(the majority of mankind), and not make a chain of inferences or ad-
vance definitions linking his arguments together. Otherwise he will 
be writing only for the learned, that is, he will be intelligible only to 
what is, in comparison with the rest of mankind, a very small handful 
of people.56

For Spinoza, then, the human race can be divided into two basic groups, 
each of which has a distinctive theologico-political orientation. On the one 
hand, more or less rational people are supposed to endorse what would 
come to be called pantheism. According to Spinoza, this should lead to 
their embrace of democracy on proper philosophical grounds. Although 
Spinoza does not tell us how large this class of readers is likely to be, there 
is reason to think it would be relatively small. This, at least, would seem 
to be why he wrote the TTP in Latin instead of the vernacular.57 On the 
other hand, the great mass of society is incapable of acquiring this knowl-
edge and is unlikely to read philosophy anyway. Their obedience is to be 
secured by the adoption of “true religion” as a civil cult, in which God is 
presented in anthropomorphic terms as the commander of an arbitrary 
divine law, and rulers are regarded as God’s regents on earth.58

The stability of Spinoza’s free state thus seems to depend on a certain 
degree of self-censorship. Although they have very different views about 
God and freedom, the rational few must be careful not to undermine the 
civil cult that supports democracy by encouraging the loyalty of the many. 
For all the radicalism of his philosophy, Spinoza seems to have taken this 
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responsibility seriously. The TTP actually begins and ends with the submis-
sion of its contents to the judgment of the duly constituted authorities.59

But the distinction between the rational few and the ignorant many 
threatens to undermine Spinoza’s commitment to democracy. His argu-
ment culminates, despite its majoritarian account of sovereignty, in a sort 
of “epistocracy.” This interpretation raises serious questions about the ap-
plicability of Spinoza’s ideas under the more equal conditions character-
istic of later modernity. Despite his lack of interest in metaphysics and 
probable ignorance of the historical background, Tocqueville puts these 
questions in a remarkably direct fashion.

Reflections on Spinoza in the Spirit of Tocqueville

The first problem with Spinoza’s position, Tocqueville’s arguments sug-
gest, was that even though he was a democrat in politics, his epistemology 
belonged to an aristocratic age. In other words, Spinoza assumed a funda-
mental gap between the few philosophers or potential philosophers and 
the ignorant many. This assumption was reasonable in the seventeenth 
century, when literacy—let alone the wherewithal to buy books—was far 
from universal. It had become unreasonable by the nineteenth century, 
when cheap printing and improvements in education had created a vast 
reading public. Put differently, Spinoza was wrong to assume that the pan-
theistic elements of philosophy would remain esoteric. In a democratic 
age, it was inevitable that they would enter the public sphere.

Spinoza might object that any vulgarization of his thought would be 
a bastardization—and therefore not his responsibility. In fact, he makes 
precisely this disclaimer in the Preface to the TTP.60 But philosophers can-
not count on their ideas remaining outside the life of democracy, nor can 
they ensure that their ideas are received in the right way. The tendency 
of philosophical arguments to enter the public sphere could be taken as 
a justification for more rigorous practices of concealment. I think they 
imply rather the opposite: Tocqueville’s account suggests that esotericism, 
whether as a manner of thought or writing, simply does not work under 
modern democratic conditions.

Once conceived, then, pantheism was almost destined to become ac-
cessible. What was wrong with that? Tocqueville suggests a plausible an-
swer. Democratic citizens are basically disinclined to take responsibility 
for public affairs. Under the equality of conditions, they regard themselves 
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as too insignificant to influence the great forces by which they are gov-
erned. Pantheism, especially in its “vulgar” form, provides a theoreti-
cal justification for this renunciation. By encouraging citizens to believe 
that everything that occurs must happen (and that they themselves are 
immersed in a universal being), it undermines the habits and assump-
tions necessary to an engaged citizenry. Simply put, Tocqueville thinks 
that the spread of pantheism encourages an attitude of fatalism that is 
easily manipulated by the ambitious few who promise to relieve citizens 
of the burdens of self-government.

This disagreement underlies Spinoza’s and Tocqueville’s different evalu-
ations of religion in democracy. Spinoza saw religion primarily as a source 
of moral norms. In other words, he thought that people rely on religion 
to help them distinguish right from wrong, just from unjust. In his view, 
this function made religion a tool of despotism. By appealing to hopes and 
fears of divine reward and punishment, unscrupulous priests and prophets 
could easily convince the people to accept their rule. This is why Spinoza 
saw the critique of revealed religion as a necessary condition of the estab-
lishment of democracy. Only by exposing the truth about God—that he 
is identical to Nature or Being itself—could the political theologians be 
deprived of their authority.

Tocqueville suggests that traditional religion makes a different contri-
bution to civil society. Its role, he suggests, is to preserve the conception of 
agency that underlies civic association; the belief of personal responsibil-
ity that leads us to curb our own appetites; the expectation of immortality 
or metaphysical worth that gives dignity even to the lowly. Without these 
ideas, Tocqueville leads us to think, there is no reason not to accept the 
comfortable subjugation of soft despotism. On the contrary, if we are natu-
rally determined and essentially corporeal beings, we have every reason to 
take the easy course.

I suspect that Spinoza would have been horrified by this outcome. An 
admirer of the civic virtue that characterized the Roman republic, Spi-
noza’s every statement on politics encourages citizens to take responsibil-
ity for the fate of the commonwealth. Nevertheless, the “pantheism” that 
he developed in his formal philosophy contributes little to this end. By 
attacking old ideas about God that Descartes left relatively untouched, 
it risks removing beliefs in individual agency, responsibility, and dignity 
that have turned out to be politically salutary, however theoretically dubi-
ous. Spinoza defended pantheism in an effort to rescue philosophy from 
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the epistemic despotism of transcendence, and political society from the 
horror of sectarian war, and he contributed much to our liberation from 
these dangers. But the immense being of the tutelary state, which Tocque
ville identified as the characteristic danger of modern democracy, was un-
dreamt of in his philosophy.
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LoCKe’s eXPLanation 
of How tHe sCienCe of 
CiViL soCiety CorreCts 
tHe naturaL autHority 
of Virtue

James R. Stoner, Jr.

hAVING BeeN ASSIGNeD the QUeStIoN of how the British en-
lightenment philosopher John Locke contributes to the science of 

virtue, I want fi rst to raise the question of the relation of the classical and 
modern accounts of virtue, society, and politics, and to begin with the clas-
sical question of the relation of the order of the city and the order of the 
soul. for being “stuck with virtue” means at least this: “being stuck” with 
paying attention to the human soul, or at least to what friedrich Nietzsche 
called (for those whose scientifi c conscience cannot quite abide the notion 
that the soul is a real entity) the “soul hypothesis.”1 Whatever virtue is (in 
the precise sense), every virtue is an excellence of soul, and the crisis of 
virtue in the modern world is derivative, I think, from the collapse of the 
idea of the soul.

Now, classical political philosophy—most famously in its fi rst great 
text, Plato’s Republic—was founded on the analogy between the city and 
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the human soul. As Socrates there explains, the classes of the city mir-
ror the parts of the soul: The lower “money-making” classes resemble the 
appetites, the military or auxiliary class corresponds to spiritedness, and 
the philosopher-kings exemplify intelligence.2 Socrates and his interlocu-
tors discover justice in the city when each class minds its own business, 
or in other words, when the spirited class follows the precepts of reason 
and masters the appetites. Justice is not the whole of virtue—the dialogue 
finds prudence as the virtue of the calculating part, courage as the virtue 
of the spirited part, and moderation in harmony among the parts—but in 
every case virtue in the soul and virtue in the city reflect one another. The 
political good is congruent with the human good, the analogy would have 
us suppose, and the happiness of the city is congruent with the happiness 
of man.

I will address in a moment some of the problems with the analogy that 
its author probably meant for us to notice, but I want to start by discussing 
its advantages. Within the dialogue, Socrates proposes looking at the city 
rather than the soul, because justice will be seen more clearly there than 
in a single soul, which is after all invisible, even or especially to itself. This 
seems to me to be a good and true argument, and therefore fundamen-
tal to any science of virtue: Throughout nature one learns about invisible 
causes from visible effects, and it hardly seems to be a stretch to consider 
the city to be a creature of human soulfulness. Moreover, we learn about 
ourselves by seeing ourselves or our likenesses in others. Left alone any 
soul might experience terror or hubris, but among others, souls naturally 
find their place, learn to strive, gain comfort, and even find love. You may 
or may not agree with the way Plato’s Socrates describes the soul, much 
less the way he and his companions design their city, but there is nothing 
foolish about the plan to seek to find the good of the individual in the way 
we understand the common good.

If the analogy holds, then the science of virtue and the science of poli-
tics are the same, or at any rate as congruent as the soul and the city. Po-
litical science, then, would grow naturally out of ethics, or ethics would 
complete political science: The good city would be a city of good men and 
would encourage men to be good, while an association of good men built 
upon their goodness would be a good city. Aristotle does not stress the 
analogy as Plato does, but these very consequences are the principles of 
his Politics and Ethics: The city exists by nature, its end is to promote virtue 
and thereby secure happiness, and the best city is the city of best men.3 
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Aristotle does not restrict himself to the best in his analysis of politics: 
Even lesser cities are built upon human virtues, though lesser ones, as for-
tune or necessity allows, indeed on virtues of the body not only the soul. 
So widespread—or again, so natural—is the strength of the analogy of 
the city and man that it endures long after the demise of the polis. The 
medieval monarchy personified the polity in the king and the medieval 
church claimed to be the body of Christ. Even today, not only does the 
Catholic Church insist on this in her theology, but sovereign states in the 
international system, whether or not they have a monarchical head, are 
typically spoken of as though they had attributes of character, capacities 
of action, and moral responsibilities analogous to those of a single hu-
man being. And as the famous frontispiece of Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan 
and its author’s introduction make plain, the analogy of the city and man 
continues to be employed by those whose political philosophy bears little 
other resemblance to that of Plato or Aristotle.4

Now, there is not a little about the analogy of the city and the soul that is 
problematic, most especially to modern ears. Plato’s account of human na-
ture, and so Socrates’ city, is aristocratic; it supposes so radical an inequal-
ity among men that its fundamental myth describes the different classes 
as different substances—gold, silver, iron, or bronze5—and it assigns them 
radically different roles in the city’s activity. Moreover, there is a paradox 
in comparing the city to the soul. Although every soul has all three parts 
(the calculating, the spirited, and the desiring), in the city each class allows 
two of them to atrophy, for the rulers do all its thinking, the auxiliaries do 
its fighting, and the money-making class gets all its ordinary pleasures—
well almost all: At one point it seems as though the rulers get the most sex, 
but it is not clear that they are allowed to enjoy it.6 Pushing the analogy 
of city and soul seems perverse if not unjust: Can the money-makers re-
ally not think? Should fighters not be allowed to enjoy the gentler plea-
sures? Don’t the rulers have to fight? But I suppose Plato’s reply might be 
to remind us of the insight embodied in the division of labor: Everybody 
thrives if those do most what they do best. That the happiness of the city 
and that of its members are not identical—that is, that some seem to be 
made miserable for the sake of the whole—is a point made by several of 
Socrates’ interlocutors, and the real-life drama of Socrates’ demise at the 
hands of Athens lies behind the dialogue and indeed behind everything 
Plato wrote.7 In the end, Socrates acknowledges that the city in speech is a 
pattern for a man to imitate in the ordering of his own soul rather than a 
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plan for any actual city. The city in the Laws, designed to be more practical, 
abandons the conceit, and Aristotle acknowledges the city to be an aggre-
gate of incommensurable parts.8 Still, even Aristotle acknowledges that it 
is one of the tasks of every science, perhaps its noblest task, to account for 
the best.9 And what among the human things is better than the soul?

The modern science that Locke exemplifies takes a very different ap-
proach to the question of virtue, the question of the soul, and the question 
of science. To the theorists of the Enlightenment, society is not to be an-
thropomorphized but operates according to its own laws, some tradition-
ally acknowledged and classically explained, others newly discovered and 
surprising in what they reveal. Their new science of society requires some 
insight into human motivation and a basic acceptance of human rational-
ity, but the soul itself is not the model for society, nor is virtue the key 
political cause or end. In the modern account, the place of virtue is taken 
by the concept of freedom, and to emphasize freedom is to make an end 
of the capacity to choose other ends; as many have noted, not happiness 
but the pursuit of happiness is stressed, and the new science will maxi-
mize the occasions for free choice, not the deeds of right reason, in order 
to maximize the rewards of diligent activity. Society can be structured, 
in other words, in such a way as to summon from men their effort and 
engage their creativity for the sake of human success. Virtue, too, might 
contribute to the success of society, but this relationship would have to 
be shown empirically now; it can no longer be seen as inherent. As Adam 
Smith, the great heir to the Lockean tradition, makes clear, it is an invisible 
hand that ensures the selfish actions of innumerable individuals lead to the 
general wealth of society.10 What’s virtue got to do with it? Even a moralist 
like Kant could say of the political or constitutional question that it can be 
solved in principle even for a nation of devils, provided they be smart.11

John Locke is part of this movement, indeed perhaps its most impor-
tant author, but he is hardly so radical in his dismissal of reliance upon vir-
tue. Indeed, in contrast to later Enlightenment figures, Locke makes quite 
extensive use of virtue in his writings. But it is always good counsel to be 
suspicious (or at least a little suspicious) of Locke, and reading Locke’s dis-
cussion of virtue suspiciously brings out three things worth noting. First, 
Locke redefines virtue away from the classical, not to mention the Chris-
tian account—more specifically, diminishing the importance of courage 
and charity while raising the importance of the social virtues or the virtues 
of civility, virtues included in Aristotle’s catalogue, to be sure (remember 
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friendliness, truth telling, and wittiness),12 but mostly in a secondary role. 
Second, Locke is very clear that liberty rather than virtue is the defining 
end of man, or the characteristic whose exercise makes people happy. 
Third, since government has as its end the protection of liberty, through 
the protection of property, it is not only largely indifferent to virtue in the 
people as anything besides an occasional instrument for liberty but even 
distrusts virtue as politically dangerous. Let me try to elaborate through a 
glance at four of Locke’s texts.

The first is his famous Letter concerning Toleration, perhaps his most 
widely read text in our time. In making his case for religious toleration, 
Locke distinguishes sharply the civil interests of man (he lists these as life, 
liberty, health, indolency of body, and possession of outward things) from 
care for the salvation of men’s souls.13 Socrates in his Apology refutes his ac-
cuser Meletus by showing that he, Socrates, really cares for souls and their 
virtue, while Meletus actually does not care, but Locke insists that govern-
ment adopt toward souls that very indifference.14 Locke would leave care 
for salvation to each individual soul, and to such voluntary associations 
as men form to help themselves to their end (namely, churches), which, 
he says, are “absolutely separate and distinct from the Commonwealth.”15 
Each man cares for his soul as he cares for his health and his property, 
but government, charged with protecting these, concerns itself with reli-
gion only to suppress religious doctrines that upset the civil peace. Every 
denomination that tolerates others—that tolerates them equally—should 
itself be tolerated, unless it engages in practices that violate the civil law, 
and since Locke prefers to limit the exercise of legislative power even over 
indifferent things, civil society ought to allow religious groups sufficient 
space to live as they want. Locke does not openly teach tolerance as a new 
virtue, as our modern liberals typically do, but in the opening remarks of 
his Letter, made to Christians in the name of Christianity, he subtly turns 
charity into toleration. A robust charity is what makes traditional Chris-
tianity apostolic, not to say proselytizing, or at least Christians who confi-
dently hold their faith as truth describe as an act of charity their insistence 
that others acknowledge that truth and learn to see its truthfulness; after 
all, isn’t it easier and so uncharitable to retreat into our own self-certitude 
and let others persist in their erroneous ways?16 But Locke would make 
charity tolerant, merely: Resisting one’s own uneasiness with difference 
and allowing faith to be a private thing, and then perhaps requiring it to 
be a private thing. I had said of Plato’s Republic that it deputes one to think 



86     James R. Stoner, Jr.

for all; Locke, by contrast, forbids anyone to think for anyone else, even 
with that person’s consent, since “if I be not thoroughly persuaded [of the 
soundness of religion] in my own mind, there will be no safety for me in 
following it.”17

The second text of Locke’s I want to address is Some Thoughts concern-
ing Education.18 Thomas Hobbes, who despised Aristotle, nevertheless was 
very fond of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and in fact translated it into English.19 
Likewise, even the critic of Locke might be indulged a secret soft spot for 
Some Thoughts, at least if he is a father: Locke (albeit a tutor, not a fa-
ther) explains how to get your sons to obey you without having to beat 
them (too much), offers lots of sensible advice about how children come 
to learn to reason and respect reason, and concludes with a discussion of 
how learning to dance is critical to manliness. Nevertheless, when Locke 
summarizes the education of a young gentleman, the subjects are virtue, 
wisdom, breeding, and learning, and several of these are surprisingly de-
fined.20 Not wisdom: by this he seems to mean prudence in a more or less 
classical sense, explicitly distinguishing it (as did Aristotle) from cunning. 
And the discussion of learning is fascinating, beginning with a proto–
Sesame Street account of teaching children to play games with letters; 
recommending Aesop, in a book with pictures; developing a book of Bible 
stories for children; and so on through Latin, French, geography, arithme-
tic, history, and eventually natural philosophy; and finally, a manual trade 
as a hobby.

For our purposes, though, it is the other two—virtue and breeding—I 
want to comment upon. All he says about virtue is that “there ought very 
early to be imprinted on the mind a true notion of God, as the independent 
Supreme Being, Author and Maker of all things, from whom we receive all 
our good, who loves us, and gives us all things. . . . This is enough to begin 
with,” lest heads “be either filled with false or perplexed with unintelligible 
notions of him . . . without being too curious in their notions about a 
Being, which all must acknowledge incomprehensible.”21 This sounds as 
innocuous as toleration, until one realizes that there is no place for the 
story of original sin, the Incarnation, the Passion—not to mention the 
Resurrection or the Second Coming. Knowing only this deist God, who 
would think there might be virtues that emerge through enduring suffer-
ing, through self-emptying, through the unconditional gift of self? Nor 
can there be anything like classical courage, for it is essential to keep chil-
dren from believing in ghosts or spirits or any “bugbear thoughts” lest they 
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grow up afraid.22 Instead of any list of virtues, Locke gives us the elements 
of good breeding or civility: no natural roughness, no showing contempt, 
no censoriousness, no captiousness, that is, “tendency to find fault or raise 
petty objections.”23 Social virtues (Locke’s term) replace the sturdier vir-
tues, classical or Christian, and while the social virtues are truly virtues, 
something changes when they are the only virtues, or rather, the only vir-
tues that can be taught or formed. They are the virtues that contribute to 
success in this world, in society, the way men build their reputations or, at 
least, preserve them. Harder virtues come later—chiefly, industriousness—
and that is something new.

An Essay concerning Human Understanding is my third text, and it is 
much too long to discuss thoroughly in the confines of a chapter. It begins, 
famously, with the denial that human beings have innate ideas (impor-
tantly, for our topic, no innate idea of virtue, or of the soul itself), but I 
want to say something about chapter 21, “Of Power,” where Locke under-
takes to explain—or is it, to explain away?—free will and introduces the 
phrase so famous to Americans, “pursuit of happiness.”24 Men are free, 
wrote Locke, simply because they can delay acting upon their desires so 
that thought or understanding can intervene between the desire and ac-
tion upon the desire—based on a calculation of consequences, respect 
for rules, or simple caution. Desire itself is defined indirectly, not as at-
traction to the good, but as uneasiness, an undifferentiated awareness of 
a lack. The word “uneasiness”—translated by the French Enlightenment 
as inquiétude (later Tocqueville’s word, sometimes translated as “restless-
ness” or “restiveness”), and maybe translated by Locke from Frenchmen 
such as Montaigne, Descartes, and Pascal25—parses the meaning of the 
“pursuit of happiness.” For Locke implies that happiness is found in the 
removal of uneasiness and that its pursuit is by self-restraint, holding back 
from gratification in order to give thought to the matter.26 The psychology, 
here, explains how virtues are replaced with interests—calculated goods, 
recognized by the intervention of the understanding upon desire. Human 
happiness does not involve the proper ordering of a natural being, the 
soul, but the regulation of a mental process. The title of the chapter is “Of 
Power” because power, I think, is what really replaces virtue as an end, in 
Locke, though it is rational power, experienced as liberty and prosecuted 
as interest.

The last text I wanted to mention is the Second Treatise, “Of Civil Gov-
ernment.” Here I want to highlight two main points. First I want to draw 
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attention to Locke’s justly famous chapter 5, “Of Property,” where he ex-
plains in embryo the modern or capitalist idea of economic growth.27 Be-
cause men own themselves (that is, their bodies), they own their labor 
and so the products of their labor. It is a little more complicated: They 
need material to work upon, and this comes from nature, and to claim 
ownership of that there has to be more than enough for everyone, like air, 
or dead leaves on a wooded campus in November, or water in the ocean 
or flowing from a plentiful spring, and the like. Or maybe not. As Locke 
unfolds the argument, so little of the value of things comes from nature 
and so much from labor that one has the right to withdraw a little even 
of scarce goods like land if one makes it more productive than it was by 
nature—something that happens by a factor of ten, writes Locke, which 
he revises to one hundred, then to one thousand, and by implication to 
much more.28 Think of the modern computer industry developed in Sili-
con Valley—the source of silicon is sand. As I wrote above, this is not yet 
Adam Smith, but it does suggest that the laws of social order are grounded 
in human energy and inventiveness rather than in some model of human 
nature; the laws themselves may be dynamic, and society itself certainly 
is. The virtue, if it could be called that, indicated by Locke’s account of 
property appears in his famous phrase contrasting the “industrious and 
rational” with the “quarrelsome and contentious.”29 Hitherto existing soci-
eties fought over the distribution of a fixed inheritance, which grew only 
little by little over time. Locke imagines economic growth without limits, 
at once improving the lot of the least advantaged and allowing the most 
successful many more times the lowest estate than, for example, the factor 
of four permitted in the established unequal class society of Plato’s Laws.30 
Industriousness and rationality, still, are virtues—but they point to many 
different ways of life. And Locke intends this. In the Essay concerning Hu-
man Understanding, he had explained it was foolish to seek a summum 
bonum, for men’s minds were different and relished different goods; and 
in Thoughts on Education he had praised free play for children, on the 
grounds that it allows the parent or the tutor to discern what the child 
relishes, his or her interests, again, now in the sense of likes and dislikes.31

Does politics depend upon virtue? People naturally think so, and I drew 
the title for my essay—the reference to the natural authority of virtue—
from Second Treatise, chapter 7, §94, where Locke explores the actual, 
probable origin of society in men’s deference to someone they naturally 
recognize as superior in virtue, in human excellence—a phenomenon Aris-
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totle also describes.32 But Locke argues against it or, at the very least, argues 
that natural authority is primitive and ought to be replaced by the model 
of the social contract and the institutions of constitutional government. 
Yes, virtue might be needed in a crisis—doing good without a rule, “pre-
rogative” he calls it, acting without the law or even against it.33 But as Locke 
states, the reigns of the best kings have been dangerous to the liberties of 
the people. Constitutionalism is an inheritance, and like all property, it 
draws only a little from nature. Even when it returns to natural authority 
(in the use of prerogative or the judgment to make an “appeal to heaven” 
or revolution), Locke would have men refer to a standard—“preservation 
of property”—that makes only the most indirect nod toward virtue but 
concentrates instead upon results.34

Where does this leave us? In our political institutions, “stuck with 
Locke”—respectful of freedom of conscience, and so, religious toleration; 
attentive to the virtues of civility; accepting of the different relishes of dif-
ferent minds, and so the varieties of pursuits of happiness; and most of all, 
committed to the practices of constitutionalism, government by consent, 
and the rule of law. This is not Plato’s Republic, for society here does not 
correspond to the soul, even if the traces of soulfulness inform each of these 
ways. Locke, however, though he rejected the analogy, was not the first or 
only political philosopher to do so. It should suffice to mention Thomas 
More’s Utopia, imitative in so many ways of Plato’s Republic, but I believe 
completely free of the analogy of the city and the soul. The civil society 
Locke describes—and maybe even more, the civil society protected and 
summoned by the American Founders, who lacked his passive-aggressive 
hostility to traditional Christianity—is porous enough to allow and even 
require human virtue, even traditional virtue, in the various institutions 
of civil society, from the family and the church, to the university and the 
theater, from the army and the sports team to a business firm or a hospital, 
or even the press. What this constitutionalism denies is that virtue can 
be coerced without corruption and therefore that its establishment is the 
business of the state. It is not that the formation of virtue does not require 
discipline but, rather, that free men (and women) can only truly show their 
virtue if they are free also to fail. Let the discipline come from civil society, 
not the state; there is no reason that their action should be considered 
“private” rather than public, any more than the “public schools” in En
gland did not deserve their name because they were not state creatures. 
The authors of The Federalist praise virtues they expect to summon among 
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the officers in the different branches of government, even though they do 
not make such virtues a qualification for office, nor do they even discuss 
the schools where virtue can be formed.35 The classical republics subjected 
officers to the scrutiny when their terms were over, punishing them when 
their virtue was judged to fall short. Modern republics, by contrast, are 
willing to allow their parties to alternate in office, bringing forward their 
alternate virtues, and they find the punishment of predecessors usually 
vindictive and small-minded—or in other words, vicious, not just.

Are the less political, more workmanlike virtues that Locke praises able 
to sustain a liberal republic? Perhaps Locke would not expect them to, and 
the American Founders almost certainly did not. But civil society leaves 
men free to cultivate virtue in its many kinds, and its sometimes harsh 
world of social, economic, and political competition provides an incentive 
against softness, mobilizing the energies of the people and focusing their 
attention. To be “stuck with Locke” in one’s political institutions is to be 
stuck with a need for virtue beyond what the institutions themselves en-
sure. In a world where the will is recognized as free, is there another path 
to virtue?
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tHe ProBLeM of HuMan 
eQuaLity in LoCKe’s
PoLitiCaL PHiLosoPHy

Sara M. Henary

neAR the BeGINNING of the SEC OND TREATISE , John Locke 
off ers a recapitulation of the First Treatise’s political teaching and its 

primary implication: pace Sir Robert filmer, God did not “manifest[ly]” 
“appoin[t]” a ruler over men, who must accordingly institute government 
for themselves.1 Th e Second Treatise proceeds to elaborate the “premise”2 
of this position: a state of nature, or the “state all men are naturally in”—a 
premise that also serves as the point of departure for Locke’s alternative 
account of the “rise of government,” the “origin of political power,” and 
the means “of designing and knowing the persons that have it.”3 Locke de-
scribes the state of nature as a condition of “perfect freedom” and equality, 
with “no one having more [power and jurisdiction] than another.”4

Apparently more confi dent of the fact of natural freedom than that of 
natural equality, Locke twice asserts the “eviden[ce]” of the latter.5 At one 
point he invokes the authority of the “Judicious [Richard] Hooker,” accord-
ing to whom natural equality cannot but be acknowledged.6 Nevertheless, 
Locke’s actual defense of equality is quite robust and depends on men’s 
belonging to the same “species” and occupying the same “rank”:  

6
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There being nothing more evident, than that creatures of the same 
species and rank, promiscuously born to all the same advantages of 
nature, and the use of the same faculties, should also be equal one 
amongst another without subordination or subjection, unless the lord 
and master of them all should, by any manifest declaration of his will, 
set one above another, and confer on him, by an evident and clear ap-
pointment, an undoubted right to dominion and sovereignty.7

Although Locke does not explicitly elaborate these relations, it would 
seem that men’s possessing the “same faculties” places them in the same 
species, and their relative equality in using those faculties means that 
each stands in a roughly similar position with respect to Nature.8 Absent 
a “manifest declaration of [God’s] will” to the contrary, men so equipped 
and situated should be considered equal vis-à-vis one another.

This talk of species and rank should sound somewhat curious to the 
reader of Locke’s An Essay concerning Human Understanding, which engages 
in an unrelenting assault on the existence of natural species. Locke argues 
that we develop ideas about species of things, including the species “man,” 
for convenience’s sake, but he insists that such ideas are not grounded in 
the nature of things.9 From the perspective of the Essay, one might argue 
that nothing appears less “evident” than the notion of a species of beings 
that are, by Nature, equal.

In this chapter I consider what I designate the problem of human equal-
ity in Locke’s thought, or the tension between the Second Treatise’s reliance 
on something like a notion of “shared species-membership”10 to ground 
the idea of equality and the Essay’s pronounced anti-essentialism concern-
ing natural species. Among Locke scholars who recognize the problem 
of equality as such,11 the responses to this interpretive issue are, gener-
ally speaking, two. First, one could argue that the religious dimension 
of Locke’s thought figures prominently in overcoming this tension. The 
most compelling instance of such argument is Jeremy Waldron’s recent 
book, God, Locke, and Equality: Christian Foundations in Locke’s Politi-
cal Thought. Waldron argues that Locke’s theoretical commitment to hu-
man equality cannot be understood apart from his Christian belief that the 
human person is God’s special creature. More specifically, Waldron’s argu-
ment attempts to demonstrate that the “God stuff ” is integrated into Locke’s 
broader philosophical framework in a way that reduces, if it does not al-
together eliminate, the nettlesome problem of Locke’s species skepticism.12 
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Second, some scholars have argued that Locke offers a freestanding ar-
gument for equality that depends neither on the notion of species nor on 
the existence of a Creator God. Associated with the interpretation of Leo 
Strauss, the primary version of this thesis maintains that the common de-
sire for “self-preservation” constitutes the ground of human equality.13 In 
this chapter, however, I will focus on Michael Zuckert’s variant of the the-
sis, in part because Zuckert’s interpretation points out important problems 
with Strauss’s version.

Responding to Waldron and Zuckert, I suggest that each scholar 
is partly right and partly wrong. Zuckert correctly grasps Locke’s am-
bivalence about religion but fails to see that one of religion’s important 
functions in Locke’s thought is to ground the idea of equality. Waldron 
accounts for religion’s importance in grounding equality but does not ap-
preciate that such a move is political on Locke’s part. Inasmuch as equal-
ity is inextricably bound up with Christianity in Locke’s thought, Locke’s 
commitment to equality is political in nature.

The analysis of this chapter proceeds in five stages. First, I provide an ac-
count of the Essay’s critique of natural species. Second, I sketch Waldron’s 
interpretation of Locke, which highlights the importance of Locke’s theism 
for his account of human equality. Third, I then consider the chief weak-
ness of Waldron’s interpretation, which stems from its relatively uncritical 
acceptance of Locke’s recourse to religious argumentation and premises. 
Fourth, I present Zuckert’s interpretation of the ground of equality in 
Locke. Zuckert accepts, with some qualification, the political status of God 
in Locke’s thought but goes on to argue that Locke successfully articulates 
a secular argument for equality. Fifth, I assess Zuckert’s argument. Zuckert 
admits to being somewhat free with his interpretation of Locke, so I gener-
ally focus on the weaknesses of his theoretical argument regarding equality.14

Locke’s Critique of Natural Species

In the Essay, Locke rejects the “usual supposition” concerning natural 
species, that is, that there exist “certain precise Essences or Forms of Things, 
whereby all the Individuals existing, are, by Nature, distinguished into Spe-
cies.”15 According to the “usual” or “Scholastic-Aristotelian” view, Nature 
possesses an orderly, intelligible structure that is generally accessible to 
man through the deployment of his reasoning powers.16 In the realm of 
natural phenomena, this order manifests itself in the form of distinct “spe-
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cies” that are modeled on pre-existing “forms” or “essences.”17 These spe-
cies are taken to be natural “classes or kinds with distinct, non-arbitrary 
boundaries.”18 Just as Nature demarcates a group of beings we identify as 
“men,” it produces numerous other kinds, sorts, or “species” of things—all 
natural categories existing prior to and independently of human discov-
ery, such as horses, gold, and iron.19 Locke’s scrutiny and ultimate rejection 
of this kind of “essentialist” thinking has two theoretical bases: a second-
ary, epistemological one and a primary, ontological one.20

The first prong of Locke’s critique of natural species is epistemological, 
as it involves an analysis of the mental processes whereby men come to 
have ideas about species.21 According to Locke, the ideas that men have 
about natural species, or “particular sort[s] of corporeal Substances,”22 
originate in the following way: After noticing that a number of “simple 
Ideas23 go constantly together,” the mind “presume[s]” them “to belong 
to one thing” and applies to this collection of simple ideas “one name” 
for purposes of “quick dispatch.”24 The mind “presume[s]” that a collec-
tion of simple ideas “belongs” to a “unitary subject” because we cannot 
“imagin[e] how the simple Ideas can subsist by themselves.”25 Thus, we “ac-
custom our selves to suppose some Substratum, wherein they do subsist, 
and from which they do result, which therefore we call Substance.”26 Fol-
lowing the original moment of presumption, habit and custom reinforce 
our sense that substance ideas are “unitary,” rather than composite.27 As 
a result, “by inadvertency we are apt afterward to talk of and consider as 
one simple Idea, which indeed is a complication of many Ideas together.”28

As Michael Ayers has observed, Locke’s description of this mental pro-
cess recalls Aristotle’s account of conception formation and “theory of 
definition.” For Aristotle, observing repeated instances of what they pre-
sume to be the same thing, men formulate a “universal notion of the same 
species present on all these perceptual occasions.” From this general con-
cept, men can then construct a “scientific definition” that specifies what is 
distinctive about a particular phenomenon.29 Aristotle maintains that this 
process enables us to pick out real distinctions in Nature. In contrast to 
Aristotle, Locke argues that the inference of a “unitary” “subject”30 from 
repeated observations of apparently similar phenomena is an unwarranted 
presumption. That we make inferences concerning the existence of “sub-
stantial Forms”31 speaks to the weakness of our intellectual faculties and 
perhaps to our desire for order in Nature, but it does not prove the reality 
of natural kinds. Ayers aptly captures both the nature and the audacity of 
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Locke’s departure from Aristotle and the Peripatetics: “Locke . . . rewrite[s] 
the Aristotelian account of the apprehension of natural principles as the 
psychological explanation of a vain delusion.”32

On its own, Locke’s “epistemological critique” of species is far from 
decisive.33 While it suggests that the “Scholastic-Aristotelians” were pre-
sumptuous in concluding that our ideas about species provided evidence 
of their reality, it does not actually refute the existence of natural species. 
To accomplish this, Locke’s epistemological argument—which only sows 
doubt—must be accompanied by an ontological argument.

The real basis on which Locke rejects the commonsense notion of what 
Leo Strauss would call the “noetic [or essential] heterogeneity”34 of Na-
ture, which would imply the existence of natural kinds or classes, lies in 
his assumption that Nature fundamentally consists of elementary particles 
or corpuscles.35 The combining and separating of these corpuscles gives 
Nature what form it has—a form that, unguided by underlying essences, 
is fundamentally subject to change with the movement of these particles. 
As Locke says:

All Things, that exist, besides their Author, are all liable to Change; 
especially those Things we are acquainted with, and have ranked into 
Bands, under distinct Names or Ensigns. Thus that, which was Grass 
to Day is to Morrow the Flesh of a Sheep; and within few days after, 
becomes part of a Man.36

It is this theoretical orientation that acts as a solvent for the world of 
ordinary experience that bows to the perception of phenomenal similitude 
and difference.

With this theoretical assumption of Locke’s in view, let us consider the 
specifics of his attack on species. When we “la[y] aside” our preconceived 
notions of species and essences and seriously examine the beings that 
exist in the world, Locke argues, we will find only “particular Beings,” or 
individual entities:

All such Patterns and Standards [of “essences” or “species”], being 
quite laid aside, particular Beings, considered barely in themselves, 
will be found to have all their Qualities equally essential; and every 
thing, in each Individual, will be essential to it, or which is more true, 
nothing at all.37
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Each of these “particular Beings” is a unique, individual phenomenon. 
In the passage above, Locke indicates that in one sense all of the attri-
butes of a “being” or “thing” must be “essential” to it or necessarily present 
in order for it to be this particular “being” or “thing.” Were such not the 
case, the “being” or “thing” would not be identical with itself—a logical 
“absurdity.”38 On Locke’s use of “essential” here, the “essence” of a thing 
consists solely in the properties or qualities that happen to be united in 
a certain material arrangement at a particular moment in time; “essence” 
is thus synonymous with chance occurrence or accident. In other words, 
individual entities possess “essential” qualities only in a trivial sense. Fun-
damentally, or from an elongated temporal perspective, they lack “essen-
tial” characteristics, for one cannot distinguish between properties that 
are “accidentally” joined to an entity and properties that are “essentially” 
joined to it.39

The material composition of these particular beings is fluid, thus the 
boundaries between beings will also be in flux. Contrary to the theory 
of “substantial Forms,” one observes in “the visible corporeal World” “no 
Chasms, or Gaps” whereby one thing can be readily distinguished from 
another. Rather, Nature consists of a “continued series of Things . . . that 
differ very little one from the other.”40 Locke supplies the following portrait 
of the being of corporeal reality:

There are Fishes that have Wings, and are not Strangers to the airy Re-
gion: and there are some Birds, that are Inhabitants of the Water. . . . 
There are some Brutes, that seem to have as much Knowledge and 
Reason, as some that are called Men: and the Animal and Vegetable 
Kingdoms, are so nearly join’d, that if you will take the lowest of 
one, and the highest of the other, there will scarce be perceived any 
great difference between them; and so on till we come to the lowest 
and the most inorganical parts of Matter, we shall find every-where, 
that the several Species are linked together, and differ but in almost 
insensible degrees.41

With this unorthodox and ironic rendering of the “great chain of be-
ing,”42 Locke suggests that Nature does not spontaneously differentiate 
among phenomena, thereby affording an ontological basis for grouping 
things together into distinct species according to the particular essence of 
each kind.



98     Sara M. Henary

Our actual use of “species” language obscures the truth about Nature.43 
Contrary to the “usual supposition” that Nature contains “substantial 
Forms” corresponding to our use of general “species” terminology, our 
classification of beings as human or non-human, simple or complex, low 
or high, derives not from Nature but from a pragmatic need to impose 
order on the aforementioned “continued series” of particular beings that 
closely resemble one another.

But the sorting of Things by us, or the making of determinate Species, 
being in order to naming and comprehending them under general terms, 
I cannot see how it can be properly said, that Nature sets the Boundaries 
of the Species of Things: Or if it be so, our Boundaries of Species, are 
not exactly conformable to those in Nature . . . but we our selves di-
vide them, by certain obvious appearances, into Species, that we may the 
easier, under general names, communicate our thoughts about them.44

Grouping beings into classes according to “certain obvious appearances” 
enables us to talk about them with greater facility.

Since Nature produces only “particular Things,” it seems that to be fully 
true to Nature, one would have to consider each entity in all its particular-
ity, as given by Nature. However, Locke insists on the utter impracticality 
of such an alternative—which would make the “[Mind’s] Progress . . . very 
slow, and its Work endless.”45 He observes that the mind already possesses 
a faculty—“abstraction”—with which it confronts and organizes the infi-
nite diversity of particular phenomena:

If every particular Idea that we take in, should have a distinct Name, 
Names must be endless. To prevent this, the Mind makes the particu-
lar Ideas, received from particular Objects, to become general; which 
is done by considering them as they are in the Mind such Appear-
ances, separate from all other Existences, and the circumstances of 
real Existence, as Time, Place, or any other concomitant Ideas. This is 
called ABSTRACTION, whereby Ideas taken from particular Beings, 
become general Representatives of all of the same kind; and their 
Names general Names, applicable to whatever exists conformable to 
such abstract Ideas.46

Put another way, abstraction is the process whereby the mind fashions 
general ideas by selecting features or aspects of particular phenomena to 
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which it will then apply a general name. Abstraction “bind[s] [things] into 
Bundles, and rank[s] them so into sorts,” “collect[ing] Things under com-
prehensive Ideas, with Names annexed to them into Genera and Species; 
i.e. into kinds, and sorts.”47

“Abstraction” is merely the name Locke confers on the process of sort-
ing things by their “obvious appearances” and “sensible Qualities,” and he 
insists that the general ideas about “genera” and “species” produced by 
this mental operation are but conventional categories, or “Fictions and 
Contrivances of the Mind.”48 Abstract ideas about supposed “essences” 
and their linguistic correlates—general words—convey “no Knowledge 
of real Existence at all” but only knowledge of nominal essences, or con-
ventional denominations of the world based on “obvious appearances.”49 
Man wrongly supposes that his abstract ideas mediate between words and 
things, serving to conceptualize accurately the content of the latter in or-
der to create a word symbol that properly communicates the essence of 
the material referent. By insisting on this “double Conformity,” man forgets 
the man-made character of abstract ideas, instead positing a kind of natu-
ral correspondence among particular objects, abstract general ideas, and 
language.50 Again, the faculty of abstraction aids man in coping with the 
abundance of sensory experience and particular phenomena. To suppose 
that the abstract ideas that issue from this process have anything to do 
with the nature of things is simply a mistake.51

As “man’s” inclusion in the “great chain of being” implies, Locke does 
not hesitate to apply this general analysis of natural species to the spe-
cies “man.”52 Because Nature does not demarcate a group of human be-
ings from all other beings, we must establish a definition of “man” that 
regulates which beings do and do not fall into that category. Only after one 
has determined the content of an “abstract Idea” of “man” can one pro-
ceed to determine who or what counts as a “man.”53 Locke illustrates this 
point by considering the classical definition of man as “Animal Rationale.” 
However, in opposition to the substance of the classical view—that reason 
somehow fundamentally differentiates man from other animals—Locke 
argues that reason can be understood as “essential” to man only if rational-
ity is stipulated as part of the verbal definition of “man”:

So that if it be asked, whether it be essential to me, or any other cor-
poreal Being to have Reason? I say no; no more than it is essential to 
this white thing I write on, to have words in it. But if that particular 
Being, be to be [sic] counted of the sort man, and to have the name 
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Man given to it, then Reason is essential to it, supposing Reason to be 
a part of the complex Idea the name Man stands for.54

The “essence” of “man” or the human “species” rises not from Nature, 
but from the conferral or “annex[ation]” of “the name Man” to a certain 
set of properties, often “voluntary Motion, with Sense and Reason, join’d 
to a Body of a certain shape.”55

On the level of theory, Locke says little to disturb his conclusion that 
our definition of man is ultimately arbitrary. Rather, hints of species 
skepticism—regarding man, in particular—appear throughout the Es-
say, often in discussions formally devoted to other topics. For example, as 
evidence for his claim that all ideas derive from sensation and reflection, 
Locke considers the condition of a “new born Child” who has not had oc-
casion to experience much in the way of sensation and therefore has few or 
no ideas “to think on.”56 The person “who considers” the condition of such 
a being might be led to make the following speculation: “He . . . will, per-
haps, find Reason to imagine, That a Foetus in the Mother’s Womb, differs 
not much from the State of a Vegetable.”57 Locke offers no commentary that 
would blunt the force of the fetus-vegetable analogy. Also, when discuss-
ing the “danger” of mistaking propositional maxims regarding complex 
ideas for the “manifest Truth,” Locke “prob[es]” the “Instance” of “man” 
by examining three definitions of this complex substance idea. The defini-
tions respectively render color, reason, and shape central to the essence of 
man.58 In the first example, Locke describes how an English child could ar-
rive at an understanding of man in which the color white was an essential 
part of the definition:

First, a Child having framed the Idea of a Man, it is probable, that his 
Idea is just like that Picture, which the Painter makes of the visible 
Appearances joined together; and such a Complication of Ideas to-
gether in his Understanding, makes up the single complex Idea which 
he calls Man, whereof White or Flesh-colour in England being one, 
the Child can demonstrate to you, that a Negro is not a Man, because 
White-colour was one of the constant simple Ideas of the complex 
Idea he calls Man.59

To be sure, Locke’s point in this section is that one must be extremely 
cautious in making inferences about the natures of things on the basis of 
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their nominal essences. Nevertheless, Eugene F. Miller observes without 
surprise that the Essay’s “teaching” regarding substances has led to Locke’s 
“com[ing] under attack as a progenitor of modern racism.” Miller states, “I 
can find no basis in Locke’s account of substances for criticizing someone 
who chooses to define the essence of man in such a way as to exclude Ne-
groes or any other racial group.”60

The Essay’s explicit attack on the “usual supposition” concerning “spe-
cies” sounds of anti-essentialism: “’Tis evident [essences] are made by the 
Mind, and not by Nature: For were they Nature’s Workmanship, they could 
not be so various and different in several Men, as experience tells us they 
are.”61 However, Locke also acknowledges that the “Mind, in making its 
complex Ideas of Substances, only follows Nature,” which, “in the constant 
production of particular Beings, makes them not always new and various 
ideas.”62 Admissions of this sort raise the question as to whether Locke 
concedes, somewhat in spite of himself and in tension with the main thrust 
of the Essay’s argumentation, the existence of a Nature that classifies.63

Locke does suggest that there exist resemblances among particular 
beings in Nature. Moreover, he avers that such resemblances are likely 
grounded in more fundamental similarities of “internal frame and Con-
stitution.”64 This admission does not, however, undermine his point con-
cerning the absence of a natural classification scheme. I would submit that 
the hypothesis that phenomena with apparently similar properties likely 
resemble one another with respect to “internal frame and Constitution” is 
a rather mundane point, not a concession to essentialism. Similar arrange-
ments of atoms (or “corpuscles”) will tend to generate apparently similar 
structures at the level of human observation. Something like this internal 
structural arrangement is what Locke means by “internal frame and Con-
stitution,” which is not a synonym for “essence” in the classical sense. It is 
important to note that these resemblances at the micro and phenomenal 
levels do not translate into the functional equivalent of species concepts 
based on “essential” natural differences. To extend an earlier point, it is 
impossible to distinguish between “essential” and “accidental” properties 
because no two natural things are constituted in exactly the same manner. 
On Uzgalis’ interpretation of Locke, the fact that there exists “a continuous 
distribution of different properties” means that, even at the level of “real es-
sence,” “it is impossible to find non-arbitrary boundaries of the species.”65 
Locke’s analogy between the internal workings of different men and those 
of different timepieces illustrates the point that a detailed knowledge of 
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“internal Constitution[s]” does not reveal a natural classification scheme. 
Even if man could, as is possible with different sorts of timepieces, obtain 
full knowledge of the inner workings of different human beings, he would 
realize that in men, as in watches, “each of these hath a real difference 
from the rest: But whether it be an essential, a specifick difference or no, 
relates only to the complex Idea, to which the name Watch is given.”66 
Thus man’s inability to classify beings in Nature in accordance with their 
“internal Constitution[s]” does not result from the weakness of his fac-
ulties, or otherwise from his inability to gain “epistemic access” to pre-
existing natural categories.67

On this understanding of natural resemblances, we can make more or 
less useful classifications of phenomena. As Waldron observes in his excel-
lent discussion of this topic, however, any resemblances between entities 
in Nature will be resemblances that are deemed relevant to our particular 
purposes in classifying. For Locke, says Waldron, “The pragmatic idea of 
an improvement in our nominal classifications is entirely relative to our 
purposes in making such classifications.”68 In the following section, I dis-
cuss Waldron’s response to what appears to be a fairly strong defense of 
ontological nominalism.

Waldron’s Argument: Making Locke Consistent

In the Second Treatise, Locke suggests that God ordered the situation of 
original human equality which he describes. “For Men being all the Work-
manship of one Omnipotent, and infinitely wise Maker,” they are to have 
dominion over the “inferior ranks” of Creation while partaking equally 
in the advantages of Nature afforded members of the highest species—
the only species made in the image of God.69 As creatures equally free yet 
equally subject to the strictures of “God’s moral order,”70 human beings, 
as agents “about his business,” have a right to a certain level of consider-
ation from others and a duty to attend seriously to the rights of similar 
beings.71 Although Locke appeals primarily to reason when describing 
the formation and maintenance of human societies,72 he invokes Scrip-
ture both implicitly and explicitly (in the language of Dunn), “when we 
come upon the normative creaturely equality of all men in virtue of their 
shared species-membership.”73

Given the apparent straightforwardness of Locke’s meaning in the early 
pages of the treatise, it is unsurprising that the probable connection in his 
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thought between the ideas of God and human equality has been noted. 
Nevertheless, Waldron reflects anew on this connection in light of Locke’s 
species skepticism. He acknowledges that the Essay’s “pretty thorough-
going anti-realism” concerning the “natural kind” notion of species has 
the potential to undermine the Second Treatise’s robust defense of human 
equality.74 In the final analysis, Waldron argues, understanding the posi-
tion of God within the broader context of Locke’s philosophical project 
is essential for grasping his defense of equality. Locke’s commitment to a 
theologically motivated conception of what it means to be a human being 
ultimately directs and tempers the conclusions he draws from an other-
wise skeptical philosophical position.

Waldron’s interpretation commences with a charitable presumption in 
favor of the “unity of Locke’s thought”: “In order to make Locke’s account 
of equality in the Two Treatises consistent with his discussion [of species] 
in Book III of the Essay,” Waldron states, a “species” or “natural kind” con-
cept cannot supply the foundation for equality.75 Locke’s opposition to the 
notion of natural species in the Essay is simply too unequivocal. Having 
conceded Locke’s denial of a natural human species, Waldron proposes 
to “focus instead on what Locke is prepared to concede [in the Essay]—
namely, real resemblances between particulars.”76

For a “real resemblance” among beings to do the heavy lifting required 
of Locke’s equality principle, Waldron argues, “it must be an interesting 
or relevant similarity for the purposes of the weight that is going to be 
placed on it.”77 In this view, equality cannot be established by reference to 
a trivial feature that all men share, such as their constitution by molecular 
particles. Locke must meet the challenge of locating a resemblance that is 
both common to all men and unique to mankind.78 Furthermore, he must 
demonstrate that this single point or cluster of resemblances, this “thresh-
old” that one must meet to earn the designation “human,” operates by clas-
sifying individuals in a “non-scalar” rather than a hierarchical manner. 
That someone attains the minimum criterion or criteria for “humanness” 
should matter much more than further distinctions within the category 
“human.”79 This is Locke’s project, according to Waldron.

Locke’s use of marginal examples (e.g., “monsters,” the irrational) illus-
trates in dramatic fashion that there exist virtually no resemblances shared 
by all members of the human species, however defined.80 A common re-
semblance among men is difficult enough to locate, yet any resemblance 
that grounds human equality must also elevate and distinguish man from 
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beasts and other natural things. To revisit a previous argument, how-
ever, Nature supplies only a continuum of beings and things. The chain 
of being “ascend[s] upward” and downward from man by “gentle de-
grees,” and the differences—between, for instance, vegetables and hu-
man fetuses—are “almost insensible.”81 Locke’s account of the chain of 
being permits the simultaneity of what are, for the proponent of human 
equality, two inimical outcomes: the equation of man and beast or any 
other natural thing as well as the acknowledgment of radical differences 
between and among men.

According to Waldron, it is at this moment that Locke’s religious com-
mitments come into play. To buttress the presentation of “man” proffered 
in the Two Treatises, theology must participate in what often appears to 
be a skeptical philosophical project. Building on Locke’s discussion of a 
feature that most humans have and that all “brutes” lack, the power to 
abstract or “the capacity to reason on the basis of general ideas,”82 Waldron 
argues that this “real resemblance” among men, when paired with Locke’s 
attempt to demonstrate God’s existence, assigns humans a “special status” 
as a “class” of creatures set apart by Nature as capable of experiencing a 
“special moral relation[ship]” with God:83

To motivate and explicate the power of abstraction as the relevant 
equality-threshold, we must consider the moral and theological prag-
matics which lie at the back of Locke’s account of the human intel-
lect . . . each [standard-model human] has intellect enough for some 
fundamental purpose [i.e., “to lead them to the Knowledge of their 
Maker”].84

Anyone with the capacity for abstraction can reason to the exis-
tence of God, and he can relate the idea of God to there being a law 
that applies to him both in his conduct in this world and as to his 
prospects in the next. The content of that law may not be available to 
everyone’s reason, but anyone above the threshold has the power to 
relate the idea of such law to what is known by faith and revelation 
about God’s commandments.85

As men have “[l]ight enough to lead them to the Knowledge of their 
Maker, and the sight of their own Duties,” they enjoy a special moral status 
as a result of this “corporeal rationality.”86 While all humans, especially 
those possessing dim cognitive capacities, may not understand Locke’s ra-
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tional demonstration of God’s existence, most have intellect enough to con-
sider themselves as persons and to follow the light of revelation to knowl-
edge of their status as subject to an omnipotent Deity.87 If one can abstract 
or “reason on the basis of general ideas,” one merits inclusion as part of the 
“species” on display in the Second Treatise.88 Again, Waldron’s idea is that 
humans who possess “corporeal rationality” and can abstract functions, 
in most circumstances, to distinguish man from beast yet ensures that ex-
treme dissimilarities among men are of minimal import.

According to Waldron’s interpretation of Locke, ordinary men can, 
through reason or revelation, find their way to the existence of God. The 
idea of a Creator God brings into existence a class of beings that is both 
more internally homogenous (when compared to the majesty of the Cre-
ator) and more special than is evident from an empirical point of view. 
“Corporeal rationality” alone cannot create a “class” of human beings; the 
distribution of human intelligence is simply too uneven. However, the po-
tential for human beings to utilize their “corporeal rationality” in a par-
ticular way—in contemplation of God’s existence whether through reason 
or revelation—separates them as a group from the rest of natural things. 
Waldron describes the egalitarian attitude that flows from this conceptual-
ization of the “human.” Despite vast differences in the intellectual abilities 
of humans,

the fact that one is dealing with an animal that has the capacity to 
approach the task [of considering himself in relation to God] in one 
way or another is all-important, and it makes a huge difference to how 
such a being may be treated in comparison to animals whose capaci-
ties are such that this whole business of knowing God and figuring 
out his commandments is simply out of the question. . . . When I 
catch a rabbit, I know that I am not dealing with a creature that has 
the capacity to abstract, and so I know that there is no question of 
this being one of God’s special servants, sent into the world about his 
business. But if I catch a human in full possession of his faculties, I 
know I should be careful how I deal with him.89

It is critical to note that introducing these theological considerations 
does not eliminate all of the problems associated with drawing a boundary 
around the human species; marginal cases will continue to arise. Never-
theless, the recognition that God created a certain kind of being capable of 
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relating to Him in a special way ideally engenders an attitude or spirit of 
openness toward and acceptance of all those who might possibly be “one 
of God’s special servants.”

In Waldron’s view, to dispense with the “God stuff ” in Locke’s thought is 
to dispense with the reference point that he employs to “give shape” to the 
“shapelessness” of an otherwise unintelligible and incoherent mass of in-
dividual beings. Given Locke’s skepticism about species, without the exis-
tence of a Creator God one cannot argue that there are certain “facts about 
humanity” that merit special consideration as features toward “which we 
might take up egalitarian attitudes (for any reason).” “[A] certain cluster 
of characteristics” associated with human equality “might seem arbitrary, 
shapeless, even insignificant apart from [Locke’s] religious context.”90

Response to Waldron

I am inclined to agree with Waldron that criteria-based arguments for 
equality are, on their own, doomed to fail. Any argument for equality will 
have to make reference to certain features and capacities—for purposes 
both of capturing the anthropological fact of embodiment and of elucidat-
ing, shall we say, something like the “specific difference” that establishes a 
human category. Nevertheless, by failing to identify an appropriate cock-
tail of similitude and difference among beings, these kinds of arguments 
generally falter because of their inability to establish a common humanity 
that is sufficiently dignified. The notion of a Creator God has the poten-
tial to solve this intractable empirical problem by generating a very spe-
cific type of relationship-based orientation toward God (hierarchical) and 
the “other” (horizontal).91 Additionally, given Locke’s attentiveness to the 
problem of natural species (and of categorization more generally), Wal-
dron appears to be on firm ground when arguing that the only possible 
source of human equality in Locke’s thought is the idea of a Creator God.

Without denying that the “God stuff ” functions for Locke in much 
the way Waldron describes, I think that Waldron mistakes the manner in 
which Locke incorporates religious argumentation into his philosophical 
enterprise. On Waldron’s interpretation, religion is integrated into the very 
structure of the Lockean philosophical apparatus in several ways, the most 
important regarding his conception of the “corporeal rational Being,”92 a 
concept whose potency depends on the demonstrable existence of the God 
with whom this being can have a certain kind of relationship. Upon closer 
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inspection, Waldron seems to have it backward. Even when Locke’s reli-
gious arguments appear “foundational” to a certain aspect of his political 
thought, he seems to have reached for them when all other possibilities 
have been exhausted.93 Religion comes along after the fact, and its incor-
poration is typically due to the failure of philosophy to supply sufficient 
moral or political guidance. Before considering explicitly the status of God 
in Locke’s thought, I will examine the related issue of Waldron’s reliance on 
a “real resemblance” in order to ground equality.

The Problem with “Real Resemblances”

As Waldron himself acknowledges, Locke’s philosophy does not al-
low “real resemblances” to function as proxies for species concepts. As 
discussed above, Locke is keen to delegitimize our habit of generalizing 
based on the perceived existence of recurrent similarities—“real resem-
blances”—between beings. Waldron’s initial analysis of “real resemblances” 
in the natural world parallels his pronouncement on the status of “spe-
cies” in the Essay. Before determining that, in lieu of a species concept, 
certain “real resemblances between particulars” are “doing the crucial 
work in Locke’s account of equality,” Waldron admits that categorizations 
grounded in such similarities are based on “nothing in nature” but, rather, 
derive from the human “propensity” to use “general words.” Distinctions 
rooted in “resemblances and differences,” like species concepts, amount 
to little more than “nominal essences” or “projections onto [the] nature 
of our own linguistic habits.”94 Constant refinement of these nominal clas-
sifications might facilitate social interaction, prevent misunderstandings, 
and so on, but again, “improvement in our nominal classifications is en-
tirely relative to our purposes in making such classifications.” How well 
human beings collect, divide, or relate the phenomena of existence is not 
a question to which there is an “objective[ly]” correct response. Provided 
the honing of species or other categories is simply “pragmatic,” having no 
correspondence with divisions that inhere in Nature, our evaluative judg-
ments concerning better and worse orderings of the natural world are also 
simply “pragmatic.”95 This analysis would seem to disallow Waldron’s 
subsequent reversion to “real resemblances” as a relatively firm basis on 
which to ground Lockean equality.

Waldron justifies this unexpected move to consider “characteristics” 
and “resemblances” rather than “species or ranks of species” by pointing 
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to a passage in Locke where he makes (claims Waldron) a “philosophical” 
distinction “between species and real resemblance”:96

Substances, when concerned in moral Discourses, their divers Na-
tures are not so much enquir’d into, as supposed; v.g. when we say 
that Man is subject to Law: We mean nothing by Man, but a corporeal 
rational Creature: What the real Essence or other Qualities of that 
Creature are in this Case, is no way [sic] considered. And therefore, 
whether a Child or Changeling be a Man in a physical Sense, may 
amongst the Naturalists be disputed as it will, it concerns not at all the 
moral Man, as I may call him, which is this immoveable unchange-
able Idea, a corporeal rational Being.97

Rather than speculating about the natures of species, one must adopt 
the aforementioned notion of “moral Man,” who is a “corporeal rational 
Being.” The nature or essence of the species man is to be “supposed” in 
order to avoid “Obscurity” in “moral Discourses.”98

Absent Waldron’s assumptions about Locke’s “strategy” for locating a 
“similarity among faculties that would be robust enough to sustain the 
sort of equality thesis [he] wants,” there does not seem to be anything 
in this passage that would suggest a philosophical distinction “between 
species and real resemblance.”99 There is, in Locke’s view, a practical im-
perative to “suppose” that man has a nature in order to avoid analyses 
of “Substances” “when concerned with moral Discourses.” Such a move 
might be considered philosophical, but only if it refers to philosophy’s self-
awareness regarding its own inability to answer certain questions that are 
raised in everyday life: for example, “What is a man?” Moreover, Locke 
makes it abundantly clear that philosophers ought, especially when moral 
discourses are concerned, to work with the common “signification[s]” of 
words as they appear in everyday discourse.100 This would seem to be the 
primary explanation for Locke’s introducing the notion of a corporeal ra-
tional Being in this passage. It might just so happen that “our way” of talk-
ing about man also has an aspect to it that posits something like human 
equality—Locke does not say so here. In any event, the entire context of 
Locke’s treatment of substances indicates that the definition of man as “a 
corporeal rational Being” should be understood to enjoy a privileged status 
practically or politically, not ontologically.

To serve as the “host property” for human equality, the “real resem-
blance” of “corporeal rationality” must be (at least potentially) exer-
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cised in a particular way.101 Additionally, the relevant exercise of our 
“corporeal rationality”—abstraction—involves an infusion of “religious 
content.”102 Insufficient on its own, this “real resemblance” must be en-
nobled. Waldron suggests that this enlivening occurs within the param-
eters of Locke’s philosophical apparatus. An analysis of what Locke actu-
ally says about the faculty of abstraction and the “God stuff ” will suggest 
that it does not.

Abstraction and an Abstract Idea of God

Again, the following claim is crucial to the success of Waldron’s argu-
ment: “Anyone with the capacity for abstraction can reason to the exis-
tence of God.”103 The rational demonstration of God’s existence provided 
by Locke in the Essay is, on this view, generally accessible: “Locke believed 
the argument for God’s existence was . . . something which required no 
particularly abstruse reasoning and might be arrived at by the intellect of 
the meanest person.”104 “If showing [that God exists] had required an irra-
tional leap of faith,” Waldron states, “then morality would not in principle 
be capable of demonstration.” The result would be, as Locke argues in the 
Essays on the Law of Nature, that men could be bound by nothing but the 
will of the strongest.105

The rational demonstration of God’s existence occurs in book 4, chapter 
10, of the Essay, where Locke sets out to “shew . . . that we are capable of 
knowing, i.e. being certain that there is a GOD.”106 Waldron follows other 
commentators in acknowledging the weaknesses of this demonstration, 
as well as Locke’s awareness of them.107 He does not, however, seriously 
attend to the rather odd situation of a demonstration of God’s existence 
within the context of an empiricist epistemology. Bluhm, Wintfeld, and 
Teger investigate some “difficulties internal to the proof ” itself, contending 
that it amounts to a vacillation on Locke’s part between the “inconceivabil-
ity” of creation ex nihilo and its necessary “supposition,” a “circularity” ne-
cessitated by the logical impossibility of all such demonstrations.108 How-
ever, Bluhm et al. are more persuasive when they point to evidence from 
Locke’s epistemology that problematizes his claim that the demonstration 
produces knowledge of God’s existence.109 Though inspired by their analy-
sis as well as by that of James Tully, my own analysis is stated in somewhat 
different terms.110

First, assigning the faculty and process of abstraction such a prominent 
role in saving equality for Locke presents problems that Waldron does not 
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explore. As discussed above, Locke relates the faculty of abstraction to 
man’s need to impose order on a world of particulars; only conventional 
categories issue from this process of forming general ideas. Waldron’s 
discussion of species in Locke indicates that he is keenly aware that the 
products of abstraction have such a status. However, he does not inves-
tigate the implications of this acknowledgment for Locke’s view that our 
concept of God is an abstract idea.

We form our idea of God, argues Locke, by abstracting from existence 
all of its positive aspects and joining them with the idea of infinity. His ac-
count of the formation of this idea is worth quoting at length:

For if we examine the Idea we have of the incomprehensible supreme 
Being, we shall find, that we come by it the same way; and that the 
complex Ideas we have both of God, and separate Spirits, are made 
up of the simple Ideas we receive from Reflection; v.g. having from 
what we experiment in our selves, got the Idea of Existence and Du-
ration; of Knowledge and Power; of Pleasure and Happiness; and of 
several other Qualities and Powers, which it is better to have, than to 
be without; when we would frame an Idea the most suitable we can to 
the supreme Being, we enlarge every one of these with our Idea of In-
finity; and so putting them together, make our complex Idea of God. 
. . . For it is Infinity, which, joined to our Ideas of Existence, Power, 
Knowledge, etc. makes that complex Idea, whereby we represent to 
our selves the best we can, the supreme Being. For though in his own 
Essence, (which certainly we do not know, not knowing the real Es-
sence of a Peble, or a Fly, or of our own selves,) God be simple and 
uncompounded; yet, I think, I may say we have no other Idea of him, 
but a complex one of Existence, Knowledge, Power, Happiness, etc. 
infinite and eternal.111

As Bluhm et al. observe, this is not “a description of a universal psy-
chological process.”112 In other words, the process of abstraction is not 
a mechanism through which God ensures that all people have access to 
knowledge of Him. Indeed, Locke speaks of whole societies that have not 
developed an idea of God at all.113

According to Locke’s classification scheme, the abstract idea of God 
is a substance idea.114 Just as the formation of our ideas about particular 
substances such as man and gold stems from the desire for intelligibility 
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and coherence in the material world, the formation of our idea of God is 
motivated by the psychological desire for what Bluhm et al. call “existen-
tial coherence.”115 As is the case with our ideas of particular substances, 
we suppose that our ideas about God “cannot subsist” independently of 
“something to support them,” even if that something is unknown.116 With 
the idea of “man” we suppose a “substratum” that underpins a natural 
kind; with the idea of God we suppose a Being that underpins all things. 
However, Locke insists that abstract ideas—of which God is one—are but 
“Fictions and Contrivances of the Mind,” regardless of one’s belief about 
their content.117 Locke’s epistemology thus supports our having the notion of 
God, yet this is rather different from arriving at knowledge of His existence.

Second, despite his claim that God’s existence has been demonstrated, 
Locke suggests that it is not possible to arrive at such knowledge by means 
of a verbal demonstration. Rather, he claims that verbal demonstrations 
add nothing to our knowledge of existence, including our knowledge of 
substances.118 Given Locke’s view that our “knowledge” of substance con-
cepts is purely definitional, this conclusion should not be surprising. Our 
knowledge of substances is “trifling,” and to the extent that knowledge of 
substances is “instructive,” Locke claims that it is necessarily “uncertain.” 
Generally speaking, however, the business of making propositions about 
substances and engaging in demonstrations on the basis of such proposi-
tions tells us only what we already know, i.e., the content of the nominal 
definitions of these substances:

For ’tis plain, that Names of substantial Beings, as well as others, as 
far as they have relative Significations affixed to them, may, with great 
Truth, be joined negatively and affirmatively in Propositions, as their 
relative Definitions make them fit to be so joined; and Propositions 
consisting of such Terms may, with the same clearness, be deduced 
one from another, as those that convey the most real Truths; and all 
this without any knowledge of the Nature or reality of Things exist-
ing without us. By this method, one may make Demonstrations and 
undoubted Propositions in Words, and yet thereby advance not one 
jot in the Knowledge of the Truth of Things; v.g. he that having learnt 
these following Words, with their ordinary mutually relative Accep-
tations annexed to them; v.g. Substance, Man, Animal, Form, Soul, 
Vegetative, Sensitive, Rational, may make several undoubted Propo-
sitions about the Soul, without showing at all what the Soul really is; 
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and of this sort, a Man may find an infinite number of Propositions, 
Reasonings, and Conclusions, in Books of Metaphysicks, School-
Divinity, and some sort of natural Philosophy; and after all know as 
little of GOD, Spirits, or Bodies, as he did before he set out.119

Because most of our propositions about substances are “trifling,” they 
carry with them only a “verbal Certainty” associated with our definitions 
of nominal essences; they do not communicate “real Knowledge.”120 Seem-
ingly learned verbal demonstrations do nothing to alter this conclusion.

Locke does express the view that our ideas about God are exceptions to 
the general rule that having ideas about things in no way implies anything 
concerning their “real existence”:

For there being no necessary connexion of real Existence, with any 
Idea a Man hath in his memory, nor of any other Existence but that of 
GOD, with the Existence of any particular Man. . . . For the having the 
Idea of any thing in our Mind, no more proves the Existence of that 
Thing, than the picture of a Man evidences his being in the World, or 
the Visions of a Dream make thereby a true History.121

The having the Ideas of Spirits does not make us know, that any such 
Things do exist without us, or that there are any finite Spirits, or any 
other spiritual Beings, but the Eternal GOD. . . . No existence of any 
thing without us, but only of GOD, can certainly be known farther 
than our Senses inform us.122

These passages do, however, have a rather hollow ring.

Locke’s Political Defense of Christianity

Finally, Waldron fails to appreciate an important aspect of Locke’s dis-
cussion of the superiority of Christianity (belief) to ancient philosophy 
(reason alone) in the Reasonableness of Christianity. For Waldron, this 
discussion speaks primarily to Locke’s vindication of the ordinary intel-
lect over and against the pretentions of philosophy to moral knowledge.123 
While this is true, as far as it goes, Locke’s primary intention in the pas-
sages that Waldron cites is to supply a political defense of Christianity.

In the Reasonableness, Locke cites the failure of ancient philosophy to 
supply a clear, rational foundation for moral conduct. Prior to the ad-
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vent of Christianity, mankind did not have recourse to a “sure Standard” 
of morality that had “the force of a Law” and “could with certainty [be] 
depend[ed] on.”124 At its worst, the unassisted reason of philosophy raised 
too many questions left unanswered; at its best, it could only point to the 
“excellency of Virtue” and recommend the “exalting of human Nature.”125 
In short, not only did it prove “too hard a task for unassisted Reason, to es-
tablish Morality in all its parts upon its true foundations,” but philosophy 
could not attract many “Followers” to the loftiness of a life lived according 
to virtue, which was difficult and “not often accompan[ied]” by prosper-
ity.126 The great advantage of Christianity in this regard is its provision of a 
relatively straightforward body of morals and ethics the authority of which 
is supported by divine revelation, which also admonishes men to comply 
with the promise of eternal rewards and threat of eternal punishments.127 
Christianity’s self-proclaimed universality implies that the application of 
its “sure Standard” is at least potentially universal.

These last two sets of considerations suggest that Waldron is insuffi-
ciently probing in his analysis of the status of religious argumentation in 
Locke’s thought. Because religion has important work to do in political 
society, religious argumentation will have important work to do in Locke’s 
political thought. It helps to get things off the ground, so to speak, in a way 
that human reason alone cannot. In addition to its other political advan-
tages, Christianity furnishes Locke with a particular conception of human 
being that allows him to advance political arguments in a particular time 
and place. While Waldron elaborates nicely the work accomplished by 
these premises, he does not explore the ways in which the logic of Locke’s 
other forms of argumentation (e.g., epistemological) jeopardizes the fun-
damental status of these premises. If these premises are political, as I have 
suggested, and the ultimate ground of Locke’s defense of equality, such 
would imply that the latter is ultimately political as well. Granting that 
Locke’s religious premises are political, in the following section I explore a 
possible alternative to this conclusion.

Zuckert’s Argument: The Equality of Lockean “Selves”

Primarily in Natural Rights and the New Republicanism but also in other 
works, Michael Zuckert puts forward an account of human equality that 
is ostensibly derived from the political philosophy of John Locke.128 His 
interpretation of Locke has two important components. First, conceding 
the force of Locke’s critique of natural species, Zuckert argues that one 
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can find in Locke resources for an account of human equality that does 
not ultimately depend upon the existence of a natural human kind or spe-
cies.129 Zuckert argues that this conception, which is grounded in an analy-
sis of the Lockean self, distinguishes human beings as a class from the rest 
of Nature in a way that approximates the function of a species concept. 
Second, by following a variant of Leo Strauss’s interpretation of the status 
of God in Locke’s writings, Zuckert effectively denies himself the luxury 
(enjoyed by Waldron, as we saw above) of appealing to the Creator God as 
the real grounding of equality in Locke.130 I will address the two elements 
of Zuckert’s argument in reverse order.

In Strauss’s reading of Locke, not only is the latter’s invocation of theol-
ogy and Scripture in the Two Treatises and elsewhere purely rhetorical, but 
it is also motivated by the malevolent intention of introducing the unsus-
pecting reader to the materialist, hedonistic precepts of Thomas Hobbes.131 
Zuckert acknowledges that much of Locke’s religious argumentation is 
mere rhetoric conceived in order not to offend the religious sensibilities of 
certain contemporaries, but he insists, contra Strauss, that the deployment 
of such rhetoric (a) reveals Locke’s “reservations” about—rather than his 
rejection of—theism and (b) signals benevolent, as opposed to malevo-
lent, intention on the part of Locke. According to Zuckert, Locke’s doubts 
about the strength of his religiously based arguments (e.g., his purported 
demonstration of God’s existence in the Essay) led him to offer parallel 
structures of argumentation—one religious, one rationalist or secular—
for his doctrine of equal natural rights.132 Furthermore, the implications 
of the two structures of argumentation, Zuckert holds, largely converge.133

If some perceive duplicity in this two-pronged approach to the jus-
tification of political principles, Zuckert sees the assumption of politi-
cal and social responsibility. Despite personal doubts, Locke recognized 
that religion must continue to perform its traditional function of supply-
ing the political community with moral and theoretical foundations.134 
While many might find Locke’s divine “workmanship” argument com-
pelling, Zuckert maintains that Locke seems hesitant to ground impor-
tant political concepts such as equality solely on so tenuous a premise 
as the existence of a Creator God who legislates the good and the right 
for human beings.135 Locke the empiricist would prefer that equality be 
grounded on something real, something in this world. Such is the logic 
that led him to offer, in addition to the argument from Creation, a free-
standing argument for human equality.
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Finally, Zuckert is openly critical of Strauss’s claim that the idea of self-
preservation can serve as an adequate secular basis for human equality 
and, therefore, modern natural right, or the equal right of everyone to self-
preservation and non-domination.136 This is a position that Strauss attributes 
to both Hobbes and Locke. Zuckert argues, however, that Hobbesian equal-
ity premised on the desire for self-preservation—a desire shared by men and 
beasts—cannot be real equality, for it does not adequately distinguish man 
from the rest of Nature. For this reason, “Hobbes’s right of nature” cannot 
serve as the ground of human equality or, by extension, modern natural 
right.137 By contrast, Zuckert claims, Lockean philosophy offers more prom-
ising resources for constructing a secular argument for equality.138

Zuckert’s argument draws upon both the Essay’s account of the “self ” 
and the Second Treatise’s discussion of “self-ownership,” and its success de-
pends upon the crucial claim that the Lockean “self ” is sufficiently struc-
tured to act in certain ways. For our purposes, it is enough to note the 
claim that this “self ” is “structur[ally]” bound to recognize both the exis-
tence and the equality of other selves.139 According to Zuckert, Locke’s sec-
ular argument for equality unfolds in roughly two stages. First, the notion 
of “self-ownership” enables Zuckert’s Locke to distinguish man from the 
rest of the natural world. Second, the all-too-human process whereby men 
are distinguished from Nature effectively generates a class of equal human 
beings in a way that does not rely on the dubious notion of “species.”

For Zuckert’s Locke, what serves to differentiate men from animals 
and other natural beings and things is their ability to generate and hold 
property, including “property in [their] own person[s],”140 or “selves.” For 
Locke, property issues exclusively from the efforts of human labor—the 
sole means whereby, through “appropriation” and “transformation,” one 
can confer value on the “almost worthless raw material” of the “given 
world.” For example, when I invest my labor in cultivating a parcel of land, 
the activities of plowing, sowing, and reaping justify my appropriating 
the fruits of my labor. Labor divides, classifies, and distinguishes; through 
it, man actively and “self-consciously” confronts the world, establishing 
his “purposes as the end for the sake of which the rest of nature is to be 
transformed.”141 Animals might “also interact with the world and must 
seize and digest other beings in order to survive,” but they do not generate 
claims of property, or of that which is wholly and exclusively mine. Simi-
larly, through the exercise of the higher mental faculties, man comes to 
acquire property in himself; “self . . . comes to consciousness” of itself and 
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becomes the owner of its own actions and activities. One of these facul-
ties—abstraction—plays an especially important role in separating man 
from Nature. On Locke’s view, Zuckert states, abstraction “frees the mind 
of the givenness with which ideas first are received. Abstraction lifts the 
mind out of the given flow of sensation and allows it to stand in semiso-
vereign sway over its own contents.”142 In the same way that human labor 
gives rise to property “outside” us, the active deployment of our mental 
faculties and the self-consciousness with which humans—as opposed to 
animals—raise claims of right makes men owners of themselves. When 
coupled with their power to generate property by laboring both on the 
external world and on themselves, the subsequent claims of right made by 
human beings about both phenomena suggest a way in which human be-
ings differ profoundly from the rest of Nature—and this without recourse 
to problematic notions of “species” and human “essences.”143

On Zuckert’s interpretation, “self-ownership,” a comportment pecu-
liar to human beings, helps Locke to construct from Hobbesian (ma-
terialist) premises what materialism seemed not to permit: a relatively 
clear distinction between man and the rest of Nature. However, Zuckert 
continues, certain features of Locke’s “self-ownership” argument also 
enable him to effect this distinction in a way that secures all persons 
equal access to the privileges and responsibilities of “self-ownership.” 
All (able-bodied and able-minded) humans are equally “self-owners.” 
By examining the “phenomenology . . . of human-rights claiming,” 
which is peculiar to human property owners, Zuckert’s Locke advances 
the following position:

The claim of right is thus more than and different from Hobbes’s claim 
of liberty. So far as I raise a claim to property, in myself or my belong-
ings, I raise by definition a claim with implications of exclusivity. On 
that basis I expect of right that others ought to respect my claim and 
forbear from my property.144

In other words, “[m]y claim of my right to my life as a matter of ob-
served fact includes a claim of exclusivity” and implies that unprovoked 
external interference on your part with my claims of right is therefore 
wrong, or unjust. While others might choose not to forbear, the structure 
of my articulation of a “right” to either myself or the efforts of my labor as 
property implies the injustice of another’s interference with such. “This is,” 
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Zuckert says, “an analytic truth, implicit in the very notion of property I 
am deploying.”145 It follows, he continues, that

[t]he logic of my own claim for myself leads me beyond the claim I 
raise for myself to recognize like claims of others. If my being owner 
of myself gives me a rightful expectation that others will not gratu-
itously harm me, I am led to see that their claim to be owners of them-
selves gives them the same rightful expectation that I and others will 
not gratuitously harm them.146

Although he does not say so explicitly, Zuckert seems to be arguing 
that asserting one’s own rights claims without recognizing another self ’s right 
to do the same involves one in a “performative contradiction,” or a speech act 
in which “the propositional content of what the speaker says contradicts the 
conditions of the asserted proposition itself.”147 Based on my own experience 
as a self-owner and proprietor I must, by logical necessity, recognize that 
similar utterances made by other beings must be made by beings that are like 
me. These beings’ statements imply the same right of exclusivity and forbear-
ance on the part of the aggressor as do mine. To do other than recognize such 
claims would involve one in a performative inconsistency.

To recapitulate, starting from non-theistic premises, Zuckert’s Locke 
makes the following argument for equality. The idea of humans as “propri-
etors” and “self-owners” functions in lieu of a suspect “species” category to 
differentiate human beings from the rest of Nature. Only humans have the 
capacity to attempt mastery of both Nature and themselves. To deny any 
minimally rational person the right to make property claims by refraining 
to forbear entangles one in a “performative contradiction.” While no cir-
cumstance compels an individual to assent to the proposition that all are 
equally rights claimants and thus owed a certain duty of forbearance, the 
logic of argumentation itself accuses the one who refuses to do so of per-
formative inconsistency. Thus inherently linked to the notion of the “self ” 
as a “self-owner” is the obligation to recognize one’s fellow human selves.

The implications of this argument for human equality are fairly straight-
forward. Although the duties imposed on the human will appear slight 
and are essentially negative (i.e., not to inflict “gratuitou[s] harm” on an-
other), if the argument of Zuckert’s Locke works, it would appear to res-
cue the idea of human equality from the corrosiveness of anti-essentialism 
without resorting to theism. While it cannot be said to engender in most 
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an active, attentive concern for the other, the argument professes to group 
human beings together as equal members of a class—if only in speech that 
reveals something true about the character of the human “self.”

Response to Zuckert

There is much to say about Zuckert’s account, but I will examine in 
particular two claims: (a) that the ability of humans to generate property, 
especially property in their persons, adequately distinguishes man from 
the rest of the natural world; and (b) that the very structure of rights-based 
claims that rises from the phenomenon of human property ownership 
presupposes the speaker’s (rights claimant’s) implicit recognition of the 
equality of other persons (or selves) who make similar claims.

Zuckert’s observation that humans differentiate themselves from the 
rest of Nature through the use of physical and mental labor seems cor-
rect as far as it goes. Unlike animals, which are directed by instinct alone, 
man must make use of his reason if he is to survive, much less thrive. In 
the case of human beings, Nature furnishes man with a general desire for 
self-preservation but little in the way of positive direction (via inclination 
or instinct) regarding how he might go about preserving himself. Rather, 
Nature’s gift to man is the faculty of reason, that versatile tool with which 
he confronts and, if necessary, subdues Nature in the course of pursuing 
his ends. Most humans soon discover that some form of property is useful 
in helping them overcome the difficulties posed by Nature’s unwillingness 
to produce spontaneously for all their needs. Locke observes, “And the 
Condition of Humane Life, which requires Labour and Materials to work 
on, necessarily introduces private Possessions.”148

Additionally, Zuckert places the bar for who counts as a property owner 
and what counts as the assertion of a property claim quite within reach 
of most of those the good liberal would seek to include in a definition of 
humanity. To utter the word “I” (i.e., assert property in one’s person) or to 
give some indication that this or that is mine seems sufficient to consti-
tute a declaration of property ownership. Again, this standard is generous 
enough to encompass most people.

While the idea of human proprietorship conveys important information 
about how most beings traditionally defined as “human” interact with the 
world in contradistinction to most animals, it does not justify a clear dis-
tinction between “man” and “Nature” on the order that Zuckert suggests. 
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Especially since Zuckert acknowledges Locke’s anti-essentialism concern-
ing species, the most one should be able to say about his description of 
(most) men as “self-owners” is that such might be an interesting and useful 
way to think about the “human species” for purposes of nominal classifica-
tion. “Self-ownership” captures the unique ability of most human beings to 
interact with the world in a meaningful way (“To be a self is to be owner 
of self, proprietor of one’s actions, and actor in terms of one’s happiness, 
that is, one’s pleasures and pains”)149 but does not draw the necessary line. 
In short, “self-ownership” will generally be subject to the same kinds of 
problems that plagued other pretenders to the title of “specific difference,” 
such as rationality.

What about the claim that the logical necessity of mutual recognition 
follows from the self ’s assertion of its own rights? Do statements that ex-
plicitly assert or implicitly assume self-ownership require one—if he is 
to avoid involvement in a performative contradiction—to recognize the 
rights of other “self-owners”? I do not think that any formulation of a 
“self-ownership” claim requires that one acknowledge the legitimacy of 
similar claims made by others. The denial of such claims does not, there-
fore, entangle one in a performative contradiction. Again, a performative 
contradiction is a speech act in which “the propositional content of what 
the speaker says contradicts the conditions of the asserted proposition it-
self.”150 Borrowing Descartes’ famous example, to doubt one’s own exis-
tence would involve one in a performative contradiction:

In the next place, I attentively examined what I was, and as I observed 
that I could suppose that I had no body, and that there was no world 
nor any place in which I might be; but that I could not therefore sup-
pose that I was not; and that, on the contrary, from the very circum-
stance that I thought to doubt of the truth of other things, it most 
clearly and certainly followed that I was.151

In uttering the phrase “I do not exist,” the phrase’s “propositional 
content”—a denial of my own existence—contradicts an assumption nec-
essarily made in my articulation of the statement: the fact that “I am.” It 
follows from this assumption that I cannot reasonably doubt my own ex-
istence upon making this statement. By contrast, in Zuckert’s case, noth-
ing about how I ought to treat another self-declared “self-owner” seems 
to follow from an act or statement that implies or declares my awareness 
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of my own status as a “self-owner.” The possibility that one might reach 
the conclusion that my self-concern indicates something about how other 
“self-owners” ought to be treated does not follow from the logic of “self-
ownership” but would seem to require a theory of the “self ” that is not, as 
Zuckert’s is, “self-constituting.”

Divorced from any concept that might give one some sense of the 
value of other selves (e.g., divine “workmanship”), the notion of “self-
ownership” is purely self-referential. It cannot establish the equality of 
other selves, thereby placing them in a relationship of mutual regard (or 
even indifference) with me. On the contrary, by drawing attention to my 
own capacities and powers without imposing corresponding limits on 
my will, it risks calling forth an assertive, blatant disregard for beings 
and things that might present themselves as obstacles to the execution 
of my projects.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have explored the problem of human equality in Locke’s 
thought. The weaknesses apparent in the two dominant solutions to this 
problem point, I have argued, to a third, more plausible answer to this 
interpretive dilemma. While Zuckert is right to call attention to the some-
what disingenuous political character of Locke’s religious argumentation, 
he is wrong to insist that Locke’s incorporation of such argumentation 
does not limit and shape the political vision he is able to articulate. The 
implications of Locke’s strictly secular arguments do not point in the same 
direction as the religious premises he adopts, at least with regard to the 
matter of human equality. Waldron’s argument suggests this much, though 
he is overly sanguine concerning the ultimate status of Locke’s religious 
argumentation. In the end, the idea of equality in Locke’s thought rises 
and falls with his willingness to argue publicly from specifically Christian 
premises, however minimalist or unorthodox.
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LoCKe, Darwin, anD tHe 
soCiaL inDiViDuaLisM of 
Virtue

Lauren K. Hall

 The StUDIeS of hUMAN NAtURe and pol it ica l  systems have 
always been inextricably linked. from Plato’s tripartite soul to hobbes’ 

solitary man (with a life poor, nasty, brutish, and short), all political sys-
tems start with an account of the nature of the creature for whom we con-
struct political institutions. oddly, contemporary scholars oft en forget this 
fact, instead requiring that we recognize the so-called fact-value distinc-
tion or the naturalistic fallacy, both of which argue that what we are as 
natural human creatures should not or cannot tell us anything about how 
we should live in organized groups. obviously, such a view is shortsighted 
and ultimately worthy of rejection.

A more important source of confusion, however, is gaining agree-
ment on what constitutes human nature in the fi rst place. Th ose who 
believe that human nature is fundamentally infl exible and self-inter-
ested (like hobbes, Locke, and the federalists aft er them) will support 
much diff erent political systems than those who believe that human na-
ture is fl exible or even fl uid over history (like hegel and Marx, among 
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others). So the question then arises: How do we know what human na-
ture actually is?

The advent of Darwinian theory offered the first truly scientific study of 
what traits constitute human nature, as well as what traits might predict-
ably differ across time, place, and culture. The science of human nature 
began to explain more about where humans came from and what their 
permanent, shared characteristics might be. Sadly, some used this new 
theory badly, making an argument that governmental control over evolu-
tion was necessary to prevent the pollution of the species with degenerate 
genes. The specter of eugenics has hung over us for the past hundred years, 
and it is important that we not forget those experiences.

Social Darwinism used a faulty understanding of evolution to support 
massive government interference in individual lives, culminating in the 
mass sterilization and institutionalization of those suffering from what 
were actually complex social ills such as alcoholism and poverty. Assign-
ing complex traits purely genetic causes meant that social planners no lon-
ger had to concern themselves with difficult political questions regarding 
justice, equity, and freedom. Instead, preventing the unfit from reproduc-
ing became a quick and easy way to create a utopian society.

In the end, eugenical policies failed for both scientific and social rea-
sons. The eugenicists’ understanding of Darwinian thought was flawed be-
cause it rested on a profound genetic determinism that failed to take into 
account environmental and social influences and the various ways genes 
interact with the environment and each other. Genetically improving the 
population ended up being as complex and difficult a task as effecting so-
cial and political change. Perhaps more importantly, the eugenics move-
ment violated the moral sense of many people; this moral sense became 
stronger over time as the abuses of the eugenics movement became more 
apparent, and we now have a healthy—if not perhaps overly strong—
suspicion of biological explanations of political phenomena.

While the suspicion of government-run eugenics programs is well de-
served, we must also recognize that Darwinian explanations are no less 
powerful because they have been used poorly before. In fact, Darwinian 
explanations of human behavior actually support the rejection of those 
early eugenical policies. The early eugenicists’ understanding of both evo-
lution and human nature was facile and incomplete. A true Darwinian 
science of politics will take cues from the Aristotelian approach as well 
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as from thinkers such as Smith and Montesquieu. It will not be the mere 
study of institutions but instead the complex study of biological, moral, 
and political explanations for social behavior. None of these explanations 
can operate without the others.

Obviously, I cannot in this chapter lay out such a comprehensive frame-
work in any detail. I will, then, start with my conclusion and hope that 
the rest of the details will be filled in over time. Very simply, I believe 
Darwinian theory supports a Lockean limited government that protects 
individual rights. Unlike the simplistic Darwinians of the eugenics era, 
who took the principle of survival of the fittest and applied it to all so-
cial and political activity, Darwinian theory follows Locke by supporting 
a complex balancing of individual needs and community claims. Darwin-
ian theory supports a limited Lockean government, structured by nature 
and habit, and founded on a special kind of virtue that requires reason-
able, prudent balancing of the needs of individuals simply and the needs 
of those individuals in society.

Darwin and Locke: An Introduction to the Argument

Both Darwin and Locke are criticized for being rooted in selfish indi-
vidualism. Darwin’s focus on the survival of the fittest and Locke’s focus 
on individual rights rather than duties make both thinkers susceptible to 
arguments that their theories create dangerously low “floors,” which re-
duce human societies to mere individual self-interest and eradicate the 
duties required for virtue. Both authors’ view of nature is criticized for 
minimizing human rationality and reducing us to our passionate or bio-
logical foundations.

Both authors have faced rejection from both sides of the political aisle. 
Social conservatives view Darwin’s teaching as anathema to religious 
teachings about the sanctity of human life, while they are also suspicious 
of Locke’s use of religion and his eschewing of duties in favor of rights. 
The Left, on the other hand, is suspicious of Darwin because they fear 
his teachings justify human inequality. At the same time, they often re-
ject Locke for his teachings on commercialism and property rights. What 
both Locke and Darwin have in common ultimately is that they are both 
criticized for reducing human behavior and human social life to selfish 
individualism, thus moving virtue from the center of human life to the 
fringes. Many believe that Darwinian science and Lockean interest are 
thus incompatible with older understandings of virtue.
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I argue that Darwin and Locke do indeed share much in common, but 
what is shared is not simply the devotion to individual survival as is so of-
ten assumed. As opposed to a political system where survival of the fittest 
is the guiding principle, Darwinian theory leads us to a limited Lockean 
government with natural laws to guide it, free markets based on self-in-
terest and reciprocation, and finally, a vibrant private sphere that supports 
education in virtue, both civic and individual. More foundationally, both 
authors share a conviction that the goal of political life is the balancing of 
the claims of the individual and the community and that such a balancing 
act requires prudence and attention to specific circumstances.

Briefly, my argument is as follows. First, I argue for the shared founda-
tion of individual liberty in Locke and Darwin, supported by natural laws 
that limit the powers of government and support a prudent balancing of 
individual and community claims. Second, I briefly explore the interaction 
between freedom and virtue in Locke and Darwin, arguing that Locke’s 
view of limited government is supported by Darwin’s understanding of the 
moral sense and that both support a balance between the individual and 
the community. Last (and perhaps most relevant for this volume), I argue 
that the relationship between Darwinian science, Lockean theory, and vir-
tue is one of the emergence of values from the complex interplay between 
our social, individualistic, and rational selves.

Darwin, Locke, and the State of Nature

At first glance, both Locke and Darwin have similar understandings 
of nature, in their simplest forms. Locke argues in his Second Treatise of 
Government that man has fundamental rights to life, liberty, and prop-
erty, and that the end of society is to protect those rights. The foundation 
of Darwinian theory is survival and reproduction, and evolution occurs 
primarily through a process of natural selection, or “survival of the fittest.” 
Both authors begin with the basic desire for self-preservation that seems 
to place the individual above society and poses problems for those who 
believe nature must support virtue. The nature of Locke and Darwin, at 
first glance, seems almost amoral. But only at first glance.

Upon further investigation, the thought of both becomes more complex 
and more social, as the laws of nature modify and moderate our selfish 
desires for simple self-preservation. Locke ends up moderating our indi-
vidualism to preserve the community. Darwin’s theory modifies the state 
of nature still further by underscoring the natural sociality of human life, 
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starting with the centrality of family roles and ending with the com-
plex interactions of unknown individuals based on reciprocity and the 
moral sense.

Those familiar with Darwin’s thought will notice that one primary dif-
ference between Locke and Darwin is that Locke seems to downplay our 
natural sociability. Locke argues “God . . . put [man] under strong obliga-
tions of necessity, convenience, and inclination, to drive him into society, 
as well as fitted him with understanding and language to continue and en-
joy it.”1 Man must be driven into society for Locke, rather than being born 
into it. The state of nature for Locke, while ostensibly ruled by the law of 
nature (Reason), quickly devolves into a state of war, since men’s passions 
and interests lead them to be biased judges. Even the family for Locke 
seems to be based on self-interest; families stay together only as long as is 
necessary for the children to survive.

For Darwin, everything about humanity, from our speech, our reason, 
our innate sense of justice, our love of kin, fits us to our destiny as social 
creatures. Our moral sense comes from our sociality and the close affec-
tionate bonds we have to family and friends. We start out social because 
we need others to survive. The double-edged sword of evolution requires 
both survival and reproduction. Both require close alliances and tightly 
bonded communities based on kinship and reciprocity.

On this level at least, Locke and Darwin seem at odds with one another. 
Darwin’s sociality seems at odds with Locke’s individualism. Ultimately, 
though, the issue is one of emphasis rather than real disagreement. Dar-
win’s man is naturally social; Locke’s man is ultimately social, and Locke’s 
focus on the individual may be more rhetorical than anything else. Locke’s 
goal is to make the argument for the primacy of the individual in order 
to limit the power of government. Darwin’s goal is to demonstrate how 
an individualistic principle like survival of the fittest can create creatures 
specially fitted for social life. Although they have different goals, both end 
up with a creature who balances individualistic desires with strong social 
needs and desires.

Darwin, Locke, and Natural Laws

The relationship between the state of nature in Locke and the survival 
of the fittest in Darwin is strengthened and deepened by the existence in 
both of natural moral laws that exist prior to, and thus control, govern-
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ment. These natural laws also represent the complex balance between in-
dividual and community needs.

The state of nature, rather than being an anarchic state, has laws, argues 
Locke. We know that “reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who 
will but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one ought to 
harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions.”2 Locke attributes 
this natural law to the existence of a divine creator, but if we eliminate God 
from the picture (à la Jefferson), Locke and Darwin look very similar. The 
content of the laws of nature for Locke and Darwin are roughly the same, 
however different their origins might be.

The law of nature and the state of nature represent an uneasy balance be-
tween individual and community. The law of nature prevents the harming 
of others, but the state of nature (as Locke later admits) is the essence of 
individual freedom. The individual is both executor and judge of the law of 
nature. As Locke points out, there are inconveniences to this state: “it is un-
reasonable for Men to be Judges in their own Cases. . . . Self-love will make 
Men partial to themselves and their Friends. And on the other side, that ill 
Nature, Passion and Revenge will carry them too far in punishing others.”3 
We move out of the state of nature and into civil society in order to better 
preserve our freedoms by handing some of them over to the community.

This balancing act between individual and community claims contin-
ues once in civil society. All individuals must consent to leave the state of 
nature, but once in civil society, only the majority is required to set up gov-
ernment. The same sacrifice of individual consent occurs when govern-
ment violates rights. Locke argues, “Where the Body of the People, or any 
single Man, is deprived of their Right and have no Appeal on Earth, there 
they have a liberty to appeal to Heaven.”4 Yet later in the same paragraph 
he argues that the appeal to heaven “operates not, till the Inconvenience is 
so great, that the Majority feel it, and are weary of it, and find a necessity 
to have it amended.”5 This apparent contradiction may be adequately ex-
plained by the practical difficulties attending the preservation of individ-
ual rights alongside stable communities. The community needs power to 
enforce the law, which may at times require the loss of individual freedom. 
Similarly, when individuals enter civil society and decide to set up govern-
ment, nothing but a majority would do, since requiring consensus would 
leave you back in the state of nature, with ill-protected rights for everyone.

Locke does as well as he can to protect individuals while also preserving 
the community, but he recognizes that the specific decisions in particular 
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circumstances will have to be made by prudent men who carefully weigh 
and balance individual good and community preservation. The community, 
necessary as it is for the preservation of each individual, often triumphs: 
“the first and fundamental natural Law, which is to govern even the Legis-
lative itself, is the preservation of the Society, and (as far as will consist with 
the publick good) of every person in it.”6 The state of nature leans toward 
the individual, but the individual cannot be preserved adequately without 
the presence of government. Once the individual enters civil society, his 
importance wanes in light of the need to preserve a multitude of individu-
als and the civil society that supports them all.

This same balancing of individual and community is present in Darwin’s 
thought. Accusations against Darwin that his theory is overly reductionis-
tic or individualistic are usually leveled by those unfamiliar with his work. 
Darwin had a complex understanding of humanity, and reading works like 
The Descent of Man introduces us to a thinker who was very much aware of 
human complexity, reason, and man’s natural sociality. Those who criticize 
Darwinian thought for being selfish usually refer to more recent thinkers 
like Richard Dawkins or they reduce Darwin’s teaching to the principle 
of survival of the fittest, ignoring his deep and intricate appreciation for 
human complexity.

Darwin believed man was naturally social, so much so that natural se-
lection had fitted us especially for social life with social instincts, a moral 
sense, and the ability to communicate moral ideas. Darwin’s moral sense 
is similar to Locke’s Law of Nature: “It is obvious that every one may with 
an easy conscience gratify his own desires, if they do not interfere with his 
social instincts, that is with the good of others; but in order to be quite free 
from self-reproach, or at least of anxiety, it is almost necessary for him to 
avoid the disapprobation, whether reasonable or not, of his fellow men.”7 
While not identical with Locke’s Law of Nature, both Locke and Darwin 
argue for individual liberty so long as it does not interfere with the peace-
ful existence of the social group. Darwin’s account relies on empirical ob-
servations regarding regret, conscience, and disapprobation of one’s fellow 
man. Locke’s account comes (at least ostensibly) as an a priori investiga-
tion of man. Because there is no original state of nature for Darwin, his 
man is naturally social and naturally changes his behavior to align himself 
with the group. Locke’s man does this only after entering civil society. In 
both cases, however, the importance of preserving the individual is bal-
anced against the needs of the group supporting him.
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Darwin believes, moreover, that our natural moral sense is in some 
sense inevitable. He argues in The Descent of Man that he believes it proba-
ble that “any animal whatever, endowed with well marked social instincts, 
the parental and filial affections being here included, would inevitably ac-
quire a moral sense or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had 
become as well, or nearly as well, developed as in man.”8 The combination 
of our sociality and our rationality leads us to develop morality. However, 
because our sociality is limited to small groups, our morality is limited as 
well. Our sociality is the sociality of close-knit, inter-related groups. Thus, 
our natural moral sense will be linked to specific communities; nothing 
in natural selection supports universal benevolence. The virtues in primi-
tive tribes “are practiced almost exclusively in relation to men of the same 
tribe; and their opposites are not regarded as crimes in relation to men of 
other tribes.”9 Darwin is making an empirical claim, not a normative one. 
He would prefer that acts like infanticide, human sacrifice, and slavery did 
not exist, but he does note that in “rude ages” these kinds of activities were 
common and were generally directed at outsiders.

In rude societies, the self-regarding virtues are ranked low. While Dar-
win does not lay out his argument clearly, the thought must be that, be-
cause the individual is so intricately bound up with the survival of his 
society in primitive societies, the individual’s needs are secondary to the 
survival of the group. An individual without a group in a nomadic tribe 
would soon fall prey to starvation, predators, or members of other tribes. 
Thus, his identity as a member of a group becomes all.

The situation shifts in civilized societies. Darwin notes that the self-
regarding virtues are “now highly appreciated by civilized nations.”10 These 
self-regarding virtues are those that benefit the individual without obvious 
benefits for the group as a whole. Darwin attributes the shift in civilized 
societies to important institutions that are lacking in “rude societies.” First, 
morality in rude societies is restricted to members of the same tribe. Sec-
ond, in these societies, the “powers of reasoning [are] insufficient to rec-
ognize” that these self-regarding virtues benefit the tribe. Finally, “a weak 
power of self-command” in these societies is unstrengthened by “habit, 
instruction, and religion.”11 The importance of individual virtues becomes 
obvious only over time, and these virtues must also be nurtured over time, 
over both the history of a group and the life of an individual.

In an important sense, then, Darwin’s and Locke’s “states of nature” are 
flipped. In Locke’s view, the individual has unlimited rights in the state of 
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nature but eventually sacrifices those rights for the safety of civil society. 
In Darwin’s view, we start out with very limited powers as individuals be-
cause our survival is so intertwined with that of the group. Civilized coun-
tries, while preserving a greater moral control over their members due 
to religion and education, nevertheless allow for more freedom since the 
individual is no longer inextricably bound to one society. Darwin does not 
make this argument explicit, but the shifting balance between individual 
and society is at the root of his understanding of savage versus civilized 
morality. Darwin’s State of Nature is communitarian and non-individual-
istic. Individual freedom becomes possible only in civilization.

Natural Laws and Limited Government

These natural laws of morality in both Locke’s and Darwin’s theories 
structure the political and social laws that create complex systems of gov-
ernment. The systems of government that arise from these natural laws 
are complex and limited because the natural laws laid out by Locke and 
Darwin require the careful balancing of the needs of the individual and so-
ciety, which can only be attained through a complex, limited government 
with a vibrant private sphere that includes education in virtue (a point I 
will make later).

In Locke, the need for limited government comes most directly from 
his understanding of the natural rights of individuals. Self-preservation is 
the “low but solid” foundation of Lockean philosophy, and all else rests on 
this universal assumption. Individuals are important because they all have 
the foundational desire to survive. Thus, society becomes a way of ensur-
ing the survival of all, an end that is not consistent with the wild freedom 
of the state of nature.

More than mere preservation, the desire to survive, when combined 
with our rational faculties (given us by God), creates robust and inalien-
able natural rights that form the basis for limited government. In fact, our 
natural rights are so foundational that we cannot consent to absolute, ar-
bitrary power even if we wanted to: “This freedom from absolute, arbi-
trary power, is so necessary to, and closely joined with a man’s preserva-
tion, that he cannot part with it, but by what forfeits his preservation and 
life together: for a man, not having the power of his own life, cannot, by 
compact, or his own consent, enslave himself to any one, nor put himself 
under the absolute, arbitrary power of another, to take away his life, when 
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he pleases.”12 While the argument for natural rights in Locke may seem to 
rest on God, he offers an alternate understanding of these rights, grounded 
in reason, particularly in the assumption that no rational person would 
consent to give away those rights. Since what differentiates us from beasts 
is our rationality, the argument goes, no human can consent to absolute 
government while claiming his humanity.

Thus humanity for Locke is twofold: rational individuals with rights 
and a society based on natural law. These natural laws are twofold as well—
both a requirement to protect other individuals when possible and the 
requirement to preserve oneself. Government itself represents the sum of 
this complex balancing act; preserving individual rights as far as is pos-
sible alongside the rights of the community. Any government attempting 
this balancing act will be both limited and complex, since no simple or 
absolute government will be able adequately to balance individual rights 
(indeed, it is unclear whether any absolute government can secure rights 
at all) with the needs of the community.

Darwin’s view of limited government is more indirect, since Darwin 
does not lay out any kind of consistent political doctrine in his works. 
He does, however, provide a view of man that closely follows Locke’s, a 
view that requires limited government because it recognizes that man is 
limited, fallible, and self-interested. While Darwin recognizes the natural 
sociality of man, he does not believe that man cares for all members of 
society equally. Man’s natural sociality comes with an important proviso; 
man cares the most for those closest to him and cares very little for those 
he does not know. This limited virtue is connected to a problem of limited 
knowledge. Just as man cares little for those he does not know, his abil-
ity to make good decisions for those outside his direct knowledge is lim-
ited because his knowledge is limited to his own specific circumstances. 
Moreover, man may desire power to help himself and his family and close 
friends and may be willing to sacrifice the lives of those he does not know 
in order to do it. Thus, limited care (or nepotism) and limited knowledge 
lead to potentially devastating situations when man is put in charge of 
other men absolutely. The tendency of man to love those closest to him 
more than others can be mitigated somewhat by habit (see the discussion 
on virtue below), but we will always be limited by our natural desires for 
kin and community.

From a Darwinian perspective, limited government is required because 
all men, even leaders, are fallible, limited, and characterized by limited 
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virtue. The desires of humans to survive and reproduce can only be uni-
versally supported within a system of limited authority where individuals 
have expansive control over their own lives and those of their families, 
friends, and communities, with less control over the fates of those they do 
not know (leading to a kind of federalism).

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, limited government is required 
because both Locke and Darwin recognize the importance of the indi-
vidual while recognizing the importance of the community for individual 
survival and flourishing. The goal of government for both Locke and Dar-
win should be to balance the needs of individuals against the needs of indi-
viduals in communities. Such a balancing act requires individual freedom 
within a rule of law. Individual freedom allows individuals to make the 
majority of decisions regarding survival, reproduction, and other human 
needs independently, while the rule of law prevents any one individual 
from harming the rights of another.

Natural Laws and Virtue

The problem with the above analysis (at least from some perspectives) 
is that both limited government and science are both seen as incompat-
ible with virtue. Thus, a science of limited government would seem to be 
the exact opposite of a regime based on thoughtful prudent statesman-
ship that supports human virtue in its robust sense. In the section that 
follows, I will argue that a properly constructed Lockean or Darwinian 
limited government will support virtue by creating a robust and vibrant 
private sphere that helps educate individuals in civic and individual virtue. 
Central to this argument is the idea that virtue consists of controlling the 
immediate passions through the use of reason and balancing individual 
interests with the interests of the group. Locke’s argument for education 
focuses more on the former, while Darwin’s focuses more on the latter, but 
both ultimately argue that virtue consists partially of the sacrificing of an 
individual’s short-term desires for long-term well-being, which makes life 
in any society possible.

Locke focuses most clearly on the development of the virtues in his 
work on education. According to Locke, education supports and devel-
ops the natural rationality of man that would otherwise be subsumed over 
time by desires. Locke argues that “the great principle and foundation of 
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all virtue and worth is placed in this, that a man is able to deny himself 
his own desires, cross his own inclinations, and purely follow what reason 
directs as best though the appetite lean the other way.”13 Good education 
should be directed toward the proper relationship between reason and 
desire—or in “denying ourselves the satisfaction of our own desires where 
reason does not authorize them.”14 This denial may consist in denying one’s 
immediate desires for the sake of a greater good, including membership 
in a community. Locke’s education prepares one, in part, for citizenship 
in a limited government by inculcating a kind of virtue that supports the 
balancing of the needs of the individual and the community, insofar as a 
reasonable person is more likely to understand this balance than one ruled 
by the passions.15

Locke’s political treatise rests on precisely this kind of education. The 
rationality Locke argues we possess in the state of nature turns out to be 
nothing more than a potentiality. Our misuse of reason (or failure to con-
sult it, as the case may be) leads us to judge ourselves partially. A Lockean 
education, focusing as it does on “a good mind, well principled, tempered 
to virtue and usefulness, and adorned with civility and good breeding,” is 
the ideal education for a citizen in a limited government, who must par-
take himself of the difficult balancing act between his own needs and those 
of the community.16 Locke’s education does not teach the self-denial of 
the Spartans. Instead, it teaches the individual to discover, rationally, his 
own worth and how that worth can be made compatible with community 
claims. Lockean virtue is certainly not the high virtue of the ancients, but 
this does not make it worth dismissing out of hand. It is a kind of vir-
tue worth protecting in part because it protects the individual against the 
harsh claims of the community so prevalent in ancient society.

Darwin also recognizes the importance of cultivating virtue. For Darwin, 
our nature is not merely given by genetics but is a potential that must be 
nurtured by caring parents, involved communities, and close friendships. 
Darwin even goes so far as to argue that habit is the last required stage of 
the development of rational and social creatures. Habit reinforces our social 
instincts and, in conjunction with our rational capacities and language, will 
help develop virtuous individuals. Darwin’s theory is hardly the biological 
determinism so often ascribed to him. He believes that biology and culture 
play interconnected roles, and that culture, instruction, and habit can all 
support our biologically evolved social and moral instincts.
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Darwin expands on this point in his analysis of the evolution of cul-
tures. The difference between rude societies and civilized societies is partly 
that rude societies lack sufficient education and habituation to allow their 
members to control their immediate desires. They are led by necessity 
to sacrifice themselves for the good of the group, but the development 
of self-regarding virtues like modesty, temperance, and prudence are not 
required and thus are neglected.

Darwin believes that man evolves morally in some sense like he evolves 
physically (though not through the same mechanisms): “As man advances 
in civilization, and small tribes are united into larger communities, the 
simplest reason would tell each individual that he ought to extend his 
social instincts and sympathies to all the members of the same nation, 
though personally unknown to him.”17 Virtue consists in part in the de-
velopment of the sympathy one feels toward one’s family and friends to all 
humanity. This does not happen on its own. The extension of sympathy 
toward unrelated individuals requires, first, heroic individuals to set the 
example and, then, “experience, instruction, and habit” to help solidify the 
concern one has for others.18

As the social virtues grow in civilized societies so do the self-regarding 
virtues, which are only to be found in civilized societies. The assumption 
here, though never laid out explicitly, is that self-sacrifice to the commu-
nity is absolutely necessary in primitive societies, but these societies are 
defined narrowly—usually closely related groups of extended families. 
Thus, the self-sacrifice required can be justified on the basis of kin selec-
tion. As man becomes more civilized, his social instincts expand to incor-
porate larger groupings; at the same time, his self-regarding virtues are 
given freer rein since the individual actually gains in importance as he is 
freed from the necessities of day-to-day survival. Thus, civilization at its 
height represents the highest development of both our social and our self-
regarding virtues. In essence, civilization is “complete” when the balance 
between individual and social virtues has been achieved.

For Darwin and Locke, the virtues are the result of nature or instinct, 
reason or intellect, and habit or education. Both end up with some version 
of the Golden Rule, quoted by Darwin as “As ye would that men should 
do to you, do ye to them likewise.”19 The Golden Rule, like Locke’s admo-
nition to preserve all mankind as much as possible, balances the good of 
the community with the good of the individual, reminding the individual 
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that his existence is both necessary for and dependent on a stable commu-
nity. Both Locke and Darwin believe that virtue is “contrary to unguided 
nature” but that it is natural, in that it unfolds out of our natural rational 
and social capacities.20 Thus, while virtue does not emerge directly from 
nature, it can properly be understood as the fulfillment of our nature.

Science, Virtue, and Limited Government

Lockean liberalism is supported by our Darwinian history, and both sup-
port an understanding of virtue that balances individual and social virtues. 
While there are important differences between Locke’s account of human 
nature and morality and Darwin’s account (which I conveniently gloss over 
in this short chapter), both tend to support limited government, natural in-
stincts, and habit or education in society. Locke provides the individualism 
that Darwin’s account may underestimate, and Darwin provides the robust 
sociality that Locke’s account underemphasizes. Both, however, recognize the 
mixed nature of man, both social and individualistic, altruistic and selfish.

It is true that we cannot extract virtue directly from science. Simply 
knowing what we are as animals does not tell us what to do in specific 
situations. The fact-value distinction holds in this very narrow sense. But 
those who believe our nature tells us nothing about virtue are mistaken. 
Virtue emerges from our nature, and we can discover many fundamental 
moral rules from simply knowing what our species needs in order to sur-
vive and how we have evolved. Nature is both a floor and a ceiling in this 
sense; it provides us with the basic necessities for human life while at the 
same time allowing a complex virtue of excellence to emerge over time.

This emergence is not random or relativistic. It comes from the con-
stant balancing of our individual selves and the communities that nurture 
and support our individualism. Both Locke and Darwin struggled with 
this balance, and it is ultimately in a limited government—where people 
are free to experiment with different ways of life, receive approbation and 
blame from their fellow man, and balance on the unstable equilibrium of 
the individual’s relationship with the community—that true virtue emerges. 
Both Locke and Darwin teach us that the virtuous man is the product not 
of nature, society, or government alone but of the complex interplay of all 
three. Virtue thus is both an art and a science or, rather, demonstrates the 
interconnected nature of the two.
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DesCartes, LoCKe,
anD tHe Virtue of
tHe inDiViDuaL

Marc D. Guerra

reNÉ DeSCARteS IS  RoUtINeLY CReDIteD with being the 
“founder”  of modern philosophy. Th at noteworthy title is laden with 

ambiguity. for while it identifi es Descartes as the architect of “modern 
philosophy,” the exact meaning of that ponderous term remains anything 
but “clear and distinct.” Is the type of philosophy that Descartes is cred-
ited with founding one specifi c thing? or does it include several types of 
philosophy that all fall under one common genus? Does the “modern” in 
modern philosophy mean “current”? or does it simply mean “new”? If it is 
the latter, does this mean that modern philosophy is a wholly new kind of 
philosophy? or is it only a new way of philosophizing, a practical innova-
tion in the traditional pursuit of wisdom?

Modern philosophy initially—and in some sense, most discernibly—
comes to sight as something radically diff erent from the kind of philoso-
phy that came before it. Th e “modern” in modern philosophy does not 
so much designate a specifi c period or time in the history of philosophy 
as it specifi es a new understanding of the nature and scope of philo-
sophic inquiry. one can agree with this general claim and still  debate 

8
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what exactly constitutes the decisive shift in this understanding. For ex-
ample, the twentieth-century political philosopher Leo Strauss routinely 
emphasized the essential difference between classical political philosophy, 
by which he meant primarily the kind of theoretical reflections undertak-
en by Plato and Aristotle, and modern political philosophy, by which he 
primarily meant the kind of “realistic” approach taken by Niccolò Machi
avelli. By contrast, the twentieth-century intellectual historian Etienne 
Gilson stressed the essential difference between the kind of speculative 
theological and philosophical reflection that marked twelfth-, thirteenth-, 
and fourteenth-century Scholasticism and the kind of anthropocentric 
and worldly thought that animated the philosophical treatises of the 
sixteenth century.

Unlike the classical philosophy of Plato and Aristotle and the Scholasti-
cism of Bonaventure and Aquinas, the kind of rationalism Descartes pub-
licly advocated fused together, in a new and unprecedented way, philoso-
phy and natural science. Under this new configuration, natural science 
became a constitutive, and to some degree central, element of philosophi-
cal inquiry. Illustrative of this fact is that modern philosophy, as the title 
of Descartes’ Discourse reminds us, proudly possessed and championed a 
method. Over and against the purportedly nebulous and imprecise specu-
lations of pre-modern philosophy, Cartesian rationalism methodologi-
cally deployed scientific “rules.” These rigorous and precise procedures, 
Descartes reports, allowed their practitioner to unravel age-old questions 
that vexed earlier philosophers. Where the philosophic tradition that 
began with Socrates proceeded dialectically, examining commonsense 
opinions and ordinary experiences in the hope of unearthing the prin-
ciples undergirding them, Descartes’ new, quasi-mathematical method 
ostensibly guaranteed certainty and genuine knowledge. Dogmatically 
and systematically doubting all inherited opinions, this method ushered 
in a philosophical science that no longer had the character of ascent. Car-
tesian rationalism proclaimed that method, not speculative metaphysics, 
provided the real grounds or foundations of knowledge. Under its new 
configuration, epistemology would replace metaphysics as the science of 
sciences. It would become the new first philosophy.

But Descartes’ turn to method signaled more than a mere change in 
philosophic approach or orientation. At its core, it reflected a new un-
derstanding of the nature of things as well as a new understanding of the 
nature of human beings. Despite their real and irreducible differences, 
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most notably over the divinely created nature of nature and the reality 
(and therewith the effects) of original sin, classical philosophy and Chris-
tian theology both affirmed the existence of an ordered cosmos or whole 
that human beings, to greater and lesser degrees, could reasonably come 
to know. As Descartes presents it, however, the turn to method is largely 
necessary because the human mind is not equipped to know the whole. In 
fact, the human mind is not really equipped to know any kind of whole, let 
alone “the whole.” This claim is enshrined in the second rule of Descartes’ 
new method: resolve “to divide each of the difficulties . . . into as many 
parts as possible and as may be required to resolve them better.”1 Aristotle 
had famously noted that human beings possess a natural desire to know. 
That desire ultimately culminated in their longing to know the cosmos 
or the whole. But according Descartes, the reach of the being Aristotle 
movingly describes finally exceeds its grasp. The gap between the nature 
of things and the human mind’s natural ability to know is, and will always 
be, too great. In the end, human beings’ natural desire to know the whole 
is rebuffed by nature itself.

Method is thus meant to be Descartes’ scientific and self-asserting re-
sponse to this rebuffing. It allows human beings to conceptualize and, 
hence, to organize nature along lines the human mind can actively grasp 
and consequently actively control. In Descartes’ hands, method becomes 
an instrument through which human beings can theoretically describe the 
inner workings of the universe and harness the energies operative in the 
laws of nature, “which are the same as the laws of mechanics,” and press 
them into human beings’ service.

For Descartes, nature does more than thwart human beings’ deepest and 
loftiest intellectual desires. While frustrating, this obstacle in all likelihood 
would prove painful to a relatively small number of human beings. On a 
much larger and more palpable level, nature seems indifferent, perhaps even 
hostile, to the concrete bodily and physical needs of individual human be-
ings. Far from being unquestionably benevolent and supportive of human 
beings’ aspirations and well-being, Descartes reminds us, nature visibly and 
universally sanctions human disease, death, and decay. By nature, each and 
every human being finds himself or herself not in the tranquil garden of 
Genesis or Lucretius but, rather, in a world that subjects each individual to 
constant bodily afflictions and the ever-encroaching “infirmity of old age.”2

Taking his cue from Francis Bacon, Descartes responds to nature’s 
perceived stinginess by outwardly infusing philosophy—and with it, all 
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“useful” forms of knowledge—with an undeniably earthy goal. Under the 
Cartesian dispensation, knowledge ceases to be something pursued for 
its own sake; likewise, the contemplation of truth (at least as it is popu-
larly presented by Descartes) ceases to be seen as an end in itself. Instead, 
knowledge is said to be desirable only if it is useful—that is, only if it helps 
fulfill human beings’ visible, and seemingly endless, bodily desires and 
physical needs. Punctuating this point, Descartes announces at the end of 
his Discourse (the full title of which is Discourse on the Method of Rightly 
Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking the Truth in the Sciences) that he 
long ago vowed to direct his intellectual energies toward “gaining knowl-
edge which would be very useful in life, and of discovering a practical 
philosophy which might replace the speculative philosophy taught in the 
schools.”3 As Daniel Maher points out in his contribution to this volume, 
to the extent that Descartes successfully depicts “the new science of na-
ture” as the source of “untold humanitarian benefits, [he] is in a position to 
give philosophy the reputation of being beneficial to ordinary people and 
thereby to reorder the relation between philosophy and non-philosophers 
(society or the political community).”

Descartes’ artful attempt to portray the utility of his new philosophy 
and natural science is vividly put on display in the preface to the French 
edition of his Principles, where he likens “the whole of philosophy” to a 
tree, “the roots of which are metaphysics . . . the trunk is physics, and the 
branches emerging from the trunk are all the other sciences, which may be 
reduced to three principle ones, namely, medicine, mechanics, and mor-
als.” Descartes concludes his visual with a reference to “the highest and 
most perfect moral system, which presupposes a complete knowledge of 
the other sciences and is the ultimate level of wisdom.” It is important to 
note that Descartes’ tree is not so much a tree of knowledge of good and 
evil as it is a tree of knowledge of the useful and the moral. His image re-
verses the claims of both Aristotelian philosophy and Christian theology: 
metaphysical truths—no matter how difficult to grasp or how ambiguous 
their precise formulations may be—are not presented as the heights of 
human knowledge. They occupy the lowest point on the tree. As is often 
noted, Descartes never published an account of this “most perfect moral 
system.” Less often noted is the fact that this perfect moral system is said 
to rest on metaphysical foundations that, by Descartes’ own account, his 
new scientific and mathematical method does not need. Perhaps this is 
why he likens metaphysics to the roots of a tree. Like the roots of a tree, 
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metaphysical knowledge, as Descartes presents it at least, remains hidden 
underground, out of the human eye’s natural field of vision.4

Indeed, the naïve and misguided belief that moral science or a science 
of virtue must be wedded to some metaphysic, according to Descartes, 
was classical philosophy’s fatal flaw. Echoing chapter fifteen of Machia-
velli’s Prince, Descartes compares the moral writings of the classical phi-
losophers to “very proud and magnificent palaces built only on sand and 
mud.” Like the other sciences before his time, classical moral philosophy 
too had “shaky foundations.” As a result, what it routinely called virtue was 
“nothing but a case of callousness, or vanity, or desperation, or parricide.” 
When all is said and done, classical philosophy could not “adequately ex-
plain how to recognize a virtue.”5

What, then, is virtue for Descartes? Or, to put it another way, what con-
stitutes a virtuous action for Descartes? The answers to these questions 
obviously lie well beyond what can reasonably be achieved in this chap-
ter. In their place, let me offer three brief preliminary observations. Each 
observation sheds some light on Descartes’ complicated and somewhat 
hidden understanding of virtue. And each sheds some light on how his 
depiction of human beings’ place in the world relates to the corresponding 
views of human beings, human freedom, and human virtue that would 
later be advanced by early modern political philosophers such as Thomas 
Hobbes and John Locke.

Contrary to Charles Taylor’s provocative claim, Descartes’ cogitating 
self does represent something new under the sun. Taylor alleged to find 
early intimations of the Cartesian “I” in the first-person discourse that 
runs through St. Augustine’s Confessions.6 To be sure, Descartes’ Discourse 
and his Meditations, like St. Augustine’s Confessions, are written from the 
perspective of the first person. But in truth this is where the similarities 
end. Where the self-conscious and unique person on display in the Confes-
sions memorably declares that God is more intimate (and real) to him than 
he is to himself, the one—and perhaps only—thing the “I” at the center of 
Descartes’ famous cogito knows for certain is himself. But what exactly 
does the Cartesian “I” know other than that he doubts and, hence, that 
he thinks and, hence, that he exists? As Descartes elsewhere makes clear, 
the cogitating “I” knows he has passions. In The Passions of the Soul, Des-
cartes locates six essential passions in human beings: wonder, love, hatred, 
desire, joy, and sadness. Originating in material, biological changes in the 
body, these passions “dispose our soul to want the things which nature 
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deems useful for us, and to persist in this volition.”7 Lacking any natural 
order, the human soul, as Descartes describes it, is a cauldron of passions. 
Whatever order the passions take in the soul therefore needs to be im-
posed. In a perhaps unexpected way, the famed rationalist Descartes here 
readily describes reason as playing a subordinate role to the passions in the 
moral life of most human beings. As he notes in the conclusion of his work 
on the passions, for most human beings “it is on the passions alone that all 
the good and evil of this life depends.”8

Yet human beings are not simply cogitating, passionate beings. They are 
also, as Descartes emphasizes in a myriad of ways, volitional beings. The 
volitional power that we human beings possess “renders us in a certain way 
like God by making us masters of ourselves.”9 Descartes, however, wants 
human beings to realize that their volitional powers extend well beyond 
the boundaries of self-mastery; at their core, they hold out the promise 
that, aided by the new philosophy and new natural science, human be-
ings can at long last become god-like “masters and possessors of nature.” 
Because his scientific method cannot affirm a natural order in the human 
soul, self-mastery for Descartes takes on a very different meaning than it 
had in either classical philosophy or Christian theology. Self-mastery comes 
to look more and more like willful, individual self-direction. If mecha-
nistic, non-teleological nature fails to give us a goal and our souls do not 
point, even dimly, to any pre-established, external end, the self-conscious, 
cogitating individual must appoint an end or ends for himself.

The need to rely upon willful resolution and willful self-determination 
finds multiple expressions in Descartes’ writings. For example, though 
clearly not his final word on the matter, Descartes’ self-imposed provisional 
moral code required him “to be as firm and decisive in [his] actions as [he] 
could, and to follow even the most doubtful opinions.”10 What is more, 
moral truths, Descartes admits, are rarely “clearly perceived.” In fact, in 
moral matters all too often we find that we do not even have “probable 
truths” at our disposal. For this reason, when it comes to matters of mo-
rality and virtue, “it is . . . not necessary that our reason . . . be free from 
error.” As Descartes informs Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia in their long 
correspondence, in the realm of moral action “all that is needed is for a 
conscience to testify that we never lacked resolution and virtue to carry 
out whatever we have judged the best course.”11

Yet what precisely does a morally virtuous person seek to do? What if 
anything does Descartes, unlike the “ancient pagans,” present as a “recog-
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nizable” moral or political virtue? The answer to this question is the Carte-
sian virtue of generosity, which, as Descartes presents it, is not an acquired 
virtue—lacking any naturally established order or end, the human soul is 
not fitted to acquire virtues for which it has any natural potential. Rather, 
generosity is rooted in a humor or a disposition with which one is born. 
The generous human being knows “in what manner and for what reason 
anyone ought to have esteem or contempt for himself.”12 Conceptually, 
Cartesian generosity, perhaps not surprisingly, can be broken down into 
two parts: “the first consists in knowing that nothing truly belongs to [the 
generous person] but this freedom to dispose his volitions, and that he 
ought to be praised or blamed for no other reason than his using this free-
dom well or badly”; the second “consists in [the generous person’s] feeling 
within himself a firm and constant resolution to use it well—that is, never 
to lack the will to undertake and carry out whatever he judges to be best.”13

In his Ethics, Aristotle described magnanimity not by giving speeches 
about the virtue as a mean between extremes but by painting a nuanced, 
complex picture of the great-souled man.14 One cannot help but get the im-
pression that Descartes deliberately sought to go Aristotle one better. He 
does not offer a nameless, faceless picture of his outstanding virtuous type. 
Quite the contrary, the Discourse presents Descartes himself as a model of 
generosity. In this work, Descartes informs his reader that he was forced 
to publish his findings in accord with the “law which obliges all who desire 
the general well-being of mankind.”15 While all human beings presumably 
are obliged to follow this law, not all can follow it in the same way. And 
not all (indeed apparently no one else) can follow it in the way Descartes 
does. After all, by his telling, he was the first person to discover the utility 
and certainty of the new method. He was the one who discovered a new 
science that is (or claims to be) both theoretical and practical at one and 
the same time. Plato and Aristotle spoke of no such science. Admittedly, 
Catholic Christianity speaks of such a science, namely, the science of the-
ology or sacred doctrine. But that science, by Catholicism’s own admis-
sion, possesses this unique ability due to the unique nature of its object, 
the triune God who cannot be known unless He is loved. By contrast, Des-
cartes’ science possesses this ability because he reportedly uncovered the 
true complexity and true nature of nature. Studying in isolation, Descartes 
discovered that nature cannot be truly and certainly known unless it is 
acted upon, that is, unless it is methodically subjected to a series of experi-
ments. (The deliberate aping of Catholic theology’s claim to be theoretical 
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and practical, we take it, is part of what Thomas Hibbs has in mind when 
he speaks of Descartes’ “strategy for bypassing the debate between Athens 
and Jerusalem”). “Communicating faithfully to the public,” his discovery 
is thus a great act of generosity on Descartes’ part. By doing this—and 
seemingly undoing the overall thrust of the “single architect” argument he 
had initially used to lend legitimacy to his new method, Descartes claims 
he hopes to combine “the lives and labors of many . . . working together” 
for mankind’s general welfare. United in this project, Descartes proposes 
humanity “might make much greater progress . . . than anyone could make 
on his own.”16

Descartes’ act of generosity issues in an outward call for future genera-
tions to rally around a new and unprecedented scientific, humanitarian 
project. The allure of this project unites human beings on the level of the 
passions. But the unity it achieves, on closer inspection, is more apparent 
than real. Descartes’ rhetoric masks the fact that this scientific, humani-
tarian project turns on the recognition not of a common moral, social, 
and political good that human beings substantially share but on the self-
identified and self-recognized good of the Cartesian individual, that is, 
the ego that methodologically thinks of itself as separate from, and jeop-
ardized by, the world around it. Within such a framework, philosophy’s 
new purported goal, mastery of nature, appeals to all—philosophers, sci-
entists, technicians, and ordinary human beings—alike, because it appeals 
to each individually. The cogitating individual, along with other cogitating 
individuals, wills Nature’s mastery in the hope that such control will bring 
about his or her future health, security, comfort, and tranquility.

Recognition of (and aversion to) “innumerable diseases, both of the 
body and of the mind, and . . . the infirmity of old age . . . and the brevity 
of life” is the touchstone Descartes uses to solidify his rhetorical appeal 
to the individual’s particular concerns with self-interest. Self-interest thus 
understood is the true basis and standard of moral and political virtue in 
the Cartesian humanitarian project, whether that standard is viewed on a 
small or on a grand scale. It links the particular concerns for health and 
longevity of particular individuals with the particular desires for health 
and longevity of every other individual. Yet the appeal of this notion of 
self-interest studiously gains force from describing both the self-conscious 
individual and “mankind” or “humanity” abstractly. It is only when viewed 
abstractly that disease, decay, and death appear to be particular, embodied—
hence, related—human being’s primary and most palpable experience of 



Descartes, Locke, and the Virtue of the Individual     151     

Nature. It is only when viewed abstractly that disease, decay, and death 
appear to be what human beings collectively and communally most hold 
in common.

The great paradox is that the method that lies at the heart of Descartes’ 
new science and new philosophy cannot rationally account for the moral 
reason that Descartes should exercise generosity on behalf of other hu-
man beings in the first place. His passionate appeal for others to enlist 
the new science he discovered in a humanitarian project to transform the 
natural world feeds off moral capital for which his new method cannot 
account. But the paradox is more complicated than this. Descartes’ new 
method erodes the theoretical credibility of this kind of moral capital, at 
least inasmuch as it portrays such moral capital as having no scientific ba-
sis in the method. Here, we encounter a feature of Descartes’ thought that 
today has become conventional—hence unquestioned—wisdom, namely, 
the familiar scientific distinction between “facts and values.” Descartes’ 
new scientific method renders facts, not values. Yet this means it cannot 
scientifically validate itself as morally good. Descartes’ appeal to take 
up the new science of mastery is meant to evoke a moral response in 
individuals even as the new science methodologically insists that such 
appeals are unscientific.

In the final analysis, the moral science behind the project of mastery 
turns out to be, in this crucial respect, remarkably similar to the older 
moral science it was meant to replace: each form of science rests on pre-
suppositions that the strict requirements of Cartesian rationalism—indeed, 
any kind of strict rationalism, whether it be ancient, medieval, or modern—
cannot reasonably prove. One important difference between the two sci-
ences is that the moral science advanced by the “ancient pagans” quietly, 
but openly, admitted it was not a presupposition-less science. Descartes, 
unlike many of his exuberant and all too uncritical followers, no doubt 
knew of this similarity. He intimates as much in his work Le Monde, a 
volume he chose not to publish after witnessing Galileo’s condemnation by 
the Roman Inquisition. As he does in the Discourse, Descartes there sets 
forth “rules” that would seem to allow future generations of human beings 
to pursue the project of producing a “new world.”17 But he also informs us 
that his reader should look upon this project and the promise it holds forth 
“as if ” it were “a fable.”18

In writing a fable, an author necessarily has to paint a picture that uses 
both “shadow as well as bright colors.”19 The juxtaposition of shadows and 
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bright colors allows the artist to paint stark contrasts. Yet stark contrasts 
often make objects appear far more defined and far more vivid than they 
really and naturally are. The Cartesian individual is one such object. Des-
cartes makes his account of the cogitating “I” and his account of the free-
dom and power wielded by this “I” and his account of nature’s indifference 
and hostility to particular human beings seem more real and more natural 
than they are.

The moral and political utility of this exaggeration was not lost on Des-
cartes’ most serious politically minded student, John Locke. There are 
important differences between the two men’s thought, to be sure. Most 
obviously, in his writings Locke pays far more attention to politics and 
civil affairs than Descartes does in his. The First or Second Treatise or A 
Letter concerning Toleration finds no exact parallel in Descartes’ corpus. 
Less obvious are the philosophic differences between the two. For exam-
ple, Locke, in contrast to Descartes, explicitly argues against the claim that 
human beings possess innate knowledge. Locke, in fact, seems to suggest 
that Descartes’ famous cogito incorrectly depends on a doctrine of innate 
ideas.20 Still, such differences do not obscure the fact that Locke takes up 
key aspects of Descartes’ account of the individual, nature, and morality, 
even as he enlists these accounts in his own moral and political project.

Locke develops his idea of the autonomous individual amid a descrip-
tion of life in the state of nature. This description is not primarily meant to 
provide a historical account of human origins and beginnings, though it 
does purport to do just that. It is meant to bring to light the fundamental 
social relation that one human being naturally has to another. The state 
of nature does not refer to a bygone human era; it remains the de facto 
natural state of human existence. As Locke describes it, the state of nature 
exists where human beings exist. Illustrative of this is his claim that “all 
Princes and Rulers of Independent Governments all through the World 
are in a State of Nature.” Indeed, the “World never was, nor ever will be, 
without Numbers of Men in that State.”21

Locke describes life in the state of nature as a “state of perfect free-
dom.”22 He goes so far as to say that “in the State of Nature, every one has 
the Executive Power of the Law of Nature.”23 Bound only by those bonds to 
which they freely give their consent, individuals in the state of nature are 
unfettered by the bonds and the demands of blood, friends, and society.24 
The state of perfect freedom is simultaneously a state of perfect isolation 
and autonomy. Locke is quick to add, however, that while born into perfect 
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freedom individuals in the state of nature live under “a Law of Nature . . . 
which obliges every one. . . . Reason, which is that Law, teaches all man-
kind who will but consult it that, being all equal and independent, no one 
ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possession.”25 This Law 
is “plain and intelligible to all rational Creatures.”26 The “Law of Nature” 
or “Reason,” as Locke describes it, actually underscores the solitary and 
autonomous life that individuals lead in the state of nature and governs 
human beings in the state of nature as individuals. More specifically, it re-
minds them that their foremost concern must necessarily be for their own 
self-preservation: “wrought into the very principles of their nature,” self-
preservation is the “first and strongest desire God planted in men.”27 To 
be a rational being, Locke intimates, is to think of oneself as an individual 
seeking self-preservation.

The desire for self-preservation is “a foundation of a right to the Crea-
tures.”28 As such, it can “never” be neglected.29 This holds true, for Locke, 
even after human beings consent to live in civil society: “no Man, or Society 
of Men, having a Power to deliver up their Preservation, or consequently 
the means of it . . . whenever any one shall go about bringing them into such 
a Slavish Condition, they will always have a right to preserve what they have 
not a power to part with; and to rid themselves of those who invade this 
Fundamental, Sacred, and unalterable law of Self-Preservation.”30 The law of 
nature and the right to self-preservation it is based upon powerfully reaf-
firm the individual and self-referential nature of human existence. Both 
remind human beings that “Man [is never allowed] to abandon himself, as 
to neglect his own preservation.”31

The “unalterable” demands of self-preservation explain Locke’s initially 
perplexing claim that “Princes and Rulers of Independent Governments” 
exist in a state of nature. Their relation remains outside the consensual 
agreements that construct civil society. Absent a consented-upon author-
ity to rule over them, the relation between sovereigns of different politi-
cal communities reverts back to the relation of human beings in the state 
of nature. The example Locke uses to illustrate the reality of the state of 
nature indirectly illuminates the ambiguous existence human beings cur-
rently enjoy. As Locke describes it, human life is the product of a curious 
and delicate combination of nature and historical construction. Abdicat-
ing some of their natural freedom, human beings consent to live within 
the confines of civil society. And yet even after doing this, on some level, 
they retain possession of the liberty they naturally possess as human 
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beings. Human life as it is experienced is, to use Locke’s terminology, a 
mixed mode. It blends together natural freedom and unnatural, because 
acquired, restraint. The individual Locke describes—and to whom his 
work is addressed—accordingly is also something of a construction. As 
Sara Henary aptly shows in her contribution to this volume, the “I” who is 
the Lockean individual is the joint product of the complex (and partially 
mysterious) comingling of nature and history.

Locke recognizes that his claim about the executive power wielded by 
individuals in the state of nature is extraordinary. He repeatedly calls it a 
“strange Doctrine.”32 Though strange, this claim is not absurd; after all, the 
demands of the law of nature are explicitly identified with the demands of 
Reason. The claim’s strangeness stems from the fact that it is so seldom fol-
lowed. The problem is not general ignorance. All human beings know they 
have an overriding right to self-preservation. The problem stems from 
knowing the proper relation of the universal to the particular. For sur-
prisingly few human beings truly—that is, rationally—know what the de-
mands of self-preservation actually call for at any particular time or in any 
particular situation. Locke traces this failure back to the individual’s preju-
dices and passions as well as to his lack of study.33 Each of these obstacles 
prevents individual human beings from rationally applying the universal 
demand of the law of nature “to their particular cases.”34

The full measure of the awe-inspiring freedom individuals are said to pos-
sess comes to sight in Locke’s treatment of property. Locke’s account of prop-
erty, like Descartes’ account of the new science, ultimately requires human 
beings to think of themselves as remarkably separate from, and in many ways 
jeopardized by, the world around them. According to Locke, in the state of 
nature no one had “a private dominion exclusive to the rest of mankind.”35 
Because private property did not originally exist in the state of nature, the 
fruit of the trees and the beasts of the land could be enjoyed by any indi-
vidual at any time. Despite the uninhibited access individuals had to the flora 
and fauna, life in the state of nature was characterized by penury and needi-
ness. For when left untouched, the bounty that nature naturally produces 
jeopardizes the individual’s survival: “Land that is left wholly to Nature, that 
hath no improvement of Pasturage, Tillage, or Planting, is called, as indeed it 
is, waste.”36 Whereas Hobbes had said that violence at the hands of another is 
the chief threat to human life in the state of nature, Locke suggests that hun-
ger, something less outwardly alarming but occurring more regularly and 
therefore more menacing, is the individual’s true enemy.
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There is one great and decisive exception to the lack of ownership that 
characterizes life in the state of nature. Locke asserts that “every Man has 
a Property in his own Person. This nobody has any right to but himself.”37 
Self-ownership, a claim to absolute autonomy that is inconceivable to 
anyone who does not think of themselves as a self-subsisting individual, 
provides a basis for overcoming nature’s indifference to the lived life of 
individual human beings. To the extent that a human being is the rightful 
possessor of himself he is the rightful possessor of what he produces with 
his own hands. Locke’s argument is as follows: because each individual 
owns himself, and because each laborer is a self-owning individual, each 
laborer owns the products or property he produces.38 Every possession a 
human being can rightfully make claim to, whether in the state of nature 
or in civil society, ultimately rests on the individual’s primordial and most 
essential natural possession, namely, himself. Self-ownership and produc-
tive, self-interested freedom, Locke argues, come together to rescue indi-
viduals from the hunger and likely starvation that nature blithely sanctions 
as their birthright.

The connection between Descartes’ idea of mastery of nature and 
Locke’s theory of ownership and labor is clear. From the Lockean individ-
ual’s point of view nature on its own provides little of vital human impor-
tance and value. If it were simply up to nature, the individual human being 
would most likely perish. Fortunately, through his labor an individual can 
“improve” on nature.39 Such improvement, Locke states, necessarily re-
quires the transformation of nature. As a result of his labor, the individual 
“add[s] something . . . [to] Nature.”40 This added something “alter[s] the 
intrinsick value of things” for the better, at least from the self-identified 
and self-referential perspective of the individual.41 Having “subdued” and 
“changed” nature, the individual introduces goods of genuine “value” and 
meaning into the human world. Again and again in his treatment of prop-
erty, Locke states that the transformative effect of labor “puts the difference 
of value on everything.”42 In fact, chapter 5 of the Second Treatise strongly 
suggests the individual is the only natural thing that possesses inher-
ent value. Everything else that comes from the hand of nature is “almost 
worthless.” Taken together, the discussions of the state of nature, labor, 
and property in the Second Treatise indicate that “value,” for all practical 
purposes, is a construction of the autonomous individual’s making.

The extent to which Locke extends the idea that “value” is a human 
construct is drawn out and put on partial display in his Essay concerning 
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Human Understanding. The Essay seeks to identify the precise source and 
discernible limits of human knowledge. Although unmistakably theoreti-
cal in tone as well as content, the work is replete with moral import. Locke 
actually makes some of his most jarring, yet revealing, claims about the ra-
tional status of moral knowledge and moral virtue in this seemingly purely 
epistemological and scientific work.

In book 1 of the Essay, Locke cites human beings’ common and reoc-
curring desire to have the reason behind this or that moral rule explained 
to them as evidence of the lack of innate ideas and principles in the hu-
man mind. Expanding on this claim, he notes that if asked a “Christian,” 
a “Hobbist,” and an “old heathen” philosopher would give different ex-
planations as to why a particular moral rule should be obeyed. Locke’s 
comparative remark has the calculated, direct effect of shifting attention 
away from the question of what the human mind objectively knows about 
a specific moral principle to a consideration of the internal psychic rea-
son that a Christian or a Hobbist or a classical philosopher does what he 
does. Christians perform moral acts not because they seek the beatitude 
and happiness that come from being in communion with God but because 
“God, who has the power of eternal life and death, requires it of us.”43 The 
morality of the Christian, Locke states, has little to do with the perfec-
tion of his being. It is predicated on a calculated cost/benefit analysis of 
the comparative desirability of eternal life and eternal perdition. A similar 
calculus is made by the Hobbist. The Hobbist acts morally out of fear; he 
seeks to avoid the wrath that awaits law-breakers in the Leviathan state. 
Apparently, only the classical philosopher refuses to act out of a moral 
calculus. When asked why he acts morally, the philosopher would respond 
“because it was dishonest, below the dignity of man, and opposite to vir-
tue, the highest perfection of human nature.”44

However, the philosopher’s response does not accurately reflect the 
truth of the matter, as Locke states later in the Essay. Because it is built on 
a faulty epistemology, the classical philosopher’s understanding of virtue 
falsely invests specific moral claims with an objective weight and solidity 
that cannot be scientifically supported. In the second book of the Essay, 
Locke speaks of the “Philosophical law.” This law is said to be “the measure 
of virtue and vice.” Yet Locke quickly qualifies this claim; he associates the 
philosophical law, the measure of virtue and vice, with “the law of opin-
ion or reputation.”45 Virtue and vice are simply “names,” words that are 
“pretended, and supposed everywhere to stand for actions in their own 
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nature right and wrong.”46 Like the property and goods individuals value, 
virtue also finds little or no support in nature. In making this claim, Locke 
does more than reduce, say, Aristotle’s arguments about the moral or ethi-
cal virtues to mere opinions—though he undoubtedly does do that. Locke 
effectively reconfigures the entire “scientific” discussion of morality and 
moral virtue along nominalist lines. What is called a virtue or a vice, he 
argues, does not, in the final analysis, correspond to any objective, ratio-
nally knowable reality. What goes by the name of courage or moderation 
or justice is simply a name that “stands for” a quality that has been invested 
with “reputation or discredit” in a specific “country and society.”47 The 
term “virtue” merely names a concept; it does not correspond to a reality 
that the word “virtue” captures and signifies. This is what the old heathen 
philosopher failed to recognize when he mistakenly said that a particular 
moral act did or did not comport with “the dignity of man” and the “per-
fection of human nature.”

Locke’s theoretical nominalism allows him to recast virtue as a man-
made value or construct. Under this configuration, virtue ceases to be 
understood as a fixed, objective excellence that perfects a human being 
because he is a human being. At best, specific qualities or characteristics 
can only be understood as virtues of this or that particular human being. 
From this conceptually narrowed but carefully focused perspective, the 
difference between one proposed moral end and another is seen to have 
the same scientific status as the difference between an individual prefer-
ence for a relish made out of “apples, plumbs, or nuts.”48 This is the un-
derstanding of virtue that someone who looks upon Nature as personally 
indifferent and wasteful must have. In other words, this is the virtue of the 
Individual, abstractly and systematically conceived.

To a great degree, the proponents of modern political philosophy and 
the liberal, democratic regime it helped bring into existence deliber-
ately took the idea of the abstract individual as their point of departure. 
Descartes and Locke played key (though by no means exclusive and ex-
haustive) roles in shaping our understanding of the modern individual. 
Descartes and Locke managed to do this by providing calibrated and rhe-
torically powerful alternative accounts to the descriptions in both classical 
philosophy and Christian theology of human beings and their unique and 
privileged place in the world. And yet, as we have seen, these alternative 
accounts achieved their clarity by engaging in extreme exaggerations—
whether it was exaggerating the indifference or the stinginess of nature 
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and the natural order, or exaggerating the freedom enjoyed by individual 
human beings, or exaggerating the independence one individual human 
being has from another.

The individuals depicted by Descartes and Locke do not really exist by 
nature. They are the products, to use Descartes’ word, of a “fable.” But they 
are the products of fables that have some real and recognizable moorings 
in reality: truthfully, the natural order does seem to be noticeably indiffer-
ent to many of the personal desires and aspirations of embodied human 
being, and human life really does seem to be marked by both our depen-
dence on and independence from other self-conscious, free human beings. 
Cartesian science and Lockean science, each in its own way, give us partial 
truths, partial truths that present themselves as whole or all-explanatory 
truths. As the essays in this volume demonstrate, one of our challenges is 
to think seriously about what these partial truths can and cannot tell us 
about ourselves and our world. Put another way, one of the challenges fac-
ing post-modern human beings is to think seriously about the real relation 
that the virtue of the Individual and the virtuous human individual have 
to each other.
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sCienCe, Virtue, anD
tHe BirtH of MoDernity
or, on tHe teCHno-tHeo-LoGiC of 
MoDern neurosCienCe

Jeffrey P. Bishop

it ShoULD Not Be SURPRISING to US thAt the fi gures of the early 
modern period that shaped the new science were also the fi gures that 

shaped our political philosophies. Both the rationalists and the empiricists 
shaped this early modern philosophy of both our political and scientifi c 
practices. Politics and science seem always to have gone together. In ana-
lyzing René Descartes’ political philosophy and epistemology, Catherine 
Pickstock notes that the second part of the Discourse on Method begins 
with the metaphor of the city. Descartes appeals to analogies “of architec-
ture, city-planning, and governmental structure to describe his method 
for the composition and organization of knowledge.”1 Pickstock goes on 
to describe the way in which the ordering of knowledge mimics a city 
that is defended from chaos. Th is citadel of one person, alone, ordering 
knowledge is the paradigm of knowing for Descartes. formal consistency 
is more important than embodied and communal goods. Moreover, by ap-
peal to the work of several Cartesians scholars, Th omas hibbs has drawn 
our attention to the univocity of language and homogeneity of  method 
used by Cartesian science.2 Th e universal mathesis allows one not only 

9
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to know geometry but also to order all knowledge according to the same 
measure, including political and moral goods.

Thomas Hobbes attempts to deploy the univocal geometry of Descartes 
to build the new city. Hobbes, a geometrician and friend of Descartes, 
was also secretary to the Lord Chancellor, Francis Bacon. According to 
Hobbes, the geometer king would make the space of the city to cohere in a 
manner similar to the axioms of geometry. Within the geometric mathesis 
of the city, a person might withstand the violence of the state of nature, 
where life “is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”3 It seems to me that 
it was Hobbes’ motif of survival against the state of nature that would take 
a more Victorian and romantic turn in Darwin’s natural selection, such 
that Hobbesian political philosophy helped to shape Darwinian biology.

John Locke, a physician, thought of himself as a natural philosopher 
(that is to say, a scientist), yet we think of him as a political philosopher. 
For instance as a scientist, we find him speaking of primary qualities in 
An Essay concerning Human Understanding, which are properties or pow-
ers inherent in objects. Reason and liberty are powers, properties, of hu-
man being.4 And in the Second Treatise of Government, he states that men 
band together in society “for the mutual Preservation of their Lives, Liber-
ties and Estates,” which he calls “by the general Name, Property.”5 In both 
his natural philosophy and his political philosophy, much hangs on the 
ideas of properties and powers. Properties adhere closely to the essence 
of things, including humankind. As he notes, “man . . . hath by Nature a 
Power . . . to preserve his Property, that is, his Life, Liberty and Estate.”6 
Life is a property of human being; liberty is a property of human being.

Still, for me, the one figure we have not dealt with is someone who pre-
dates all of these figures—namely, Francis Bacon, the father of modern 
empiricism. Bacon was also a political operative his entire life.7 I want to 
draw our attention to Bacon not because he gives us a new inductive sci-
ence, a new empirical science, though surely this is true. I shall argue that 
the stance he takes to nature transforms early modern philosophy into 
techno-science even before robust technological innovation had begun. In 
other words, rather than his being the father of the new, inductive method 
for the acquisition of new knowledge, it was instead the stance that he 
took to nature that transformed science. This form of techno-science—
knowledge that can do things—comes to shape the recent research into 
things like moral formation, all with an eye to controlling human virtue 
and vice. In short, I shall conclude with Heidegger that modern science is 



162     Jeffrey P. Bishop

really techno-science, knowledge that does technological work. It seems 
that human beings become the raw material for a better, more moral polis.

Bacon on Knowledge of Physics and Metaphysics

Before getting to Francis Bacon, I need, with the assistance of Simon 
Oliver, to provide some background. In a thoroughgoing historical and 
conceptual analysis of the philosophy of motion, Oliver examines how 
understandings of motion shifted after the publication of the Principia 
Mathematica.8 Oliver describes how that shift in understandings of mo-
tion had begun centuries prior to Isaac Newton. He traces the philosophy 
of motion from Plato through Aristotle, Avicenna, Robert Grosseteste, 
Roger Bacon, and Thomas Aquinas. A brief explication of Oliver’s admi-
rable work is warranted, as it will assist in my thesis.

Today, we think of motion as movement through space, that is, locomo-
tion. With Aristotle motion is not limited strictly to the realm of physics 
and local movement through space. Motion, for Aristotle, is the passage 
from “potency to act.”9 Where today we think of “act” or “action” as a kind 
of doing of something, Aristotle thought of act as more a state of being, 
where being itself is in motion. A rock, as rock, can be said to be in the act 
of being rock. Thus, Aristotle’s understanding of motion had metaphysical 
import; to move from potency to act is to move from potential through 
becoming to being actualized. “Such motion,” Oliver claims, “is explained 
not in terms of mechanistic chance and necessity, but rather in terms of 
teleology and the order of formal and final causes which render the cos-
mos intelligible.”10 For Aristotle, then, there is a hierarchy of the sciences, 
and motion is relevant at every level. “The sciences are productive, practi-
cal or theoretical according to whether their goal consists in the making 
of artifacts, the human performance of actions or the attainment of prin-
ciples.”11 Thus, Aristotle could speak of motion at the level of physics, at 
the level of the poetical and rhetorical sciences, at the level of politics and 
ethics, and finally at the level of the theoretical sciences (natural philoso-
phy, mathematics, and metaphysics).12

However, Oliver notes, as early as the great Persian philosopher Ibn 
Sina (Avicenna), we begin to see a kind of dualistic separation between 
physics and metaphysics.13 This dualism trickles down through history to 
shape the thinking of Roger Bacon and finds its most robust articulation in 
the work of Isaac Newton. Oliver notes that, in Newton’s account, motion 
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becomes movement through efficient causation, solely. Thus, with New-
ton, we see a decisive break with the Aristotelian understanding of motion 
as something relevant to many spheres of being and doing, along with a 
break with Aristotelian metaphysics. Newtonian physics is concerned not 
with motion per se but with the forces that cause a body to move or to 
resist movement.14 That is to say, the study of motion became the study 
of forces and the study of prior efficient causes in the immanent series 
of causes and effects. There is not space here to describe it, but with 
the work of the great physiologist Claude Bernard we see that physiol-
ogy, following a Newtonian physics, would become concerned primarily 
with efficient causation.

With this explanation, we can return to Francis Bacon, who was clearly 
already influenced by the shift in metaphysics after Ibn Sina, Robert Grosse-
teste, and Roger Bacon. For Francis Bacon, the relationship of knowledge 
to power is of great interest, because power, the use of force, is how one 
controls the world and knowledge of power is how one knows what to do 
in order to cause new things to come into being efficiently. Bacon states:

Finally, we want all and everyone to be advised to reflect on the true 
ends of knowledge (scientia): not to seek it for amusement or for dis-
pute, or to look down on others, or for profit or for face or for power 
or any such inferior ends, but for the uses and benefits of life, and to 
improve and conduct it in charity. For the angels fell because of an ap-
petite for power; and men fell because of an appetite for knowledge.15

Bacon continues, just two sentences later, by noting that his New 
Organon—the new work—should be seen not as an opinion but as a work 
and not for the laying down of dogma “but for human progress, and em-
powerment.”16 So, on the one hand, knowledge is not to be sought for power, 
but it is nonetheless sought for empowerment. Knowledge is power; but 
it ought to be a power to bring effects into the world for good, and not for 
self-aggrandizement.

Thus, the end of power over nature, at the level of human action, is 
human progress. We seek knowledge for empowerment, but still, power 
must be exercised over nature if we are to get nature to reveal her secrets. 
In opposing his inductive method to the deductive method, Bacon states: 
“They [the deductive reasoners] defeat and conquer their adversary by 
disputation; we conquer nature by work.”17 Inductive science is work done 
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to nature. Inductive science is born in the “bowels of nature” and not in 
the minds of men.18

Knowledge—science—is work. Bacon claims that knowledge is ob-
tained by the inductive method in two ways; he calls the two ways the two 
parts of knowledge. The first part of knowledge is description of nature as 
it freely follows the laws to which it has been set. But Bacon goes further 
than mere observation and description. Much more can be learned when 
nature is “confined and harassed, when it is forced from its own condition 
by art and human agency, and pressured and molded.”

Bacon continues, “Moreover (to be plain) we put much more effort and 
many more resources into this [second] part than into the other, and pay 
no attention to men’s disgust or what they find attractive, since nature re-
veals herself more through the harassment of art than in her own proper 
freedom.”19 The work of the new scientists requires the harassment of na-
ture; she must be coerced so that her secrets can be extracted from her. 
Bacon is an advocate of experimental science.20

This brings us to the second feature of Bacon’s contribution to the 
new science, namely, his understanding of knowledge as it relates to 
causes. He notes:

The sorry state of current human knowledge is clear even from com-
mon expressions. It is right to lie down: “to know truly is to know by 
causes.” It is also not bad to distinguish four causes: Material, Formal, 
Efficient, and Final. But of these the Final is a long way from being 
useful; in fact it actually distorts the sciences except in the case of 
human actions. Discovery of Form is almost hopeless. And the Ef-
ficient and Material causes (as commonly sought and accepted, i.e. 
in themselves and apart from the latent process which leads to the 
Form) are perfunctory, superficial things, of almost no value for true, 
active knowledge.21

Bacon is afraid that the simplistic reading of cause and effect—that is to 
say, efficient causes—will mislead. Efficient and material causes at the level 
of the latent structure and processes will get us closer to true knowledge. 
By latent process and latent structure, Bacon means something akin to 
the hidden mechanism and hidden structure. Bacon continues by show-
ing that we creep along by investigating material and efficient causes, with 
hopes of constructing perfect knowledge, which is knowledge of the laws 
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of nature—which he takes to be the forms of nature, that is to say, the 
formal causes. “[H]e who knows forms comprehends the unity of nature,” 
and so he can “bring forth things which have never been achieved.”22

Here, Bacon shifts the emphasis of the four Aristotelian causes, bal-
ancing them differently than would Aristotle. Final causes are not part 
of knowledge or science; formal causes are truly laws of nature, but they 
can be known only through a deep understanding of efficient and mate-
rial causes. By studying material and efficient causes, along with the latent 
process and the latent structure, one can come close to having full knowl-
edge of the laws of nature, the forms.23 So, in his division of the sciences, 
metaphysics is “inquiry after forms.”24 Physics is the examination of mate-
rial and efficient causes, along with the latent process and latent structure. 
Emerging from these sciences, there are two practical arts, one subsidiary 
to physics and the other to metaphysics—namely, mechanics and magic, 
respectively. Each art gives “command over nature,” magic the more so 
because it uses the forms, the laws of nature itself, to give command over 
nature. Perfect knowledge, true knowledge is the power to control nature.

With Bacon, then, we can see in embryonic form the Newtonian under-
standing of causes, of forces acting on bodies in locomotion. This under-
standing of locomotion and forces would achieve fruition in Newtonian 
physics and would in time come to influence the physiology of the nine-
teenth century. Claude Bernard—eulogized as the Newton of physiologi-
cal science—would also understand the human body in similar fashion.25 
What must have been magic to Bacon became for us merely what falls 
from efficient and formal causes, or perhaps better, what falls from the 
latent structures and processes of objects of inquiry. The new method in 
science must coerce nature in order for her to give up her secrets, the latent 
structures and processes of efficient and material causation. One instru-
ments nature in order to know it, in order to have control over it. What Ba-
con calls forms of nature, or laws of nature, became for us the force behind 
the mechanisms—one thing falling on another in the latent, mechanical 
process. Certainly mastery over these forces must have seemed magical to 
Bacon. Moreover, knowledge of formal causes or laws would in time fall 
from the lofty metaphysical structures of Aristotle and the occult magic of 
Bacon’s time and become mere physics and mechanics for us.26

So, what of Aristotle’s fourth cause, final causes? In the end, Bacon 
does allow final causation back into the schema of knowledge after he 
had bracketed it. As we already noted, final causes are useless and distort 
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our knowledge except in human action. And it is here, then, that we find 
the justification for the instrumentation of nature. The new science ex-
ists “to relieve the human estate.”27 It is the usefulness of information to 
bring effects into the world that serves to justify—morally, politically, and 
epistemologically—the pursuit of knowledge in Bacon’s new empirical sci-
ence. How do we know that we know something? We know that we know 
something when we can manipulate the beings of the world through the 
deployment of knowledge. In fact, the definition of knowledge under pat-
ent law today is precisely this; it can be patented as knowledge if we can 
do something with the information. True knowledge—that is, patentable 
knowledge—is power to bring effects into the world. True science seeks 
to understand the power of nature, of the laws of nature, of formal causa-
tion. Human empowerment is obtained when one has power, that is to say, 
knowledge of the forces of locomotion, to control nature.

I have attempted to show that it was not just Francis Bacon’s method—
induction—that caused a great shift in science but, instead, his understand-
ing of the laws of nature, the metaphysics of formal causes, and power. I 
think that we can see as early as Bacon that more than pure observational 
science of inductive reasoners was at work. Instead, we see an ordering of 
knowledge directed at human ends, that is to say, already on the hunt for 
technological manipulation of nature, to relieve the human estate.28 Even 
while one must bracket teleology in order to seek and to know perfectly, 
according to Bacon the justification for going forward on the quest for 
knowledge is empowerment over nature. And the justification for instru-
menting nature is to coerce her to give up her secrets so that she might be 
coerced and ordered into human production. In other words, science is 
techno-logical, in much the way that Heidegger means it; we must harness 
the power in nature in order to control it.

Power Ontology, Power Biology, Power Neuroscience

While Darwin is not known as an experimental scientist, I do believe 
that we can see a similar metaphysical principle of power behind an idea 
like natural selection and evolution. Nature puts forward new beings, 
which survive to procreation, perpetuating the kind of being that each 
one is. In other words, various new forms of life (various beings) are put 
forward in nature (the forms of nature are varied), and various forces in 
nature lead to changes in the environments. There is a power behind na-
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ture and natural selection. The hidden laws of nature, the forms of nature, 
and the forces of nature are at work. In other words, with Darwin, we find 
a kind of power ontology.29 In order to demonstrate the relationship be-
tween a notion like power ontology or power biology and our technologies 
of virtue, I shall first briefly describe the history of metaphysics according 
to Martin Heidegger, and given the complexity of interpreting Heidegger, 
we would do well to take this journey with the assistance of one of the 
clearest interpreters of Heidegger, Iain Thomson.

Oversimplifying Heidegger’s position, metaphysics determines every-
thing. Thomson, in interpreting Heidegger, states:

By codifying and disseminating an understanding of what things are, 
metaphysics provides each historical “epoch” of intelligibility with its 
ontological bedrock. And by furnishing an account of the ultimate 
source from which entities issue, metaphysics supplies intelligibility 
with a kind of foundational justification that . . . Heidegger character-
izes as “theological.”30

In short, the history of the West is a series of bifurcating understand-
ings: the question of “what an entity is” can be understood as what things 
are (ontology), or it can be understood as a question about the existence 
of the paradigmatic entity (theology).31 Ontology searches for whatness, or 
essence; theology searches for thatness, or existence.

Ontology names that branch of metaphysics that concerns itself with 
the being of entities. It “looks for what component element all entities 
share in common”; in other words, ontology looks for the being of entities 
“beyond which no more basic entity can be ‘discovered.’”32 Metaphysics 
is ontology, when it “thinks of beings with an eye for the ground that is 
common to all beings as such.” Thus, ontology names the ousia, the proto-
substance; yet, ontology takes on different “historical character[s]: Phusis, 
Logos, Hen, Idea, Energeia, Substantiality, Objectivity, Subjectivity, Will, 
Will to Power, Will to Will.” Thus, ontology is named differently depend-
ing upon the historical epoch within which it held dominance.33

Heidegger names the other branch of metaphysics as theology, which 
should not be understood in a religious sense but in terms of the god of 
the philosophers. What an entity is, asks about its existence, namely, that 
it is. Theology understood philosophically asks two subsidiary questions 
about the being of things: “‘What is that which is?’ asks both (1) Which 
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entity is in the supreme, paradigmatic, or exemplary sense? and (2) In 
what sense is it?”34 The first question is about the highest entity (be it God 
or, in our time, the universe as it is), and the second is a question about the 
kind of being that it is. In what sense is it (God or, for us, the universe)? So, 
metaphysics thinks theologically when it “thinks of the totality of entities 
as such . . . with regard to the supreme, all-founding entity.” Metaphysics 
as theology is concerned with the causa sui, the self-caused cause, the un-
moved mover, the beingest of beings.35

Heidegger’s interpretation of the recent history of metaphysics went 
something like this, according to Thomson:

Kant thinks “theologically” when he postulates “the subject of sub-
jectivity as the condition of the possibility of all objectivity,” as does 
Hegel when he determines “the highest entity as the absolute in the 
sense of unconditioned subjectivity, that is, as outermost conditions 
on the possibility of intelligibility.36

Heidegger goes on to note that even Nietzsche, who is much less con-
cerned with being and much more concerned with becoming, thinks theo-
logically when he “thinks the existentia of the totality” by proclaiming the 
“eternal return of the same.” After all, eternal recurrence is not just “the 
way that the totality of entities exists . . . but also their highest mode of 
existence (as the closest the endless stream of becoming comes to being).”37

Nietzsche pulls the rug out from under this drive to provide foun-
dations for essence, on the one hand, and existence, on the other, but 
the tension between becoming and return is the same sort of tension 
between ontology and theology. Becoming is essence or ontology; the 
moment of the return of the same is the highest moment in existence. 
Nietzsche proclaims that there are no foundations for being, just an un-
broken succession of one metaphysically grounded epoch arising from 
the ashes of the metaphysics that preceded it.38 In other words, there 
is the eternal circulation of power, with no culmination in being, just 
eternal becoming.39

Here in Nietzsche, we see something akin to evolution, eternal be-
coming. Rather than static beings or static Being about which the West 
seems most concerned, Nietzsche points to the Dionysian element, 
which has been suppressed in service of the ordering power of nature. 
Dionysus, as the god of Chaos, represents the creative and playful force, 
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the force that is most free to become what it will, the power behind the 
organizing formal cause. Biologically speaking, that force or power is 
both similar to the Darwinian notion of selection and also different 
from it, as Nietzsche wishes to distance himself from Darwin. John 
Richardson calls this circulation of power Nietzsche’s “power ontology” 
and “power biology.” These powers or forces are the will to power that 
repeatedly brings forth new life and new possibilities; but “will” must be 
understood differently from agency. The will to power as creative and 
evolutionary force has no robust telos toward which it is aimed. “Will 
to power” is not conscious agency; it has only a hidden cause directed 
successfully to what is the case in the present. It is unpredictable in any 
scientific sense; its essence is becoming. In other words, “entities” are al-
ways at a stage of becoming; those entities that “exist” in the present are 
those that have successfully survived by virtue of the creative forces that 
sustain them in that momentary state. Thus, Nietzsche’s will to power 
should be thought of as non-mentalist or non-conscious becoming—
will without agency.

Our conscious ability to come up with explanations for why living enti-
ties, ourselves included, act in certain ways are false stories that cover over 
the non-conscious will to power.40 In other words, our history of attribut-
ing both formal and final causes to the being of entities is in error. Thom-
son can help to explicate this point further: “entities are only concatena-
tions of forces in the service of will-to-power, a will that strives ultimately 
only for its own unlimited self-aggrandizing increase” (here understood as 
a non-conscious will).41 These concatenations of energy, these forces com-
ing together and breaking apart, have “no goal beyond their own self-aug-
menting increase.”42 As such, “all entities, ourselves included, are thereby 
conceived of ultimately only as raw materials, intrinsically meaningless 
resources (Bestand) on standby merely to be optimally ordered and effi-
ciently disposed of in an endless and unending spiral of constant overcom-
ing.”43 Thus, humans are beings that just happen to be, in this momentary 
stage of becoming, an evolutionary achievement. This “power ontology” 
achieves a new stage in becoming in the evolutionary history of human 
becoming, a moment when a human can turn to order the creative and 
chaotic forces.

A central tenet of Darwinian evolutionary theory is the belief that, through 
selection, the creative power from whence the origin of species arises even-
tually succeeds—that is to say, survives—in the set of environmental 
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circumstances within which it finds itself. However, this ontological creative 
force achieves, according to John Harris, a new state in human history, 
where evolution is no longer natural selection—with starts and stops—
but, instead, deliberate selection.44 Transitional humans have achieved the 
point of new possibility.

This new phase of evolution in which Darwinian evolution, by natu-
ral selection, will be replaced by a deliberately chosen process of se-
lection, the results of which, instead of having to wait the millions of 
years over which Darwinian evolutionary change has taken place, will 
be seen and felt almost immediately. The new process of evolutionary 
change will replace natural selection with deliberate selection, Darwin-
ian evolution with “enhancement evolution.”45

Never mind that Harris misses a key point, namely, that in Darwin-
ian becoming something quite different might emerge than what human 
enhancement of evolution might produce. Still, the point is that rational 
human will directs evolutionary history. This achievement is mediated 
through the deployment of technology with all of its attendant powers.46 
The human will, an evolutionary achievement, turns to order the chaos 
of creative ontology and thereby enacts an ordering theology. The highest 
being turns to order its own becoming.

This new stage of becoming—a culmination in the series of non-
directed creative forces—results in different creative possibilities, accord-
ing to thinkers such as Harris. Earth and its fruits stand ready as a reserve 
of power awaiting the next iteration of these creative forces. Yet, for those 
like Harris, these creative forces—this will to power—turns onto itself in 
human becoming. Thus, the ontology of thinkers like Harris is a power 
ontology, where power circulates in the stops and starts of evolutionary 
biology. The human animal, as a moment of achievement of the natural 
circulation of power coming into being, harnesses these creative evolu-
tionary forces, highlighting a different force, an ordering force that turns 
the chaotic forces to order. Rather than the essential force that creates, the 
essence of all becoming, the human will seeks to order the creative forces 
with a greater ordering force. The human will is a product of the creative 
force of becoming, which turns for the moment to master and control its 
own becoming; and getting to the main point of this chapter, this includes 
the moral and political becoming of humans.
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Ordering Techno-Logic and Political Will

Technology, as we today understand it, is primarily thought of as a neu-
tral tool, an instrument grounded by inductive and experimental reason-
ing about nature and by which we bring desired effects into being. Hu-
mankind produces technology as a means to achieve various ends.47 One 
merely has to apply the proper ethics and politics to the various means to 
achieve the ends. My thesis has been that, beginning with Francis Bacon, 
science/knowledge is already technological, in that one must instrument 
nature in order to know and then to deploy that knowledge instrumen-
tally to bring good effects in the world. In other words, the facts obtained 
by science about nature do not themselves have telei or final causes; final 
causes are post hoc additions to the efficient mechanisms, just as Bacon 
describes.48 Final causes are admitted either through the inscription of an 
individual will and through the addition of a political will or through a 
balancing of these two wills. Nowhere is this clearer than in thinkers such 
as Nick Bostrom, Joel Garreau, Simon Young, Ray Kurzweil, Aubrey de 
Grey, and Michael Rae. They suggest that we can improve upon the human 
condition, generally, and thinkers such as Thomas Douglas suggest that we 
can improve upon the moral condition of the human animal specifically.

In order to explicate how modern science itself is technological, it would 
be helpful to recall the argument of Heidegger’s famous essay “The Ques-
tion concerning Technology.”49 Reflecting on Greek thinking about technē, 
Heidegger there describes the relationship of the four traditional Aristo-
telian causes, showing that they cohered harmoniously in what he calls an 
occasioning, a kind of bringing together of causes such that entities appear 
in the phenomenological sense. The four Aristotelian causes let what is not 
yet present come into relief, and this, Heidegger concludes, is poiēsis. For 
the Greeks, Phusis (nature) was the highest form of poiēsis; phusis is the 
bursting forth or the springing forth of something present to the senses. 
And Heidegger goes one step further in claiming that technē—including 
the arts of handicraft, the arts of the mind, and the arts of the fine arts—is 
also a subset of poiēsis; they are “something poietic.”

Greek technē then acts to bring forth, without controlling instrumen-
tally. Technē is a kind of midwife that brings forth without coercion; it 
is the manner in which a craftsman will bring forth something through 
subtle and delicate work. Technology, here understood as Greek technē, 
is no mere means. It is a way of revealing. Yet, for us, Heidegger claims, 
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technology is not a bringing forth so much as it is a challenging forth. We 
see this even in Bacon, where the scientist must harass nature to bring 
forth the formal cause, the forces at work, so that nature’s power can be 
harnessed in order to enact the political will, to relieve the human estate. 
For us, technology reveals, but it reveals by challenging and coercing that 
which is not present to us so that it comes into being for us. For Bacon, 
nature must be harassed to reveal what is not present.

Thus, modern technology is manipulation and manufacturing, but it is 
never merely the application of physics and chemistry; for medicine, tech-
nology is never merely the application of psych neuropharmacology, or 
the use of deep nerve stimulators, or in the future the deployment of nano-
bots. Technology is instead a stance struck toward the objects of nature, 
and in the case of medical science/technology, a stance struck toward the 
human body/object. It is a way of challenging the body/object to produce 
what we will from it. Heidegger states:

Man’s ordering attitude and behavior display themselves first in the 
rise of modern physics as an exact science. Modern science’s way of 
representing pursues and entraps nature as a calculable coherence of 
forces. Modern physics is not experimental physics because it applies 
apparatus to the questioning of nature. Rather the reverse is true. Be-
cause physics, indeed already as pure theory, sets nature up to exhibit 
itself as a coherence of forces calculable in advance, it therefore orders 
its experiments precisely for the purpose of asking whether and how 
nature reports itself when set up in this way.50

As Thomas Hibbs describes, the universal mathesis, the measure of all 
things, always already reveals itself as measurable because it is set up to 
reveal itself in just this way. The ordering provided by technology—literally, 
the ordering techno-logic—marries together the creative power of evolu-
tion with the power of technology to order this “power ontology.” Nature 
becomes what nature is set up to become by the techniques that are ap-
plied, by the modes of harassment devised by the techno-scientist.

Heidegger claims, then, that prior to modern physics, which entraps 
nature as the calculable coherence of forces, there is a stance already struck 
toward the world, a stance that holds sway over nature. He notes that, even 
while technology is chronologically posterior to modern physics, technol-
ogy is prior to physics in the sense that the holding sway over what pre
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sents itself for human reckoning sets nature up in just this way. Catherine 
Pickstock puts forth a fitting description for this mode of reckoning when 
she states: “There arises, therefore, an epistemological circuit whereby 
knowledge is based entirely on objects, whose ‘being’ does not exceed the 
extent to which they are known.”51 And they are known because they are 
measured. An act of the mind stabilizes those things of flux and diversity, 
fixes them so that they can be known and used. In fact, only those use-
ful features of the plenum come into relief as things. What is measurable 
becomes the standard for what is “knowable,” which in turn becomes the 
standard for what “is.”

The challenging forth of technology—the measuring of things—delim-
its those things that emerge as things to those features of things that are 
useful. Heidegger names this challenging forth as the Gestell, the enfram-
ing. The enframing is what allows the objects of technology to emerge as 
possible objects and tools. Things are raw materials or natural resources, 
lacking in any inherent value or telei, that only attain meaning insofar as 
they can be put to some use by the ordering power of the human will or the 
political will that turns to order the chaotic concatenation of forces. They 
emerge as things for us only insofar as useful. Thomson states:

For Heidegger, then, Nietzsche’s legacy is our nihilistic “cybernetic” 
epoch of “enframing”, which can only enact its own groundless meta-
physical presuppositions by increasingly quantifying the qualitative—
reducing all intelligibility to that which can be stockpiled as bivalent, 
programmable “information”—and by leveling down all attempts to 
justify human meaning to empty optimization imperatives like: “Get 
the most out of your potential!”52

Very little more could sum up the contemporary philosophy of medical 
technology than “Get the most out of your potential.”

It is here that we begin to discuss the post hoc addition of purpose, telei, 
final causes. The chaotic concatenation of forces of a nature directed to-
ward no purpose can finally attain purpose when we add back the human 
will or political will. In this moment, we see manifest the will to power 
in the raw material of the human brain. We see this power turn to order 
the chaos toward some human purpose: to assure proper development 
of technology to “get the most out of your potential.” Harris articulates 
two principles that should serve as boundaries for research and the use of 
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novel technologies. The first is a “do no harm” principle and the second 
is a Rawlsian fairness principle.53 These two principles act as guiding prin-
ciples that will both delimit and advance research on enhancement tech-
nologies. From here, Harris articulates a very powerful conclusion that, if 
research and the subsequent use of technology can be bounded by these 
governing principles, one might be able to articulate a civic obligation to 
participate in research. Indeed, Rawlsian fairness itself might require it.54 
After all, knowledge requires large ns. Indeed, “the rights and interests of 
research subjects are just the rights and interests of persons and must be 
balanced against comparable rights and interests of other persons.”55 Hu-
mans are notoriously bad at judging their own best interests and are often 
in need of a society (that is, the political apparatus) to do so for them.56

The contemporary apologists for radical technological enhancement 
seem to divide here along the lines of politics. Harris is more of a liberal 
egalitarian; those like Nick Bostrom are more libertarian individualists. 
For Harris, the public good of our biotechnological future might dictate 
that the state can incentivize participation in research, and we may in fact 
have good reasons to promote research in a civilized society for the good 
of the many. Bostrom seems to think the great tragedy of our eugenic past 
was that society fostered evolutionary progress by technologically and po-
litically intervening qua government, rather than allowing particular indi-
viduals to decide for themselves. Bostrom states:

History has shown the dangers in letting governments curtail these 
[morphologic and reproductive] freedoms. The last century’s govern-
ment-sponsored coercive eugenics programs, once favored by both the 
left and the right, have been thoroughly discredited. Because people are 
likely to differ profoundly in their attitudes towards human enhance-
ment technologies, it is crucial that no single solution be imposed on 
everyone from above, but that individuals get to consult their own con-
sciences as to what is right for themselves and their families. Informa-
tion, public debate, and education are the appropriate means by which 
to encourage others to make wise choices, not a global ban on a broad 
range of potentially beneficial medical and other enhancement options.57

On Bostrom’s account, the ethically bad features of our eugenic history are 
that these were government-imposed programs to enhance evolution by 
culling the unfit.
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We have come full circle on the relationship of politics to science. As I 
noted at the beginning of this chapter, the great thinkers who gave us our 
science also gave us our political frames within which science—knowl-
edge—is born. Every questioning of nature is already a political quest to 
know for the purposes of relieving the human estate—of enacting the final 
causes of the political apparatus—from which the question is generated. 
The ordering techno-logic is the political will to power over the chaotic 
forces of power in nature. The fight is over who—the state or the individ-
ual—enacts that will, who acts as the highest being to control its own self-
aggrandizement. The birth of modernity is the birth of the twins, techno-
science and political technique.

Manufacturing the Virtuous Human, the Post-human God

I have thus far not spoken of virtue. On the ontotheological view of 
modern science, virtue is just this, a power of doing or being good.58 
In the ancient world, virtues were excellences of practices, the goods 
that made other human goods possible. The virtues make possible hu-
man flourishing, and the virtues participate in that flourishing both as 
condition and as (at least in part) end. The virtues were to be cultivated 
in the arts of human practice and activity. They were brought forth in 
practices—brought forth under the tutelage of a midwife, a practitioner 
of the activity. They were contextual and required an entire community 
of practitioners.

Yet for us, it seems, the virtues are the powers of the brain. The social 
and economic context within which childhood development occurs either 
allows the brain to develop in such a way that a person is “moral” (that 
is, not having any antisocial personality disorder) or “immoral” (that is, 
having a propensity to antisocial behaviors or frank disorder).59 We have 
theories of the brain in which we can find specific brain structures where 
wisdom is housed or a series of neural processes where reason occurs. For 
example, Thomas W. Meeks and Dilip V. Jeste distilled from various neu-
roscientific studies the following subcomponents of wisdom:

(1) prosocial attitudes/behaviors, (2) social decision making/prag-
matic knowledge of life, (3) emotional homeostasis, (4) reflection/
self-understanding, (5) value relativism/tolerance, and (6) acknowl-
edgment of and dealing effectively with uncertainty/ambiguity.60
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Taking just one of these subcomponents of wisdom as an example, the 
authors broke prosocial attitudes and behaviors into further components 
and found where they localized in the brain: (a) empathy, localized in the 
medial prefrontal cortex; (b) social cooperation, localized in the dorso-
lateral prefrontal cortex; and (c) altruism, localized to the ventral and 
dorsal striatum. They did this with each of the other five subcomponents 
of wisdom. The social justification for research into the neurobiology of 
wisdom is that it “may have considerable clinical significance,” leading to 
development “of preventive, therapeutic, and rehabilitative interventions 
for enhancing wisdom.”61

One can imagine moral enhancement developing from this research, as 
suggested and justified by Thomas Douglas and Mark Walker.62 Following 
Douglas’ justification of moral enhancement and Meeks and Jeste’s Baco-
nian project of relieving the human (political) estate and after carefully 
mapping the moral virtue onto the brain, one can imagine a deep brain 
stimulator to deliver just the right amount of stimulation to the medial 
prefrontal cortex so as to promote empathy. But one would have to be 
careful in stimulating empathy lest emotionality should cloud decision-
making. One might at the same time also stimulate in proper sequence the 
limbic structures, the striatum, and the prefrontal cortex, all associated 
with pragmatic decision-making, which correlate with “forming a prefer-
ence, executing an action, or evaluating an outcome,” respectively.63 Or 
following Walker’s suggestion that, after careful mapping of moral virtue 
onto the genome, one might imagine genetic tests with some level of statis-
tical certainty that might allow one to prevent the implantation of geneti-
cally vicious embryos; or one might imagine the genetic modification of 
such morally deficient beings. Or one might imagine the modification of 
one’s socio-politico-economic environment, so as to reduce the number 
of the phenotypic expressions of genetic viciousness. This technological 
answer to moral virtue—this challenging forth, and harnessing the power 
of virtue—seems to be qualitatively different than the practical bringing 
forth of virtue that was entailed by the ancient Greek notion of technē.

Still, I am not longing for an ancient alternative, as if Aristotle might 
save us. Rather, I have attempted to relativize the metaphysical (ontotheo-
logical) assumptions that animate not only the techno-science and the po-
litical techniques born in modernity. Certainly, some form of an ancient 
alternative might keep us from a new eugenic or politically totalizing fu-
ture. I do hope that the idea that virtue is cultivated and not controlled 
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would give us pause and cause us to realize we are not gods in possession 
of the politico-technological truth that can be deployed to save us from 
viciousness. The idea that virtue is brought forth, birthed, might allow us 
to see that we are dependent creatures. History is strewn with the bodies 
of people who died at the hands of gods, those who thought themselves 
divine. This new divinity—the post-human, who would be the highest be-
ing toward which we are hurtling—might be prevented from coming into 
existence. Certainly, there is a difference between virtue that is birthed and 
virtue that is manufactured. Yet, even some ancient notions of virtue seem 
to miss the mark. Some beings aren’t capable of some excellences, let alone 
the highest mode of being, contemplation. Some beings are capable, and 
they are meant to lead and to birth the great polis.

There seem to be two modern contenders for the “correct” political en-
actment of our post-human future: On the one hand, we have the liberal 
egalitarians (the do-gooders), and on the other hand, we have the liberal 
individualists (the morphological freedom fighters). Among the liberal 
egalitarians, we have people like Rosamond Rhodes, who believes people 
should be conscripted for scientific studies for the good of the polis, or 
John Harris, who believes we have a duty to do the work of human en-
hancement for the good of the many. We also see those like Meeks and 
Jeste, who strive to find the biological basis of the universal virtues, like al-
truism, emotional homeostasis, self-understanding, value relativism. Like 
all Baconian projects, their desire is to diagnose and treat those unfortu-
nate, vicious souls. They would intervene to help the victims of vicious-
ness, and they would give them a therapy such that they too become part 
of society. Still, in this version, one is struck by the arrogance that suggests 
we can relieve the human estate not by easing pain or suffering, but that 
we can literally relieve individual beings of human frailties by manufactur-
ing a new being, helping to evolve the nature of the once-human. These 
thinkers would take the vicious and find ways of controlling the body by 
having us find therapeutic interventions and techniques of prevention, for 
the good of society. This alternative risks becoming at best totalizing and 
at worst totalitarian.

The other modern contender is that of those such as Nick Bostrom, the 
“morphological freedom” fighters. Such thinkers hold that the unit of anal-
ysis of evolutionary history is the individual. Still others seem to hold that 
American government—with its individual freedoms and limited govern-
ment grounded in the evolutionary pinnacle of the free American—is the 
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culmination of evolutionary history. Individuals are free to choose their 
own fate, take up the powers of their own body, mould and shape it, to 
create themselves in the likeness of their own good, their own god. But 
something is unsettling about this option as well. This version runs the 
risk of creating a very unequal society, a world where those morphological 
freedom fighters out-compete and out-survive those “lesser,” “tribal” be-
ings, those beings of “tribal” cultures. I am sure these freedom fighters do 
not intend such violent success, but it sure seems consonant with an evolu-
tionary perspective fixed upon the individual—the human being fighting 
against nature and other individuals, “red in tooth and claw.”64

Finally, we have been presented with a false dichotomy of the cosmic/
transcendent morality (a chasing after false gods) or a biological/mate-
rial morality (where god is the human being who describes the biologi-
cal conditions for the possibility of morality). The sentiment seems to 
be that, by avoiding the transcendent, one also avoids metaphysics. The 
truth is that the transcendental (here understood in the Kantian sense) 
might have failed, but this does not mean that the biological is thereby 
correct. And it does not mean that, if one avoids the transcendental, 
one does not deploy a metaphysic. In fact, Darwinian biology and the 
various Darwinisms that it has spun off are just as metaphysical, that is 
to say, theological in the ontotheological sense of the word. Darwinian 
biology is metaphysical in the sense that there is a highest being: either 
(1) a general political will that should turn to order the evolutionary 
process of the human, or (2) each individual will that seeks to order his 
or her own highest good.

Techno-science, with a little help, killed god but kept him as an epis-
temological and moral postulate. Darwinians keep him as the ordering 
being, whether a body politic or a single individual. Techno-science, with 
a little help, destroyed the human soul and left us with the postulate of the 
transcendental ego with no discernible origin and hurling toward no dis-
cernible future, left alone to enact our own will to power. Techno-science, 
with a little help, deadened down the mystery of nature, of Phusis, and left 
us with things that can only be the reserve of power. Every day, you and I 
enact this condition; in the modern view (and we all share that view), we 
are beings captured by the immanent biological thrust of an evolution-
ary history, we can but attempt to produce ourselves, create ourselves, and 
make of ourselves our own little gods. And repeatedly, we find ourselves 
wanting no part of these new gods.



Science, Virtue, and the Birth of Modernity     179     

Conclusion

I look to the hills, from whence shall come our Salvation? Where wis-
dom shall be found? It certainly isn’t with me, and I suspect it is not with 
those who would control our future, whether controlled by the individual 
will or by the political will of the state. Post-human gods are just as dan-
gerous as those dictators who would lord it over the rest of humanity. At 
the birth of modernity, then, we see the birth of twin philosophies: techno-
science, bent on controlling nature, and political technique, bent on produc-
ing the technological future. These twins feed off and condition one another. 
There are skirmishes about which form of governance might produce the 
best future and about the best ways to manufacture that future, but nonethe-
less, the overall ontotheological/metaphysical stance is the same.

There is yet another alternative, and this is one that is very uncomfort-
able for us all. It is a stumbling block to liberal Protestants, and folly to us 
philosophers. It requires humility, not magnanimity or will to power. It is the 
Eucharistic feast, the liturgical participation of creature and creator, the im-
manent and transcendent (not transcendental), where the divine transcen-
dent Being breaks into the immanent realm of causes and effects and creates 
anew. The Eucharistic feast is a practice toward openness. The universal and 
the particular become one. It is where Spirit and Nature are married, where 
matter can become truly what it is. There, the signifier is one with the sig-
nified—and where the signified-signifier beckons to the sign monger, the 
interpreter of signs, to come unto him. It is where the self is called out of 
his self-constituting stupor and to a place where it is constituted by the di-
vine Other. It is where individual bodies become not the body politic but the 
communal body of the incarnate One. It is where those of us who lord it over 
the least of these realize that we cannot transform ourselves but that we must 
be transformed by the Other. It is where humility—not magnanimity or even 
prudence—is the highest of the virtues. I cannot give a truth-proposition or 
a philosophical argument that convinces, once and for all, in some techno-
scientific and political enframing where wisdom can be found; I can only 
beckon you with the words of St. John the Divine, “Come and see.”
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 tHe MutuaL saCrifiCe of 
sCienCe anD Virtue

Ralph Hancock

JeffReY P.  BIShoP INVIteS US to See, with heidegger’s help, that 
modern knowing or technological science is by no means a neutral 

openness to reality, to the way things are, or to the being of beings. Th is 
science, rather, is a “stance,” a particular way of revealing or disclosing 
things. Leo Strauss would prefer to say that modern science is a “project,” 
so as not to say a “fate.” to recognize science as such a determinate stance 
entails practical implications for the meaning of our freedom: to imagine 
that we can choose freely as modern “individuals” without questioning 
this project or confronting this fate is a desperate wish indeed.

René Descartes has, inevitably, fi gured prominently in our discussions 
of modern science as a project. Allan Bloom was no doubt knowingly ex-
aggerating when he wrote that all the french (unlike us less literate Ameri-
cans) grow up as either Cartesians or Pascalians, but in another sense he 
might not have claimed enough: It seems to me that all of us moderns, at 
least as moderns, are left  to choose between Descartes and Pascal or per-
haps, rather, to oscillate between these infl uences or these understandings 
of the world and of our humanity. We are everything—all powerful—and 
yet nothing, nothing but matter in motion. or, we are nothing, a  worm, 
a speck of dust, a reed, but then we are everything or, with our God, the 

10
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most important thing—a thinking reed, self-conscious and longing for 
another world. On the one hand, we accept the authority of science and 
therefore regard the world as so much material for our free transforma-
tion and consumption; on the other hand, we know that we are not simply 
of this world and that our freedom means something more than scien-
tific mastery. The mysterious transcendence of this freedom is nowhere 
more touchingly evoked than by the very Pascalian Saint-Exupéry’s Little 
Prince, so unimpressed by the serious, calculated projects of grown-ups, 
who learns finally to welcome the death-bearing serpent in the hope of re-
union with the ordinary rose on his little star, an ordinary rose and star he 
has learned to embrace as unique in the universe. This oscillation between 
the impersonality and the personality of what is ultimate is not so evident 
in classical (pre-Christian) thought, but perhaps it is there, discretely con-
tained within a narrower but very intense vibration.

Examining the relation between Science and Virtue, we are confronted 
with a bottomless paradox or circularity, which takes forms both ancient 
and modern. Socrates sacrificed a science of the whole for a virtuous con-
versation on virtue. But in another sense (at least, if Leo Strauss is right), 
he sacrificed virtue for a zetetic science of virtue. The classical loop is a 
tight one, because the meanings of “virtue” and “science” shade into one 
another: Each remains tied to the ordering of the soul and the cosmos on 
the model of the aristocratic city. The hierarchic rule of reason holds sci-
ence and human meaning together.

The modern loop between science and virtue is somehow infinite and 
infinitesimal. It is as clear in Descartes as anywhere. The modern sacri-
fice of science to virtue could, perhaps, be set thus: The prideful ancient 
pretension to an elevating, soulful science must be sacrificed to the new, 
effective virtue; the systematic production of material benefits for all man-
kind, for the relief of the human condition. The modern sacrifice of vir-
tue to science could, perhaps, be set thus: The deep, latent, purely formal/
mathematical causes can only be accessed by suppressing absolutely the 
natural human interest in final causes, by renouncing all “anthropomor-
phism” (Heidegger); the question of the good (Hibbs’ Descartes) can only 
be resolved by not allowing it to arise.

Harvey Mansfield has (in the classroom, as I recall) described Machia-
velli’s modern strategy thus: “We can afford anything, but we cannot afford 
to be moral.” To receive the apparent benefit of joining together appear-
ance and result (Prince, ch. 18), we have to renounce all hope that Science 
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and Virtue both derive from Truth—that is, from a Truth above human 
power. This infinite negation or mutual sacrifice lies behind the funda-
mental paradox of modernity that has emerged in our discussions in 
various guises:

Bacon: To master nature we must conform to her.

Descartes: Nature sought as a ground of certitude and security reveals 
itself to be subject to man’s will, yielding both angelism (radical dual-
ism) and materialism. Descartes’ project is somehow at once Promethe-
an and Stoic.

Hobbes and Locke: To free men from powers of darkness requires de-
fining freedom as material necessity.

Nietzsche: The infinite distance between pure freedom and pure ne-
cessity appears in the bond between will to power and Eternal Return. 
The mastery of nature and fortune thus has always come at the cost, for 
those who know the cost, of the most absolute resignation.

Heidegger: The dark star of our age whose ambiguous illumination we 
cannot escape, the author at once closest and furthest from any saving 
truth: technology is at once the greatest danger and the saving power. 
Heidegger understands the exhaustion of the science of virtue and of 
the virtue of science better than any man can who is not finally able to 
sacrifice the will to power—that “power-joy” of resolution (Being and 
Time, par. 62), that openness to the most absolute closure. Only a god 
can save us—the post-Christian indefinite article means that Heidegger 
could never quite renounce the compulsion to see himself as that god.

Heidegger’s resolution, like Nietzsche’s publicizing of the inhuman cost 
of the modern will to power, is already more than foreshadowed in Des-
cartes’ presentation of the modern project. The central practical maxim 
Descartes announces in Discourse on the Method, part 3, is as radical as can 
be: Lost in a forest, we must choose or will a direction and stick with it; sheer 
resolution is our only defense against repentance and remorse. (It is striking 
that two other founders of modernity, Montaigne and Luther, felt compelled 
similarly to recur to radical strategies to quiet the claims of repentance.)

Are we, today, not still in Descartes’ forest, having pressed “forward” 
more or less straight ahead for some centuries, repressing any movement 
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of remorse or repentance? We cannot deny Heidegger’s sense that it is get-
ting darker, that there is less and less livable space between our mastery 
and our resignation. Whether to our glory or our condemnation, the great 
mystery is that the extortion of nature, the reduction of being to a dispos-
able standing reserve, somehow works both scientifically and, so far, po-
litically. Nature submits itself to our projects, and so do people, or enough 
people that any dissenters have no perch upon which to stand (again, 
Prince, 18). It is as if nature were made to respond to human extortion, or 
to induce us ever further into the depths of Descartes’ forest.

The evocation of such a darkness reminds me of another of Saint-
Exupéry’s stories, in Vol de nuit (Night Flight). A technological hero, Fa-
bien, is a postal pilot serving Patagonia who gets lost in the darkness of 
storm clouds on his way to a station in Argentina. Running out of fuel, 
realizing that he has lost his way, struggling to feel his frozen hands and to 
command them to make a last effort to guide him and his companion to 
safety, he feels his will letting go.

And at this moment there shines on his head, from a break in the 
storm, like a deadly bait . . . a few stars.

He knew well enough that this was a trap: you see three stars in a 
hole, you climb towards them, and then you can no longer descend, 
you stay there stuck to the stars.

But his thirst for light was such that he climbed. . . .
 . . . towards fields of light . . .
He ascended little by little, in a spiral, in the well that had opened 

up and that closed again above him. And, as he ascended, the clouds 
[became] more and more pure and white. Fabien broke through.

His surprise was extreme: the light dazzled him. For a few seconds 
he had to close his eyes. He never would have thought that, at night, 
one could be blinded by the stars. . . .

Fabien thought he had reached some strange limbo, because ev-
erything was becoming luminous, his hands, his clothes, his wings. 
For the light was not coming down from the stars, but emanated from 
these white provisions beneath and around him.

  . . . “I am completely mad to smile,” Fabien thought. “We are lost.”
And yet a thousand obscure arms had released him. One had un-

locked his bonds, like those of a prisoner whom one allows to walk 
alone, just once, among the flowers.
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“Too beautiful,” Fabien thought. He was wandering among stars 
piled up with the density of a treasure, in a world in which no one 
else, absolutely no one but he and his companion, were alive. It was 
like those thieves in fabled cities who find themselves enclosed in a 
hall of treasures they cannot leave. Among shining jewels they wan-
der, infinitely rich, but condemned.1

What can we do when we are lost in the forest? Press on, like good 
forward-looking bipeds, renewing our confidence as we progressively 
overcome obstacles in our path, deferring our longing for some horizon? 
Or find a clearing in which we can look up at the stars and, perhaps, then 
acknowledge the prompting to bow, and thus to see personality in infinity, 
a unique rose in a unique star? From such a posture we might consider 
that the very treasures we have been extorting from nature and that seem 
to dissolve in our grasping hands can only be truly received as a gift.

The modern science of virtue has always been right, but in a way it 
could not receive through mastery. We must be willing to sacrifice science 
to virtue—and virtue to science—but not because we renounce both of 
them in view of their forced synthesis, a synthesis that is always receding, 
that we are always deferring in the name of our compulsively honored 
Progress. We must be willing rather to sacrifice each to the other out of 
love of both, to love wisdom so much that it rules us like a virtue and 
to love virtue enough to refuse its separation from wisdom, and thus to 
discover love at the heart of both wisdom and virtue. This—if I may para-
phrase the great John Rawls in a rare lapse into eloquence2—this would be 
true purity of heart, if we could attain it.

Notes

1. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Vol de nuit (Paris: Gallimard, 1931). My translation.
2. The very end of A Theory of Justice.



 tHe sCientifiC Life
as a Mor aL Life?
Virtue anD tHe Cartesian sCientist

Tobin L. Craig

iN JANUARY 1939 Leo SZIL ARD, a chemist turned physicist who hap-
pened also to be a hungarian Jew, wrote to his friend Lewis Strauss, a 

former physicist turned wealthy businessman and philanthropist, about 
the recent publication in the premiere German-language science journal 
Naturwissenschaft en of otto hahn’s and fritz Strassmann’s discovery of 
fi ssion. Quoting Szilard:

Apart from the purely scientifi c interest there may be another aspect of 
this discovery which so far does not seem to have caught the attention of 
those to whom I spoke [physicists at Princeton]. first of all it is obvious 
that the energy released in this new reaction must be very much higher 
than in all previously known cases. It may be 200 million electron volts 
instead of the usual 3–10 million volts. Th is in itself might make it pos-
sible to produce power by means of nuclear energy, but I do not think 
that this possibility is very exciting, for if the energy output is only two 
or three times the energy input, the cost of the investment would prob-
ably be too high to make the process  worthwhile. . . .

11
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I see, however, in connection with this new discovery potential 
possibilities in another direction. These might lead to a large-scale pro-
duction of energy and radioactive elements, unfortunately perhaps to 
atomic bombs. This new discovery revives all the hopes and fears I 
had in 1934 and 1935, and which I have as good as abandoned in the 
course of the last two years.1

Later, in August 1939, Szilard drafted a letter to President Roosevelt, 
which he arranged to have passed on to Einstein to sign and then entrusted 
to Alexander Sachs to deliver, evidently concerned that a letter from some-
one less prominent and delivered by someone outside of Roosevelt’s inner 
circle might not be read with sufficient attention.

Sir:
Some recent work by E. Fermi and L. Szilard, which has been com-

municated to me in a manuscript, leads me to expect that the element 
uranium may be turned into a new and important source of energy in 
the immediate future. Certain aspects of the situation which has arisen 
seem to call for watchfulness and, if necessary, quick action on the part 
of the Administration. I believe therefore that it is my duty to bring to 
your attention the following facts and recommendations.

In the course of the last four months it has been made probable—
through the work of Joliot in France as well as Fermi and Szilard in 
America—that it may become possible to set up a nuclear chain reaction 
in a large mass of uranium, by which vast amounts of power and large 
quantities of new radium-like elements would be generated. Now it ap-
pears almost certain that this could be achieved in the immediate future.

This new phenomenon would also lead to the construction of 
bombs, and it is conceivable—though much less certain—that ex-
tremely powerful bombs of a new type, may thus be constructed. 
A single bomb of this type, carried by boat and exploded in a port, 
might very well destroy the whole port together with some of the sur-
rounding territory. However, such bombs might very well prove to be 
too heavy for transportation by air.

The United States has only very poor areas of uranium in mod-
erate quantities. There is some good ore in Canada and the former 
Czechoslovakia, while the most important source of uranium is the 
Belgian Congo.
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In view of this situation you may think it desirable to have some 
permanent contact maintained between the Administration and the 
group of physicists working on chain reactions in America. One pos-
sible way of achieving this might be for you to entrust with this task a 
person who has your confidence and who could perhaps serve in an 
unofficial capacity. His task might comprise the following:
   a) to approach Government Departments, keep them informed 
of the further development, and put forward recommendations for 
Government action, giving particular attention to the problem of se-
curing a supply of uranium ore for the United States.
    b) to speed up the experimental work, which is at present being 
carried on within the limits of the budgets of University laboratories, 
by providing funds, if such funds be required, through his contacts 
with private persons who are willing to make contributions for this 
cause, and perhaps also by obtaining the co-operation of industrial 
laboratories which have the necessary equipment.

I understand that Germany has actually stopped the sale of ura-
nium from the Czechoslovakian mines which she has taken over. That 
she should have taken such hasty action might perhaps be understood 
on the ground that the son of the German Under-Secretary of State, 
von Weiznacker, is attached to the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute in Berlin 
where some of the American work on uranium is now being repeated.

Yours very truly,
Albert Einstein2

It would seem that Szilard was virtually alone in recognizing what 
was now possible—and so, given the political situation, all but inevi-
table—and thus the urgency with which action needed to be taken.3 So 
far as I am aware, Roosevelt received no letters from other physicists; 
none of those Princeton physicists, whom Szilard tells us were all abuzz 
about Hahn’s findings, thought that perhaps the government ought to be 
informed. The one other exception is Fermi, who approached the Navy 
in spring 1939. Virtually nothing came of it.4 In retrospect, it seems but 
a stroke of good fortune that the possibility of a nuclear chain reaction 
had been a pet idea of Szilard’s at least since the time he read of a talk by 
Ernest Rutherford dismissing it, and probably since he read H. G. Wells’ 
speculations about atomic weapons. Szilard refrained from publishing 
on the subject, recognizing the irresponsibility of doing so, a fortiori in a 
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situation when the leading scientific nation in the world was in the grips 
of an anti-Semitic tyrant bent on war.5 He even took the further step 
of ensuring his English patent on the nuclear chain reaction was taken 
out of the public domain and placed safely in the hands of the British 
Admiralty. Moreover, it was probably only Szilard’s close relationship 
with Einstein that made it possible for Einstein to sign Szilard’s letter in 
his own name, an act Einstein would later profess to regret but which 
doubtless impressed Roosevelt, who is recorded as replying to Sachs’ 
presentation of the letter:

“Alex,” said Roosevelt, “what you are after is to see that the Nazis don’t 
blow us up.”

“Precisely,” Sachs said.
Roosevelt called in his aide, General Edwin (“Pa”) M. Watson: “Pa! 

This requires action!”6

By the end of the month, Roosevelt approved the creation of the Ura-
nium Committee, the embryo of the Manhattan Project. We now know 
that, in Germany, similar letters were sent to Hitler and that Hitler, too, 
acted swiftly to constitute his own Uranium club. Szilard’s fears were well-
founded, and his caution amply justified.

The story is perhaps familiar, but its importance—both historical and, 
more importantly, for the purposes of clarifying our relationship to the 
enterprise we call ‘science,’ and to the peculiar type we know as the profes-
sional scientist—merit retelling it here complete with dramatic emphasis. 
Reviewing this episode and the events it set in motion leading up to the 
successful creation of an atomic bomb, one can scarcely help but shudder at 
the realization of how utterly dependent the fate of the Allied cause was—
and so, if not Western civilization itself, then at least freedom in Europe—
on the judgments, choices, actions (and thus virtues) of a mere handful 
of individuals. To be sure, this is to some extent always true, in times of 
crisis and war especially, but we are somewhat more accustomed to, and so 
perhaps comfortable with, acknowledging that we are “stuck with virtue” 
in our warriors and our statesmen. Direct election of the president (that is, 
of the commander in chief of the armed forces) is an acknowledgment of 
this fact; whereas, needless to say, we do not elect our nuclear physicists. 
Indeed, we ‘the people’ have no idea what they are doing, let alone whether 
they are doing it ably; we are essentially incapable of judging the matter. 
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We thus find ourselves in a position of utter dependence on our scientists’ 
virtues, intellectual and moral, common and rare.

Now, perhaps it might be objected that I have selected an extreme, even 
a singular example.7 Permit me, then, to make the essential point again 
from an altogether different angle, that of our everyday experience. It al-
most goes without saying that, for those of us in parts of the world we tell-
ingly describe as ‘developed,’ the natural whole has been basically rendered 
tame—not, I hasten to add, that we are invulnerable to natural catastrophe 
but that the wildness of what was once called the wilderness is gone. In re-
ferring to nature, or even better, ‘the environment’ (by which we can only 
mean our environment), we accept in advance that there is nothing really 
to be afraid of out there; nothing can appear to us that cannot be explained 
in the terms of our science of nature or, if not explained, then received 
by us as an as-yet-unexplained-but-soon-to-be-explained phenomenon, a 
future research project. Even that strangest of strange experiences, a sick-
ness in one’s own body, is quickly made normal by being diagnosed; it 
loses its uncanniness by becoming identified as of a type familiar to those 
who make it their business to be familiar with illnesses. What makes this 
so curious is that we ourselves, as individuals, don’t know in even a loose 
sense the ‘science’ behind the explanation or the diagnosis. We are com-
forted (not completely, I concede) by knowing that someone somewhere 
is at work studying the phenomenon and seeking to explain it—that is, 
to identify its proximate causes—and that this person is a scientist, a me-
thodical truth seeker, part of a vast army of truth seekers working together 
to discover the truth about the whole. He or she knows, so I don’t have to 
know. We say, ‘we know’ as if such a formulation is meaningful. In effect, 
we have delegated the task of understanding to someone else. We accept 
their authority as knowers and truth tellers about our world. But we don’t 
know these people, and most of us aren’t even in a position to read and 
understand them when they tell the truth about our world—that is, in the 
publication of their findings. We take on trust that they are doing good 
work, and that they haven’t encountered anything major that they can’t 
explain and that might give us pause about delegating to them this im-
portant task. And even the manifest conflict of interest here—Would they 
actually tell us if they found something that suggested the scientific proj-
ect was fundamentally misguided? Could they ever even encounter such 
a counter instance?—doesn’t seriously trouble us, as we go about our day-
to-day business. Thus, in both our inmost lives (our personal experience 
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of the world, even when we are altogether alone) and at our most political 
(in a life-or-death struggle in defense of our way of life), we democratic, 
freedom-loving individuals find ourselves all but utterly dependent on this 
strange figure we call ‘the scientist.’

Who is this ‘scientist’? How does he understand his activity? How did 
we come to find ourselves in such a situation of dependence on, let’s say 
it, such a curious sort? What is the basis of our confidence in him? What 
makes such a situation intelligible and tolerable? To the extent that we late-
moderns or post-moderns are moved to understand our situation and see 
it for what it is (that is, to see its distinctiveness and peculiarity), we cannot 
but ask these questions.

Fortunately, we are not alone. These are the questions, or more accu-
rately, these are the concerns that inform Steven Shapin’s recent book, The 
Scientific Life: A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation. The story he 
tells and documents is a remarkable one, and it deserves the attention of 
all those seriously interested in understanding the peculiar features of our 
contemporary world. Shapin has set himself the task of showing us the 
scientist today, emphasizing the inescapably personal element in the scien-
tist’s authority—the inevitable impact of the individual scientist’s virtues.8

He begins, however, by calling attention to the strangeness of such an 
undertaking, given the currently prevailing understanding of the scien-
tist as a professional (who, as such, is in principle interchangeable) and 
of Science, as paradigmatically impersonal. “[Quoting physicist Claude 
Bernard] ‘Art is I, Science is We,’ and so the impersonality of the means of 
scientific production and the absence of a personal mark on the product 
were reliable and visible signs of its authenticity. No one man’s opinion 
represents scientific truth.”9 This is the achievement of the redefinition of 
science as method and the corollary introduction of division of labor into 
science. For we believe that it is adherence to the scientific method—or 
adherence to the method supplemented by institutionalized implications 
of method (i.e., peer review, professional organization, open publica-
tion not only of findings but of experimental protocols, and so on)—that 
vouchsafes the accuracy, and therefore makes authoritative, the claims of 
our scientists.

As Shapin further observes, this conception of science as radically im-
personal and of the individual scientist as in principle interchangeable 
is reinforced by the advent of the so-called naturalistic fallacy or the “is/
ought” distinction. The findings of the scientist (his work) are supposed to 
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have no moral bearing whatsoever. Precisely in declaring the utter amoral-
ity of science and thus of a life of science, the is/ought distinction becomes 
itself a particularly stern morality, which actually underwrites public con-
fidence. We trust our scientists precisely because they stick to ‘the facts.’ 
They live lives oriented entirely to ‘the facts.’ Through extraordinary disci-
pline and self-mastery, they have given up on ordinary human concerns, 
and so they see clearly. As Shapin observes, in reference to Einstein, “the 
most publically moralistic of modern scientists—and the one whose moral 
stature was most publically recognized—insisted upon the natural scien-
tist’s lack of moral authority.”10

The full democratic implications of this demoralization and deperson-
alization of the scientific life only became clear in the world’s foremost 
democracy: the United States. Shapin’s analysis relies heavily on Robert 
Merton’s pathbreaking work in the sociology of science. Merton’s insti-
tutional approach to science downplayed to the point of irrelevancy the 
personal passions and qualities of the individual scientist. The success of 
science could be attributed entirely to institutional, a-personal factors, and 
there was no evidence, Merton held, that special motives or peculiar vir-
tues mattered in the least. It is difficult with the tools of a sociologist to find 
or to show a necessary connection between quality of soul or motive and 
outcome. But Karl Popper himself famously held that even ‘objectivity’ is 
“not the product of the individual scientist’s impartiality, but a product of 
the social or public character of scientific method.”11

Despite his own adherence to sociological value neutrality, which pre-
cludes making explicit any evaluative conclusions, Shapin must wish his 
reader to see that our situation is thus doubly strange: at the very moment 
that the political importance of science and thus our dependence on the 
excellence of our scientists is manifest, the prevailing conception of the 
scientist is that of “moral equivalence,” that is, that there are no special vir-
tues required of a good scientist. Having shown this transformation in the 
public’s understanding of the scientist—from ‘scientist as hero’ to ‘scientist 
as professional’ (and thus in the basis of the scientist’s public authority), 
Shapin proceeds to show that, in fact, the scientific life still requires par-
ticular personal virtues and encourages certain virtues. His analysis is thus 
a welcome correction to a misconception that has actually become part of 
the American scientist’s self-understanding, and not merely his public pre-
sentation. The personal qualities, the virtues, of particular scientists still 
matter, as they always have. And like any institutionalized activity, certain 



The Scientific Life as a Moral Life?     195     

qualities or virtues are still favored and cultivated over others. But what 
are these virtues?

On Shapin’s telling, by and large, they are thoroughly unexceptional 
bourgeois virtues of sociality and entrepreneurial acumen, perhaps en-
livened with a dash of creativity and countercultural independence. The 
heroes of late twentieth-century techno-science are James Watson, Rich-
ard Feynman, Craig Ventner, and Kary Mullins. There are still grumpy, 
old-fashioned academic scientists who make a boast of not being industry 
shills and self-indulgent hedonists, but few of them seem happy as scien-
tists, in part because the centrality of grant-seeking and patent-securing to 
their professional lives means they do very little actual science. The scien-
tist today, whether in academia or in a research start-up, is in the first place 
an entrepreneur, seeking funding, and in the second place, a manager, or-
ganizing a lab or business venture. Only then, if at all, is he a scientist in 
the precise sense.

Shapin cannot comment on such a situation. But we can, and given our 
profound dependence on the scientist, we must. What are we to think of 
this situation? In light of what standard ought we to evaluate it? If we citi-
zens of the scientific civilization have somehow lost our capacity to judge 
the reliable from the unreliable, the well-formed from the ill-made scien-
tist, perhaps one of the original inventors of the type ‘scientist’ will help us 
remember what we ought to be looking for. This thought leads us back to 
the writings of René Descartes, with a view to recovering what he had in 
mind for those who would actually carry out his grand project for a new 
practical natural philosophy. What we find, I suggest, is that certain puz-
zling features of our current situation, even certain of our confusions, were 
anticipated by Descartes. Even more surprising, even paradoxical, is that 
they are crucial to his original vision.

That Descartes had in mind a grand—even civilizational—project, built 
around a new science of nature is manifest from even a cursory reading of 
part 6 of his Discourse on the Method of Conducting One’s Reason Well and 
Seeking the Truth in the Sciences (hereafter Discourse).12 There, in addition to 
positing a new technological-humanitarian aim for natural philosophy, we 
see Descartes arranging the partners whose marriage will give birth to this 
new scientific civilization—a needy public and their leaders, and a new kind 
of natural philosopher, whom we have since come to call ‘the scientist.’

The problem in question comes to sight in part 6 of the Discourse as the 
problem of ensuring the successful execution of Descartes’ grand project 
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for a practical philosophy. On the one hand, ensuring the success of this 
project would seem to demand that Descartes himself do all the work, see 
to all the experiments, and connect all the dots. On the other hand, he is 
going to die. So he needs help. But help in anything important is unreli-
able, a fortiori in this novel project. He could pay people (Descartes seems 
to believe that pecuniary interest is sufficiently reliable), but Descartes is 
not himself wealthy. In any case, even the resources of a king may not suf-
fice. Volunteers might offer help out of curiosity or desire to learn, but such 
high-minded souls, “promise more than they do, and only make beautiful 
promises that never amount to anything, they would infallibly want to be 
paid by the explanation of certain difficulties, or at least by useless compli-
ments and conversations,” which could only be a waste of time.13 As for 
soliciting submissions from others, most inquirers are unwilling to com-
municate and share their findings openly because they are jealous of their 
work. And in any case, Descartes would be left with the task of sifting out 
the good from the bad, which would entail repeating the work himself.

After spelling out these difficulties, Descartes tells us that he neverthe-
less judged he had no choice but to try and get some help, and so he pub-
lished the Discourse. Stripped bare, this is essentially his argument for pub-
lication. But how is the enumeration of these difficulties an argument for 
publication? From part 6 we learn that the Discourse is published as a call 
for help in a grand project to make man master and conqueror of nature, 
and this, so that we might improve our this-worldly condition. We are led 
to conclude that it is thus a work intended to entice a certain type or types 
to enlist and volunteer their services for such a project. However, because 
of the deficiencies of the likely candidates, it must simultaneously also be 
intended to educate such types, to reshape them into useful volunteers. In 
this sense, the Discourse is a work intended to create a new type, the type 
we know today as the scientist. And recalling that Descartes seemed to 
suggest that the only really reliable helpers are those who are actuated at 
least in part, if not primarily, by their pecuniary interest, it is also a call for 
the establishment of institutions that will provide such material support.

That Descartes, as architect of the project, is not himself an example 
of this new type should be clear from this fact alone. But if not, it be-
comes unmistakably clear upon re-reading the Discourse with our ques-
tion in mind. Part 2—the heart of which is his simplified presentation of 
his method, and one could say, judging from the title, that this is the show-
piece of the work as a whole—is introduced with yet another statement 
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of the problem of a project: “One of the first [thoughts] that I was drawn 
to consider was that often there is less perfection in works composed of 
several pieces and made by the hand of diverse masters than in those in 
which one alone has worked.”14 Thus, buildings designed by a single archi-
tect are more beautiful whereas cities that gradually grew great are usually 
poorly arranged. This is so, Descartes emphasizes, even when there are 
public officials whose task is to ensure unity of style and purpose. Thus, the 
superiority of the work of a single legislator to the gradual and haphazard 
accumulation of experience and laws.

Having noted this, however, Descartes professes a conservative ap-
proach, apparently abjuring any and all projects for comprehensive reform. 
We don’t tear down whole towns simply to rebuild them according to a 
more beautiful plan, but, he observes with studied casualness, sometimes 
individual homeowners do renovate, especially if they lose confidence in 
the security of the foundations of their homes. This, he seems to say, was 
his situation with respect to “all the opinions I had hitherto accepted as 
credible.”15 Anyhow, reforming opinions is altogether different from re-
forming even the most insignificant public institution. Thus Descartes has 
nothing to do with those turbulent types who are always calling for re-
form. His chosen mode of conduct, as related to us in this autobiography, 
is his own, he repeatedly asserts, and he offers it to his readers without any 
suggestion that it should be imitated. After all:

The world is almost entirely composed of two kinds of minds for 
whom [the imitation of Descartes] is unsuitable: namely, those who, 
believing themselves more competent than they are, cannot help 
making precipitate judgments, and lack enough patience to conduct 
all their thoughts in an orderly way, so that once they had taken the 
liberty to doubt received opinions and to depart from the common 
path, they would never be able to keep to the road that would take 
them more directly, and would remain lost all their lives; and those 
who, having enough reason or modesty to judge that they are less 
capable of distinguishing the true from the false than some others by 
whom they can be instructed, must be content to follow the opinions 
of these others, rather than seek better ones themselves.16

But Descartes has already identified his work as a history or a fable.17 He 
further observes that fables and histories tend to encourage in their readers 
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exaggerated beliefs about what is possible and, in particular, an overesti-
mation of their own abilities.18 Moreover, his presentation of the case for 
doubt of the received opinions seems designed precisely to encourage in 
his reader a sense of unease about the solidity of the foundations of his 
house, so to speak.

There can therefore be no doubt but that Descartes wishes to encourage 
imitation of what he describes in this fabulous autobiography and that he 
has calculated its effect on these two defective—that is, non-Descartes—
types of which the world is almost entirely composed. The first type requires 
moderation, restraint, patience, and direction. The second type needs a 
model to follow and some encouragement, which the fabulous character 
of the Discourse provides. The rules of method are, for this type, a kind of 
assurance. For the more problematic first sort, the rules of method are the 
crucial discipline; and the language of the rules suggests that they target 
in particular the defects of this type (the repetition of “precipitation” as a 
danger in the first rule, and the demand of “order” in the third).19

Here, then, are our would-be ‘Cartesian scientists’: a humble and mod-
est sort, aware of his limitations, and so of his need of a model to follow; 
and a brash and disorganized speculator with exaggerated confidence in 
his abilities. Ideally, Descartes leads us to suspect both together, checking 
one another with their contrasting humors, each supplying the virtues that 
his fellow lacks. In any case, both types stand in need of method—indeed, 
both would flounder without method. Their virtue as scientists, then, is 
adherence to method. But this virtue must be primarily self-imposed; it 
must rule their conduct even in the seclusion of the laboratory. How else 
will Descartes be able to rely upon their contributions to the project? Ad-
herence to method must become not merely automatic but their boast, 
their chief source of self-respect. How does this happen?

Upon concluding his presentation of the four rules of method, Des-
cartes turns in part 3 to his “three or four” maxims of a “provisional moral-
ity.” As Kennington points out, the table of contents tells us that the rules 
of morality are drawn from the method, but since this is not true in the 
obvious sense, it can only mean that the morality is somehow necessary 
for one who embraces the method.20 The first rule demands that one con-
form to the laws of one’s country and the religion in which one is reared, or 
to the most moderate opinions wherever one is, or to the most moderate 
opinions as they disclose themselves in the actions of one’s neighbors, and 
even then only insofar as they leave one with the flexibility required for 
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perfecting one’s judgments. The second rule demands that one be resolute 
in action, even as one is doubtful in thought, and act as though the most 
probable is certain so as to free oneself from regret and wavering. The 
third maxim is to accommodate to the world rather than busy oneself at-
tempting to remake the world or be tormented by longings that cannot be 
fulfilled. Fourth, one must always remember or remind oneself that the life 
of inquiry is the best life.

There is much to say about this “provisional morality,” and much that 
is curious. But for our purposes the crucial point to notice is how it works 
to attach potential volunteers to Descartes’ method. For it reestablishes all 
other claims on the would-be scientist’s devotion on a new foundation, 
namely, as ministerial to his fundamental devotion to science-as-method. 
By adopting the provisional morality, the would-be scientist becomes a 
scientist first of all. Notice that in his thumbnail defense of the scientific 
life that is the fourth maxim of the provisional morality, the humanitar-
ian aim of the science is nowhere to be seen. Here the scientist is the lone 
inquirer, the purest manifestation of the Cartesian cogito. (I say purest, not 
that he is in fact simply a thinking thing, though he may misunderstand 
himself as such.)

Let me summarize this discovery of the scientist in the Discourse. The 
scientist is someone attracted by the philanthropic project of mastering 
nature with a view to relieving man’s estate. Behind this, however, there 
is a soul quickened by the prospect of doubting all received authorities 
and making its way on its own. Such souls are not as uncommon as one 
might think, as Tocqueville indicates by attributing this desire for radical 
independence to Americans generally—though, as Tocqueville also tells 
us, most of us aren’t up to it.21 But they can be made useful contributors 
to the project (that is to say, good scientists) only to the extent that they 
become radically devoted to method. All other claims on their allegiance 
must become subordinate to the attachment to method. Descartes’ sci-
entist must come to love method the way Montesquieu’s monk loves his 
order, precisely because it deprives him of everything else.22

This, then, is how the scientist can be entrusted to police himself and so 
be made a reliable contributor to the larger project. Now, there are other 
external and institutional checks on the scientist—peer review, publication 
of findings and protocols with a view to repeatability, fear of disgrace and 
loss of employment—and these, doubtless, have an important effect. But, as 
the statistics on scientific fraud make clear, these are manifestly insufficient 
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in and of themselves, and for a variety of familiar reasons. Moreover, if we 
return to the phenomenon of our own strange deference to the scientist, 
it seems to me that one important ground of it is the picture of the scien-
tist as the fearless and uncompromising tester of hypotheses, he who puts 
adherence to method above all—even, it would seem, above his own in-
terests. Furthermore such an image is crucial to the appeal of the scientific 
life to the young would-be scientist.23

No sooner do we see this than we recognize the problem of the scien-
tist’s attachment to a particular political community. The provisional mo-
rality, which (as we have seen) is key in remaking a citizen into a scientist, 
therefore also remakes the political responsibility of the scientist into a 
matter of the scientist’s prudence and self-awareness. The scientist is at-
tached to a particular political community and so politically responsible, 
because—and thus, only to the extent that—he sees his dependence and 
the dependence of science itself on that community, and thus appreciates 
the necessity of accommodating himself to that community, taking care 
that he not jeopardize his way of life by jeopardizing the community. This 
is not ‘patriotism’ in the ordinary sense of the word, though in most cir-
cumstances it might prove to be reliable. In my conclusion I will return 
to this problem, but for now let me leave it at noting that, according to 
Descartes’ teaching, this is one price one has to pay for a methodical, orga-
nized, and productive science and the goods that only it can secure.

But now consider the problem of the scientist from the other side of the 
equation, so to speak; that is, from the vantage of us non-scientists. What 
is our role in Descartes’ project? Here it is useful, I believe, to supplement 
our reading of the Discourse with a quick glance at the fragmentary and 
posthumous dialogue entitled “La recherche de la vérité par la lumière 
naturelle” or “The Search for Truth by Means of the Light of Nature” 
(hereafter Recherche).24 According to its preface, this little dialogue will 
“determine the opinions which un honête homme [a good man/an honest 
man] should hold touching all the things that could occupy his thoughts, 
and which penetrate into the secrets of the most curious of the sciences.”25 
Descartes repeatedly declares or boasts of the accessibility of the argu-
ment to “chacun” (everyone), that it is intended to be “equally useful to 
all men.”26 Here, then, we encounter a work for the ordinary decent man, 
which somehow provides the key to real progress in all the sciences. It 
makes possible liberation from corrupting and misleading education and 
prejudice and, in so doing, opens the road to the whole knowledge a man 
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needs for the proper conduct of his life. And should he be so inclined, it 
prepares him for the study of whatever he wishes to know in the sciences. 
I wish to underscore, however, that in the Recherche the life of science is 
but one possibility. Unlike the Discourse, which clearly seems crafted to 
encourage the pursuit of science in its reader, the Recherche merely opens 
up the possibility of a life of science; it is not an advertisement for that life.

It is with this general audience in view, Descartes tells us, that he has 
opted for the dialogue form. The work presents the visit of Polyander 
(‘many men,’ thus ‘everyman’) and Epistemon (‘knower’) to the house of 
Eudoxus (‘good opinion’), and the attempted demonstration by Eudoxus 
of his happy discovery of an argument that has brought him peace of mind 
and apparently complete mental satisfaction. Epistemon knows Eudoxus 
to be someone free of vanity, and who has hitherto consecrated his time to 
“journeying, and visiting learned men, and examining everything that has 
been discovered that is most difficult in each science.”27 Unlike Epistemon, 
who despite his learning remains vexed by an insatiable desire to learn 
more and more, however, Eudoxus is unperturbed by what he does not 
know (he tells us), because he has at his disposal a surefire test whereby, 
were he so inclined, he could learn whatever he wished about anything, 
and whereby he could test the claims to knowledge of any and all.

What follows is a presentation of Eudoxus leading Polyander through 
the first steps of the Cartesian skeptical argument, familiar from the Medi-
tations and part 4 of the Discourse. The first is doubt of the senses, and 
thus of everything built upon the authority of the senses, which is to say 
the whole of the external world. The two then agree that they have reached 
bedrock on the impossibility of the doubter’s doubting his own doubt and, 
therefore, his own existence. “You are, then, and you know that you are, 
and you know it because you doubt.” To this Polyander agrees, but then 
when asked what he is, he commits the gaff of replying that he is “a man.” A 
man? We can almost hear Eudoxus smacking his forehead: “You pay no at-
tention to what I ask, and the reply that you make, simple as it may appear 
to you, will throw you into very difficult and perplexing questions.”28 Eu-
doxus leads Polyander to see his mistake or, rather, the danger into which 
it leads him, namely, of getting caught up in a web of metaphysical jargon, 
with each term more obscure than the previous. In other words, Polyander 
learns to avoid the language of kinds and essences not because they are 
not first for him but because they put him in a position subordinate to and 
dependent on Epistemon.
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Now if we take the dialogic character of this work seriously, we are led 
to ask what Descartes intends it to reveal. Obviously, we are meant to be 
impressed with Eudoxus, and in particular to prefer him to Epistemon—
though the names ought to caution us against concluding that Descartes 
simply shares this evaluation. But the contest between Eudoxus and Epis-
temon is for Polyander. We are to see the appeal of Eudoxus’ argument to 
the likes of Polyander, and the ease and readiness with which Polyander 
takes to it.

One audience, then, for Descartes’ famous skeptical argument is 
‘l’homme honête,’ the ordinary decent man. What Descartes offers him is 
freedom from the presumed authority of the knowers. The drama of this 
little dialogue is its presentation of Polyander’s discovery of this freedom. 
Eudoxus’ method frees Polyander from the need to simply defer to Episte-
mon as he does at the beginning of the work: “[Polyander to Epistemon] 
I consider you so happy in having seen all these wonderful things in the 
Greek and Latin books, that it seems to me that if I had studied as much as 
you, I should be as different from what I now am as angels from you. And I 
cannot excuse the error of my parents [for sending me to court and camp] 
that regret for being ignorant will remain with me my whole life.”29 By 
the end of the fragment, however, simply by being led through the initial 
steps of Descartes’ famous skeptical argument, Polyander is emboldened 
to demand that he be shown reasons and grounds and, therefore, to trust 
his own understanding. This becomes clear when Epistemon calls into 
question the self-evidence and fundamental character of the experience of 
doubt by way of challenging Eudoxus and Polyander’s conclusion that noth-
ing is indubitable except that ‘I’ am a doubting—that is, a thinking—thing. 
Polyander stands firm in the face of Epistemon’s challenge and declares 
that experience of doubt is firm and indubitable.

We are thus shown Polyander discovering confidence in his own capac-
ity to judge, through learning Eudoxus’ skeptical argument, or Cartesian 
doubt. On this basis I think we can say that Descartes’ project for the ordi-
nary decent man/citizen is to teach him skepticism, that is, to doubt first, 
and to demand of those who claim to know that they adduce their reasons. 
We might call this the creation of the ‘show-me’ type.30 Such, Descartes 
teaches, should be the citizens of the scientific society. Like Machiavelli, 
whose Prince encourages skepticism toward all rulers in anyone who reads 
it and thereby makes it all the harder for any tyrant to tyrannize, so Des-
cartes, while clearly envisioning a new scientific elite, nonetheless provides 
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one part of a check on this elite by encouraging a general skepticism and 
doubt of all claims to knowledge.

Returning to the Discourse (as we must, for the Recherche was never 
published, hence Descartes must have concluded that the Discourse suf-
ficed to achieve this aim), we are prepared now to notice the ways in which 
this work also encourages skepticism and doubt in all its readers, embold-
ening even the most ordinary reader to have confidence in his or her own 
judgment. Must we not presume this to be part of the intention behind 
the charming argument for equality with which the work begins? And of 
Descartes’ self-deprecation, whereby it was only the felicitous discovery 
of method that separates him from all predecessors and contemporaries, 
an accident of his peculiar biography? Notice, furthermore, that from this 
vantage point method looks like mere rule following, and because the 
rules of method are available to any and all, the scientist, the method-man 
par excellence, is nothing special and is not owed any special reverence. He 
is merely a curious type who has decided to pursue a particular interest to 
the exclusion of most others.

We can now summarize Descartes’ vision for an institutionalized sci-
ence as it concerns the puzzle or problem of our dependence on the sci-
entist. On the one hand, Descartes wishes to generalize skepticism of any 
and all claims of knowledge and of any authority based on that knowledge. 
He wishes to embolden even the ordinary citizen to demand reasons and 
evidence from even the most exalted knowers. Crucial to such an effort 
is, first, the popularization of doubt and a habit of skepticism and, then, 
the equipping of the citizen with a simplified method, a ready-to-hand 
test. Here, at the beginning, we already glimpse something of what Shapin 
calls the “moral equivalence” argument: the view that the scientist is just 
like any other professional, in principle interchangeable, and that the spe-
cific and peculiar qualities of the individual scientist are irrelevant. From 
this vantage, that of the ordinary citizen, science is an instrument, and the 
scientist is a public servant (a very strange kind of public servant), who 
should be regarded as such—that is, with a bemused contempt moder-
ated by a grudging gratitude. In Descartes’ vision, public deference to the 
authority of the scientist is thus ultimately founded on public skepticism, 
that is, on the confidence of the ordinary person in his own judgment or 
on the creation of the ‘show-me’ type. Descartes says to us non-scientists 
that we must maintain our habit of skepticism, always demanding that 
scientists justify their claims to intellectual authority. This background 
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pressure from the public serves as a crucial check on scientific hubris, 
while also keeping the scientist from lapsing into complacency and losing 
focus and rigor.

And this then points us to the other hand, for we have also seen that 
Descartes is an originator of the idea of the scientist as a new kind of hero: 
he who makes adherence to method his virtue and the foundation of his 
self-regard. Only thus can this new model knower be entrusted to under-
take his work, contributing to the Cartesian project, with unwavering fi-
delity and rigor. Only thus can he be entrusted as our authority on the 
natural whole or, rather, the small part of it that is his focus. The Cartesian 
scientist is necessarily a high-minded soul, with a lofty self-understanding. 
We need and so should expect our scientists to mistake themselves for phi-
losophers. Recognizing this helps us abide their haughtiness.

Both of these two contrasting images of the scientist are necessary for 
an institutionalized science; both could be said to be the by-product of 
science as method. For, on the one hand, method, like a recipe, equalizes 
and obviates virtue. On the other hand, method provides ready-to-hand 
criteria whereby to judge excellence and, thereby, to distinguish and rank. 
In thus coming to see more clearly certain of the paradoxes of science as 
method, however, we also come to see certain dangers or signs of danger 
in our current situation. Let me conclude by pointing out five:

1. Particularly on issues that, for various reasons, have generated sig-
nificant public controversy, I think one can discern today a growing impa-
tience among scientists with the ‘show-me’ type’s doubts and demands, to 
the point where their impatience risks compromising their adherence to 
method. This manifests itself most frequently in a loud and often impotent 
call on the part of scientists to ‘shut up and listen.’ On other issues, we have 
seen attempts to orchestrate the public presentation of evidence in an at-
tempt to avoid certain anticipated lines of question; we have seen highly 
questionable overselling of the promise of certain lines of research as 
a way to preempt debate; we have seen incredible, because utterly im-
moderate, claims about the ‘truth-status’ and explanatory power of certain 
cherished if publicly misunderstood and mistreated theories. On behalf of 
the scientists, it might be replied that the extraordinary specialization and 
mathematization of science has created a situation that makes impossible 
a step-by-step path from the non- or pre-scientific account to the scien-
tific account, and that leading someone or everyone on such an ascent is 
not worth their time. But this was never Descartes’ intention. He was not 
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a proponent of full scientific enlightenment. He did not demand that the 
scientist turn the ‘show-me’ type into a scientist, only that he welcome—
perhaps even delight in—being challenged to adduce his proofs and show 
off his supreme dedication to method. To a skeptical public, such a posture 
will always be more commanding than that of the frustrated dogmatist.

2. The flip side of this last danger is a version of the Tocquevillian dan-
ger of soft despotism: a too quick deference to our experts on the part of 
l’homme honête. On a host of questions and issues, our vigilance as ‘show-
me’ citizens seems in decline. We are or may be becoming too lazy or too 
comfortable to demand of our scientists that they adduce their reasons 
and evidence and so too quick to give up freedoms and treasures. Indeed, 
this may partly explain the surprise and disappointment of our scientists 
on those issues where their claims are met with hostility and skepticism.

3. Turning back to our scientists, and drawing upon Shapin’s study, we 
also seem to be witnessing the erosion of the stern and high-minded self-
understanding of the scientist by democratic and bourgeois easy-going-
ness. This, in all likelihood, is a graver danger and much harder to address. 
The great value of Shapin’s study is in showing us this transformation over 
the course of the twentieth century. Simplifying, we watch as first the sci-
entist learns to cooperate, not in the broad sense implied by method, but 
in his own lab and in his own work, which spells the end of the lone in-
quirer. Then the scientist becomes managed or a manager, which spells the 
end of his radical independence to pursue his inquiry wherever it leads. 
Finally the scientist becomes an entrepreneur, a money-maker, and a he-
donist. Descartes, recall, insisted on a stern stoicism as the proper out-
look of the scientist. Thus, while we still see and welcome the occasional 
virtuoso scientist-inventor—the Ventners and the Mullinses—insofar as 
they become the model for the typical scientist in the lab, this signals his 
corruption. His pride has become his productivity in patents or his grant-
getting acumen, and not his adherence to method.

4. As we have seen, Descartes’ creation of the scientist requires his cor-
ruption as a citizen. Perhaps in many circumstances, even most, a scientist 
who loves science above all can be relied upon to look to the well-being 
of the community that makes his life possible. But what about a situation 
where the scientist can leave one community for another? What about the 
possibility of the scientist making bad political judgments? After all, there 
is little in the typical scientist’s education or political circumstances to en-
courage the development of prudence or wakefulness about and concern 
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for the impact of his work on the broader political community. Mandatory 
ethics courses and institutional review boards can hardly be relied upon to 
stand in for the scientist’s own judgment.

5. Finally, I wish to call attention to a danger stemming from a forget-
ting of the project-character of Descartes’ argument. We might call this 
‘Enlightenment as forgetfulness.’ At a certain point, institutionalized and 
technological science came to be thought to effect progress more or less 
automatically. Insert coin and let the good times roll, so to speak. The pri-
macy and necessity of politics and thus of the political supervision of sci-
ence—the character of science as instrument—got forgotten. Descartes’ 
near silence on politics doubtless is in part to blame for this, but in coming 
to see our way clear of this illusion, political science now has to take more 
seriously than it has done the task of regulating and guiding this stupen-
dously powerful instrument.
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 tHe Darwinian sCienCe 
of aristoteLian Virtue

Larry Arnhart

aRIStoteLIANS NeeD ChARLeS DARWIN. Th ey need him because 
Darwin’s evolutionary science of virtue supports the moral biology of 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle was a biologist, and his biologi-
cal science shapes his empirical science of ethics in the Nicomachean Eth-
ics. In contrast to Plato’s attempt to ground ethics in a moral cosmology, 
Aristotle grounds ethics in a moral biology. Darwinian science deepens 
this Aristotelian project by showing how a natural moral sense arises from 
evolutionary history.

In explaining my Darwinian understanding of Aristotelian virtue, I am 
dividing this chapter into fi ve parts. In the fi rst part, I identify the moral 
biology of Darwinian ethics as belonging to an empirical tradition of eth-
ics rooted in the human sources of moral order (human desires, human 
cultures, and human judgments) rather than the transcendental tradition 
of ethics that looks to cosmic sources of moral order (cosmic God, cosmic 
Nature, or cosmic Reason). In the second part, I survey some of the de-
bates between moral cosmology and moral biology—between Plato and 
Aristotle, between Kant and Darwin, and in the crisis faced by friedrich 
Nietzsche who had to choose between Darwinian science and Dionysian 
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religion. In the third part, I show how Aristotle’s moral psychology is 
rooted in a biological psychology of animal minds that has been largely 
confirmed by Darwinian science. In the fourth part, I show how Aristotle’s 
moral biology supports his study of the virtues—particularly, courage, 
friendship, and contemplation. In each case, I indicate how Darwinian sci-
ence sustains the Aristotelian understanding of these virtues. In the final 
part, I reply to the following four objections to my Darwinian defense of 
Aristotelian virtue: (1) that I ignore the importance of Aristotle’s theol-
ogy in supporting his ethics; (2) that I ignore the importance of religion 
generally as the indispensable ground of all morality; (3) that Darwinian 
biology cannot adequately explain ethics, because Darwinism assumes the 
Cartesian reductionism that pervades all of modern science; and (4) that 
my Darwinian and Aristotelian view of ethics cannot properly understand 
the deepest human desires manifest in the yearning for love and the fear 
of death.

Six Sources of Moral Order

A Darwinian evolutionary understanding of ethics supports an empiri-
cist tradition of ethics that runs from Aristotle to David Hume and Adam 
Smith. This empiricist tradition of thought sees ethics as rooted in human 
experience—in human nature, human tradition, and human judgment. By 
contrast the transcendentalist tradition of ethics, from Plato to Immanuel 
Kant, looks to a transcendent conception of the Good as somehow woven 
into the order of the cosmos. A Darwinian science of ethics shows that 
the moral order of human life arises as a joint product of natural desires, 
cultural traditions, and prudential judgments. The natural desires of our 
evolved human nature constrain but do not determine our cultural tra-
ditions. Our natural desires and cultural traditions constrain but do not 
determine our prudential judgments.

There are at least twenty natural desires that are universal to all human so-
cieties throughout history, because they are rooted in our biological nature. 
Human beings generally desire the following goods: (1) a complete life, (2) 
parental care, (3) sexual identity, (4) sexual mating, (5) familial bonding, (6) 
friendship, (7) social status, (8) justice as reciprocity, (9) political rule, (10) 
courage in war, (11) health, (12) beauty, (13) property, (14) speech, (15) prac-
tical habituation, (16) practical reasoning, (17) practical arts, (18) aesthetic 
pleasure, (19) religious understanding, and (20) intellectual understanding. 
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In some of my other writings, I have elaborated what I mean by each of 
these desires, and I have offered some anthropological, psychological, and 
biological evidence for their universality.1

We recognize the generic goods of life as truly desirable because they 
satisfy those natural desires that are either useful or agreeable to ourselves 
or to others. Hume saw this when he observed that personal merit “con-
sists altogether in the possession of mental qualities, useful or agreeable 
to the person himself or to others.”2 Hume saw that virtues are mental 
qualities that produce pleasure in impartial observers, and this pleasure 
produces social esteem for those mental qualities. Qualities of mind that 
are useful or agreeable—either to those with those qualities or to others—
induce a pleasure that leads to those qualities’ being esteemed as virtues. 
Hume could then catalogue the virtues according to four categories: quali-
ties useful to others (such as friendliness and justice), qualities useful 
to ourselves (such as prudence and temperance), qualities immediately 
agreeable to others (such as wit and affability), and qualities immediately 
agreeable to ourselves (such as pride and greatness of mind). All of these 
qualities esteemed as virtues are related to the twenty natural desires on 
my list.

I agree with Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas that “something is good 
insofar as it is desirable.”3 If the good is the desirable, then the harmoni-
ous satisfaction of these desires over a complete life constitutes a univer-
sal standard for judging social practice as either fulfilling or frustrating 
our human nature. And yet different cultural traditions and different 
individuals will rank or organize these desires in different ways. There-
fore, prudential judgment is required to judge what is best for particu-
lar individuals in particular cultural circumstances. Here I take the side 
of Aristotelian and Humean empiricism in opposition to Platonic and 
Kantian transcendentalism.

If we are laying out a typology of fundamental sources of moral knowl-
edge invoked in moral and political philosophy, we should consider six 
possible sources: (1) cosmic God, (2) cosmic Nature, (3) cosmic Reason, 
(4) human nature, (5) human culture, (6) human individuals. The tran-
scendentalists look to the first three—the cosmic sources of moral order—
because they believe that morality cannot have “moral clout” (in Richard 
Joyce’s phrase) unless it is believed to be part of the cosmic order of things 
as dictated by God, by the nature of the universe, or by universal rational 
order.4 So just as we discover mathematical principles as somehow woven 



The Darwinian Science of Aristotelian Virtue     211     

into the constitution of the world, we should be able to discover moral 
principles as part of the “wisdom of the world” (in Rémi Brague’s phrase).5

The empiricists, however, look to the second three sources—the human 
sources of moral order. Human nature gives us the generic goods of life 
as rooted in the natural desires of the human species—the twenty natural 
desires that I have sketched. But within the constraints of human nature, 
human culture specifies the moral traditions of human morality as shaped 
by cultural history. Then, within the constraints of both human nature and 
human culture, human individuals make choices in their ranking and or-
ganization of their desires that reflect the uniqueness of their individual 
temperaments, abilities, and circumstances as shaped by their individual 
life history.

Darwinian science sustains the empirical understanding of ethics by 
explaining how natural desires, cultural traditions, and individual judg-
ments arise from evolved human nature. This supports the move from 
moral cosmology to moral biology that was begun by Aristotle.

From Moral Cosmology to Moral Biology

The drama of the debate between the moral cosmologists and the 
moral biologists has moved through three acts. In the first act, Plato’s 
moral cosmology was challenged by Aristotle’s moral biology. In the sec-
ond act, Kant’s transcendentalist ethics was challenged by Darwin’s evolu-
tionary ethics. In the third act, which continues into the present day, we 
face Friedrich Nietzsche’s struggle to choose between the moral cosmol-
ogy of a Dionysian religion and the moral biology of a Darwinian science.

From Plato to Aristotle

In the Stanza della Segnatura in the Vatican Palace, Plato and Aristotle 
are the central figures in Raphael’s painting of the Greek philosophers in 
the School of Athens. They stride forward toward the viewer. Plato points 
upward toward the sky with his right arm and extended index finger, while 
carrying in his left arm a copy of his Timaeus, which he holds vertically. 
Aristotle gestures forward and downward with his right arm and his open 
palm extended horizontally, while carrying in his left arm a copy of his 
Nicomachean Ethics, which he holds horizontally. It’s as though Plato is 
saying, “Read my Timaeus, and you’ll see that it’s all up there in the heavens.” 
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To which Aristotle responds, “No, read my Nicomachean Ethics, and you’ll 
see that it’s all right down here amongst us.” The painting is balanced sym-
metrically, so as to indicate that Raphael was persuaded by Pico della Mi-
randola and other Renaissance thinkers who tried to reconcile Plato and 
Aristotle as teaching complementary aspects of the same reality.6

The possibility of such reconciliation is hard to see when one considers 
the contrast between Plato’s Timaeus and Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. 
The Timaeus is perhaps the single most influential book of philosophy in 
history, because it shaped the prevalent cosmological model of the West-
ern world for almost two thousand years.7 Plato’s Timaeus argued that 
Socrates’ best city in speech in the Republic needed to be supported by 
the best cosmos in speech—a rational theology of cosmic order, in which 
the intelligible order of the cosmos manifested the intelligent design of 
the divine cosmic craftsman guided by the eternal Ideas. The moral and 
political order of human life could then be judged by how well it imitated 
this cosmic order of the Divine Intellect. The best political order needs to 
be set within the best cosmic order.

The dubious character of Timaeus’s mythic presentation of his cosmol-
ogy and the absence of any Socratic questioning of his claims has led some 
Straussian scholars, such as Joseph Cropsey and Catherine Zuckert, to 
conclude that Timaeus does not speak for Plato or Plato’s Socrates.8 Ac-
cording to Cropsey and Zuckert, Plato really teaches that the cosmos is 
morally neutral, because morality and politics depend upon an anthro-
pology of human caring for ourselves in an uncaring universe. If so, this 
would coincide with what I am defending here as the immanent teleology 
of human nature, which does not require a moral cosmology. But if Plato 
did not intend to endorse Timaeus’s cosmological myth, we must wonder 
why he wrote it in such a way that it would be taken seriously by many, if 
not most, readers, and even become the most influential of all of Plato’s 
writings for almost two millennia.

One might also wonder about whether Timaeus’s myth satisfies a So-
cratic yearning for moral cosmology. In the Phaedo, Socrates describes 
his youthful excitement in reading Anaxagoras’s claim that “Mind” (nous) 
rules over the whole order of the cosmos and thus designs everything for 
the best.9 Socrates was disappointed, however, when he discovered that 
Anaxagoras was ultimately a materialist, explaining things as governed by 
purely material causes rather than intelligent causes. This disappointment 
with natural philosophy set Socrates off on a “second sailing,” where he 
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decided to look for the truth of Being in the speeches or accounts (lo-
goi) of things, by examining how people talk about their experience and 
particularly their moral and political experience. If this was a turn away 
from natural philosophy toward moral and political philosophy, with the 
understanding that the moral life is disconnected from cosmic nature, 
then Timaeus’s moral cosmology would be contrary to this Socratic turn. 
But then we might notice that Socrates praises Timaeus for reaching “the 
very peak of all philosophy.”10 So, perhaps Socrates saw Timaeus as doing 
what Anaxagoras failed to do successfully—construct a moral cosmology 
in which the cosmos is intelligently designed by a cosmic Mind as the best 
of all possible worlds—and therefore Timaeus gave Socrates what he had 
always wanted: an intelligent-design cosmology that would explain the 
reason that it is best for things to be as they are.

By contrast to Plato and Plato’s Socrates, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 
almost never invokes any cosmic standards in laying out the view of ethics 
as directed to human happiness, understood as the flourishing of human 
nature. Turning away from Plato’s cosmology of eternal and unchanging 
perfection that can be known with rational certainty, Aristotle studied bi-
ology as the realm of mortal life and flux that lends itself only to probable 
knowledge. There is at least one place in the Nicomachean Ethics where 
Aristotle refers to the divine order of the cosmos:

It is absurd for anyone to believe that politics or prudence is the most 
serious kind of knowledge, if a human being is not the highest thing 
in the cosmos. . . . And if it is the case that a human being is the best in 
comparison to the other animals, that makes no difference, for there 
are other things that are much more divine in their nature than a hu-
man being, such as most visibly the things out of which the cosmos 
is composed.11

Apparently, Aristotle is referring to the heavenly bodies—the Sun, the 
planets, and the stars. In his On the Heavens, he lays out his theological 
astronomy. But he repeatedly reminds his reader that astronomical phe-
nomena are too far away to be studied directly, and so most of the funda-
mental ideas in astronomy are “hypotheses” that must be taken on “faith” 
or “trust” (pistis), as having been passed down as ancestral myths.12

In justifying his biological studies, Aristotle argues that, while studying 
the eternally unchanging phenomena in the heavens might be honorable 



214     Larry Arnhart

and divine, such study is hard to carry out because there is so little ob-
servational evidence. By comparison, the perishable phenomena of plants 
and animals are easier to study because “we live among them.” Moreover, 
there is intense pleasure in studying biological phenomena, because “they 
are nearer to us and more akin to our nature.” This goes against the dispo-
sition of Plato and the Platonists, because, believing with Heraclitus that 
“all sensible things are always in a state of flux and that no science of them 
exists,” they turned to the abstract realm of eternal Ideas or Forms in the 
search for perfect intelligibility.13

In Aristotle’s Ethics, he assumes a biological teleology of living bodies 
that does not depend upon any cosmic teleology of the heavenly bodies. 
He rejects Plato’s Idea of the Good, because the good is the desirable, and 
what is desirable varies according to the desires of each species of life. “The 
good is not single for all animals, but is different in the case of each.”14 Thus 
does Aristotle move from moral cosmology to moral biology.

From Kant to Darwin

Darwin made a similar move in turning away from the transcendental-
ist ethics of Kant to the empiricist ethics of an evolved moral sense. In The 
Descent of Man, Darwin recognizes the uniqueness of human morality. “Of 
all the differences between man and the lower animals, the moral sense or 
conscience is by far the most important.” This moral sense is “summed up 
in that short but imperious word ought,” which is “the most noble of all the 
attributes of man, leading him without a moment’s hesitation to risk his 
life for that of a fellow-creature; or after due deliberation, impelled simply 
by the deep feeling of right or duty, to sacrifice it in some great cause.”15

Darwin then quotes a remark by Kant: “Duty! Wondrous thought, that 
workest neither by fond insinuation, flattery, nor by any threat, but merely 
by holding up thy naked law in the soul, and so extorting for thyself always 
reverence, if not always obedience; before whom all appetites are dumb, 
however secretly they rebel; whence thy original?” This comes from a pas-
sage in Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, which is immediately followed by 
a passage in which Kant writes about the sense of duty or “ought” as showing 
us “man as belonging to two worlds”—the empirical (phenomenal) world of 
natural causes and the transcendental (noumenal) world of moral freedom.16

By contrast, Darwin indicates that his explanation of morality will be 
“exclusively from the side of natural history.” So we see a fundamental dif-
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ference between the Kantian approach that sees morality as belonging to 
a transcendent world beyond the natural world and the Darwinian ap-
proach that sees morality as belonging completely to “natural history.”17

Darwin’s first readers saw this, and many were disturbed by it. Frances 
Cobbe wrote a review of The Descent of Man in which she warned that 
Darwin’s rejection of the Kantian view of morality as transcending natural 
human experience would destroy all morality. A few years earlier, Cobbe 
had persuaded Darwin to read some of Kant’s writings on ethics, and Dar-
win had told her that he was interested to see “how differently two men 
may look at the same points . . . the one man a great philosopher looking 
exclusively into his own mind, the other a degraded wretch looking from 
the outside thro’ apes & savages at the moral sense of mankind.”18

In her review, Cobbe explained this as a fundamental conflict between 
two views of morality. “Independent or Intuitive Morality has always 
taught that there is a supreme and necessary moral law common to all free 
agents in the universe, and known to man by means of a transcendental 
reason or divine voice of conscience. Dependent or Utilitarian Morality 
has equally steadily rejected the idea of a law other than the law of utility.” 
Darwin clearly took the second position. She observed:

The Kantian doctrine of Pure Reason, giving us transcendental 
knowledge of necessary truths, is not entertained by the school of 
thinkers to which he belongs; and that as for the notion of all the old 
teachers of the world, the voice of Conscience is the voice of God—
the doctrine of Job and Zoroaster, Menu and Pythagoras, Plato and 
Antonius, Chrysotom and Gregory, Fenelon and Jeremy Taylor—it 
can have no place in their science. As Comte would say, we have 
passed the theologic stage, and must not think of running to a First 
Cause to explain phenomena. After all (they seem to say), cannot we 
easily suggest how man might acquire a conscience from causes at 
work around him?19

Darwin maintained that although the moral sense was unique to hu-
man beings, it would be possible for evolutionary history to produce an-
other species of animal with a different kind of moral sense. “Any animal 
whatever, endowed with well-marked social instincts, the parental and fil-
ial affections being here included, would inevitably acquire a moral sense 
or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well, or 
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nearly as well developed, as in man.” But the content of the moral sense in 
such an animal would depend upon the desires and needs of the animal. 
Darwin explained:

If, for instance, to take an extreme case, men were reared under pre-
cisely the same conditions as hive-bees, there can hardly be a doubt 
that our unmarried females would, like the worker-bees, think it a 
sacred duty to kill their brothers, and mothers would strive to kill 
their fertile daughters; and no one would think of interfering. Nev-
ertheless, the bee, or any other social animal, would gain in our sup-
posed case, as it appears to me, some feeling of right and wrong, or a 
conscience. For each individual would have an inward sense of pos-
sessing certain stronger or more enduring instincts, and others less 
strong or enduring; so that there would often be a struggle as to which 
impulse should be followed; and satisfaction, dissatisfaction, or even 
misery would be felt, as past impressions were compared during their 
incessant passage through the mind. In this case, an inward monitor 
would tell the animal that it would have been better to have followed 
the one impulse rather than the other. The one course ought to have 
been followed, and the other ought not; the one would have been 
right and the other wrong.20

It seems, then, that the moral sense or conscience—the sense of moral 
“ought”—is a “feeling of right or wrong” that varies according to the in-
stinctive desires of the species. So far, the human moral sense is the 
only moral sense, because human beings are the only animals with the 
evolved intellectual capacities for moral judgment. But if any other ani-
mals were to evolve such intellectual capacities, their moral sense would 
differ from the human moral sense depending upon the differences in 
their instinctive desires.

Cobbe was appalled by the claim that, if bees had a moral sense, it would 
prescribe a sacred duty for sisters to murder their brothers. She saw this as

affirming that, not only has our moral sense come to us from a source 
commanding no special respect, but that it answers to no external or 
durable, not to say universal or eternal, reality, and is merely tentative 
and provisional, the provincial prejudice, as we may describe it, of 
this little world and its temporary inhabitants, which would be looked 
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on with a smile of derision by better-informed people now residing 
on Mars, or hereafter to be developed on earth, and who in their turn 
may be considered as walking in a vain shadow by other races. . . . Our 
moral sense, however acquired, does not, it is asserted, correspond to 
anything real outside of itself, to any law which must be the same for 
all intelligences, mundane or supernal.21

Against what she perceived as Darwin’s moral nihilism, Cobbe asserted 
that ethics was a normative science just like geometry, in that both ethics 
and geometry were based on axiomatic principles that all intelligent beings 
could recognize as necessary truths. “Love your neighbor” is such a neces-
sary truth of morality, and therefore any intelligent being should eventu-
ally understand that moral duty dictates universal love, which would be as 
true for bees as for human beings.

The reasoning for the worry one sees in Cobbe’s review that evolu-
tionary ethics promotes moral nihilism has been elaborated recently by 
philosopher Richard Joyce in his book The Evolution of Morality. Joyce 
agrees with Cobbe (and Kant) that by definition moral judgments presup-
pose belief in a transcendent world of moral facts beyond the empirical 
world of natural facts. But unlike Cobbe, Joyce denies the truth of that 
belief, because he thinks there really are no such moral facts, and so he 
concludes that we cannot know that moral rightness and wrongness really 
exist. Moreover, he argues that evolutionary ethics necessarily leads us to 
this conclusion that morality is fictional because an evolutionary account 
of morality explains it as arising from the natural facts of human desires 
and capacities without any reference to any distinctively moral facts. Joyce 
is an example of how a frustrated Platonist becomes a nihilist: he affirms 
the necessity for a transcendent Idea of the Good, while simultaneously 
denying its existence.

Joyce believes that Darwin’s evolutionary ethics explains the ultimate 
causes of ethics in a way that confirms Hume’s insight that the human 
moral sense depends on the human tendency to project emotions onto 
the world. Hume spoke of the mind’s “great propensity to spread itself on 
objects,” because “taste” (as opposed to reason) “has a productive faculty, 
and gilding and staining all natural objects with the colors, borrowed from 
internal sentiment, raises in a manner a new creation.” So it is that “vice 
and virtue may be compared to sounds, colors, heat and cold, which, ac-
cording to modern philosophy, are not qualities in objects but perceptions 
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in the mind.” And yet our human moral principles can be enduring, if not 
universal, insofar as our moral emotions manifest the “universal constitu-
tion of human nature.”22

For Hume, the explanation of the origins of human morality ended with 
some final appeal to human nature as ultimate cause, because he could not 
go any further to explain the original causes of human nature itself. Here is 
where Darwin could adopt Hume’s account of the natural moral sense but 
then go further in developing an evolutionary explanation for how human 
nature as endowed with a moral sense could have arisen.

While Joyce accepts this Humean/Darwinian account of morality as 
an evolved propensity of human nature to project human moral emo-
tions onto the world, he cannot believe that this is a full explanation of 
morality, because Joyce agrees with Kant that moral concepts necessar-
ily presuppose belief in a transcendent world of moral facts. Like many 
moral philosophers from Plato to Kant, Joyce embraces a transcenden-
tal view of morality in contrast to the empirical view of morality taken 
by those like Hume and Darwin. Joyce believes that morality requires 
a moral cosmology, so that morality can be understood as having an 
eternal truth as corresponding to some cosmic order of God, Reason, 
or Nature. But since Joyce believes that modern science has refuted 
any moral cosmology, he cannot believe in the reality of any cosmic 
moral facts, and therefore he must conclude that all morality is a fic-
tional creation of human beings who deceive themselves into thinking 
that this morality conforms to some cosmic reality. Thus it is that Joyce, 
like many modern moral philosophers, must face Nietzsche’s challenge: 
Does the death of God—the death of all cosmic support for morality—
mean the death of morality?

Nietzsche’s Dilemma—Darwin or Dionysus?

It is remarkable that religious believers who fear Darwinian science as 
a threat to religious morality can quote Nietzsche as supporting their po-
sition. I have noticed that whenever I defend a Darwinian conception of 
morality, some religious believers will often remind me of what Nietzsche 
said about David Strauss and George Eliot. Nietzsche’s long essay on “Da-
vid Strauss, the Confessor and the Writer” (1873) was published as the first 
of four essays collected under the title Untimely Meditations. It is a scorn-
ful attack on Strauss’s book The Old Faith and the New.23
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In 1835, Strauss’s book The Life of Jesus provoked intense criticism and 
even violence against him because he denied the historical reality of Jesus 
and argued that he was a purely mythical creation of the early Christian 
community. (This book was translated from the German into English by 
George Eliot in 1846.) Nietzsche’s reading of the book as a theology stu-
dent in 1864–1865 helped to convince him to reject his Christian faith and 
to refuse to take communion at Easter in 1865. The Old Faith and the New 
extends Strauss’s reasoning by rejecting any conception of a personal God 
and by arguing that the moral teaching of Christianity can be preserved as 
part of the “new faith” in Darwinian science.

Nietzsche dismisses Strauss as a foolish philistine who does not under-
stand that, in rejecting Christianity, he has rejected the foundation for a 
Christian morality of universal love that cannot be sustained by Darwin-
ian science. According to Nietzsche, Strauss does not realize that a truly 
Darwinian ethic would be based on a Hobbesian “war of all against all” 
with the rule of the stronger over the weaker. Instead, Strauss declares: “Do 
not ever forget that you are a man and not a mere creature of nature: do 
not ever forget that all others are likewise men, that is to say, with all their 
individual differences the same as you, with the same needs and demands 
as you—that is the epitome of all morality.” But, Nietzsche complains, this 
ignores the fact that, according to Darwin, man is “precisely a creature of 
nature and nothing else.”24

Moreover, Nietzsche notes, Strauss fails to see that Darwinian science 
does not support his metaphysical belief in the moral character of the cos-
mos, his belief “that everything proceeds according to eternal laws out of 
the one primeval source of all life, all reason and all goodness—that is the 
epitome of religion.” “Modern natural science and study of history have 
nothing whatever to do with the Straussian faith in the cosmos.”25

In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche makes the same point, this time ridi-
culing George Eliot:

G. Eliot. They are rid of the Christian God and now believe all the 
more firmly that they must cling to Christian morality. That is an 
English consistency; we do not wish to hold it against little moralistic 
females a la Eliot. In England one must rehabilitate oneself after ev-
ery little emancipation from theology by showing in a veritably awe-
inspiring manner what a moral fanatic one is. That is the penance 
they pay there.
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We others hold otherwise. When one gives up the Christian faith, 
one pulls the right to Christian morality out from under one’s feet. 
This morality is by no means self-evident: this point has to be exhib-
ited again and again, despite the English flatheads. Christianity is a 
system, a whole view of things thought out together. By breaking one 
main concept out of it, the faith in God, one breaks the whole: noth-
ing necessary remains in one’s hands. Christianity presupposes that 
man does not know, cannot know, what is good for him, what evil: 
he believes in God, who alone knows it. Christian morality is a com-
mand; its origin is transcendent; it is beyond all criticism, all right to 
criticism; it has truth only if God is the truth—it stands or falls with 
faith in God.

When the English actually believe that they know “intuitively” 
what is good and evil, when they therefore suppose that they no lon-
ger require Christianity as the guarantee of morality, we merely wit-
ness the effects of the dominion of the Christian value judgment and 
an expression of the strength and depth of this dominion: such that 
the origin of English morality has been forgotten, such that the very 
conditional character of its right to existence is no longer felt. For the 
English, morality is not yet a problem.26

But notice the crucial assumption here in Nietzsche’s reasoning—his 
agreement with those Christians who claim that human beings cannot 
know what is good for them unless they receive Christian morality as a 
command from God. I reject this assumption, because I believe that hu-
man beings can know what is good for them from their natural moral 
experience. In rejecting Nietzsche’s assumption, I also reject his conclu-
sion—that morality cannot rightly be sustained if one no longer believes 
in the Christian God.

In The Descent of Man, Darwin says that “to do good unto others—to do 
unto others as ye would they should do unto you—is the foundation-stone 
of morality,” and he claims that even primitive human beings might act 
according to this principle as impelled by “the love of praise and the dread 
of blame,” because they care about how they appear to others: “The moral 
sense perhaps affords the best and highest distinction between man and 
the lower animals; but I need not say anything on this head, as I have so 
lately endeavoured to show that the social instincts—the prime principle 
of man’s moral constitution—with the aid of active intellectual powers and 
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the effects of habit, naturally lead to the golden rule. ‘As ye would that men 
should do to you, do ye to them likewise;’ and this lies at the foundation 
of morality.”27

That Darwin here quotes the statement of the Golden Rule from Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 7:12) might be taken by Nietzsche as evi-
dence for his assertion that Christian morality depends on Christian faith. 
But notice that Darwin presents this rule as flowing “naturally” from hu-
man experience and as combining social instincts, social habits, and intel-
lectual activity.28 In referring to the social instincts as “the prime principle 
of man’s moral constitution,” Darwin has a footnote citing Marcus Aure-
lius, which suggests that the recognition of this moral sociality does not 
depend on Christian theology. Elsewhere in the Descent, Darwin explains 
the Golden Rule as a conclusion from the human experience of reciproc-
ity—the natural tendency of human beings to respond in kind, rewarding 
those they trust and punishing those they don’t. Consequently, when Jesus 
states the Golden Rule, he is not commanding something human beings 
could not have figured out for themselves. Rather, he is reinforcing a lesson 
of human practical experience. Given our evolved human nature as social 
animals, our socially evolved habituation, and our intellectual powers for 
reflecting on our natural inclinations and social habits, we can understand 
the wisdom of the Golden Rule as “the foundation of morality.”

Religious belief can reinforce our recognition of moral principles such 
as the Golden Rule, and that’s why, as Darwin indicates, religion is impor-
tant for moral history as contributing to our moral habituation. Never-
theless, that morality can stand on its own natural ground even without 
any specific religious doctrines. This is why I disagree with those of my 
critics like C. Stephen Evans, John Hare, and Carson Holloway who agree 
with Nietzsche that there is no natural ground for moral principles like the 
Golden Rule.29

Despite his loudly proclaimed atheism, Nietzsche felt the need for a re-
demptive religion that would sustain a moral cosmology. As Nietzsche fell 
into madness at the beginning of January in 1889, he wrote and mailed 
a series of letters. A letter to Peter Gast was only one sentence: “Sing me 
a new song: the world is transfigured and all the heavens are full of joy.” 
It was signed “The Crucified.” Other letters were signed “Dionysus.”30 To 
many readers, it seems odd that Nietzsche—the self-proclaimed “Anti-
christ” who announced the death of God—would use such religious im-
agery and identify himself with Jesus and the god Dionysus. We might 



222     Larry Arnhart

dismiss this as only a manifestation of his madness. Yet the signs of religi-
osity appear throughout Nietzsche’s early and late writings. For example, 
in Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche professes his “faith” in the belief “that all is 
redeemed and affirmed in the whole.” He declares: “Such a faith is the highest 
of all possible faiths: I have baptized it with the name of Dionysus.”31

One doesn’t see this religiosity in the writings of Nietzsche’s “middle 
period” (1877–1881). In Human, All Too Human and Dawn, he strives for 
a Darwinian philosophy based on a scientific history of evolution. Reject-
ing all metaphysical and religious philosophy grounded on the idea of a 
cosmic teleology of eternal moral order, Nietzsche works from the thought 
that “everything has evolved: there are no eternal facts, just as there are no 
absolute truths.”32 Even though there are no eternal truths, a properly his-
torical science can discover the “humble truths” of historical development.

Nietzsche believes that modern science continues the skeptical spirit of 
the Socratic tradition. He acknowledges, however, that most human be-
ings cannot live the skeptical life of a Socratic “free spirit,” because they 
yearn for transcendent truths and transcendent values that are absolute 
and eternal. Religions such as Christianity satisfy the transcendental long-
ings of human beings to be redeemed from ordinary earthly existence 
so they can feel an ecstatic rapture in the prospect of entering an eternal 
realm of perfect bliss. In Human, All Too Human, he speaks of this need 
for redemption as an “artificial” or “acquired” need that was cultivated by 
the Christian church in the Middle Ages, and he suggests that a future 
society might eliminate this need while serving “the common true needs 
of all men.”33

Yet Nietzsche also indicates that this need for redemption has become 
so strong that even those who believe themselves to be atheists are moved 
by the religious desire to find some transcendent satisfaction through art. 
Those who might otherwise be considered atheistic free spirits enjoy music 
(as in Wagner’s operas) that stirs religious feelings without requiring belief 
in religious doctrines. Indeed, romantic art in general shows “the magic 
of religious feeling” as the modern artist appeals to those who have given up 
religious beliefs but who still yearn for religious ecstasy through art.34

But then, as Nietzsche began writing Thus Spoke Zarathustra in 1883, 
he seemed himself to fall under “the magic of religious feeling.” In Hu-
man, All Too Human, he had warned against the “cult of the genius,” based 
on the “religious or semi-religious superstition that these spirits are of 
superhuman [ubermenschlichen] origin,” and that they have some deep in-
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sight into reality.35 But then Zarathustra proclaims the “superhuman” or 
“overman” as the redeemer. In the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche looks to 
“the redeeming human of the great love and contempt,” to “this human of 
the future who will redeem us from the previous ideal,” and he foresees: 
“this bell-stroke of noon and of the great decision, that makes the will free 
again, that gives back to the earth its goal and to man his hope; this Anti-
Christ and anti-nihilist; this conqueror of God and of nothingness—he 
must someday come.”36

In his middle writings, Nietzsche came under the influence of Darwin-
ian science, which overturned the romantic metaphysics and religiosity of 
The Birth of Tragedy and the Untimely Meditations. But, then, beginning 
in 1883, he returned to the religious and metaphysical propensities of 
those early writings. In On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for 
Life, he had warned that scientific history—and particularly, Darwin-
ian evolutionary history—was dangerous to life, because this “science of 
universal becoming” denied the eternal meaning of life as supported by 
belief in a cosmic teleology:

If the doctrines of sovereign becoming, of the fluidity of all concepts, 
types and species, of the lack of any cardinal distinction between man 
and animal—doctrines that I consider true but deadly—are thrust 
upon the people for another generation with the rage for instruction 
that has now become normal, no one should be surprised if the peo-
ple perishes of petty egoism, ossification and greed and ceases to be a 
people; in its place systems of individualist egoism, brotherhoods for 
the rapacious exploitation of the non-brothers, and similar creations 
of utilitarian vulgarity may perhaps appear in the arena of the future.37

Thus, the deadliness of the Darwinian truth is metaphysical (“sovereign 
becoming”), epistemological (“the fluidity of all concepts, types, and spe-
cies”), and anthropological (“the lack of any cardinal distinction between 
man and animal”).

Nietzsche indicated that there were only two possible antidotes to this 
intellectual poison. The “unhistorical” antidote would require forgetting 
history and enclosing one’s cultural life within a bounded horizon. The 
“suprahistorical” antidote would depend on “the powers that lead the eye 
away from becoming towards that which bestows upon existence the char-
acter of the eternal and recurring, towards art and religion.” The problem 
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is that science “sees everywhere things that have been, things historical, 
and nowhere things that are, things eternal. . . . Contemplation of history 
has never flown so far, not even in dreams; for now the history of mankind 
is only the continuation of the history of animals and plants; even in the 
profoundest depths of the sea the universal historian still finds traces of 
himself as living slime.” And thus the Darwinian science of history “robs 
man of the foundation of all his rest and security, his belief in the enduring 
and eternal.”38 After going through his middle period devoted to histori-
cal or evolutionary science, Nietzsche in his later writings returned to his 
earlier fear of science as subversive of life as he looked to “the eternalizing 
powers of art and religion” as the only way to restore meaning to life.

Lou Salomé was Nietzsche’s friend and lover, the woman who reput-
edly turned down his proposal of marriage. In her book on Nietzsche (the 
first book on his writings), Salomé explained the history of his writing 
as showing his struggle with a “religious drive” he could never shake off. 
On the one hand, he denied the God in whom he had devotedly believed 
in his Lutheran household. On the other hand, he needed to replace that 
orthodox religion with a new religion of Dionysus and the Overman. She 
thought that only in his middle writings—during the time of his deep 
friendships with Paul Rée and herself—did Nietzsche achieve a position of 
scientific skepticism free of religious ideas, during the time when he was 
influenced by the Darwinian view of morality that Salomé and Rée had 
adopted. This friendship between Nietzsche, Salomé, and Rée, with their 
shared interest in the new Darwinian science, was captured vividly in the 
famous photograph of “The Holy Trinity”—Nietzsche and Rée pulling a 
cart, with Salomé in the cart, holding a whip.39

In Bruce Benson’s recent book on the “pious Nietzsche,” Salomé’s read-
ing of Nietzsche as tormented by the conflict between his religious long-
ings and his denial of God is deepened and made more precise. Benson 
shows how Nietzsche moved from the Christian Pietism of his youth to 
the Dionysian Pietism of his philosophic works. Far from being godless, 
he moved from one god to another.40

As a child, Nietzsche was shaped by Lutheran Pietism, in which Chris-
tian faith is understood as a matter of the heart rather than the head, be-
cause to have a right relationship with God one must have a childlike trust 
in God that does not depend upon doctrinal propositions. As an adult, 
Nietzsche rejected Christian Pietism because he denied the Christian 
God. But his Dionysian religion was a kind of Pietism in that it required a 
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childlike trust in life, a joyful acceptance of life that allowed him to say “yes 
and amen” to life. In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche affirms: “Eternal life, 
the eternal recurrence of life; the future promised and made sacred by the 
past; the triumphant yes to life beyond death and change; true life as col-
lective survival through reproduction, through the mysteries of sexuality. 
. . . All this is signified by the name Dionysus: I know no higher symbolism 
than this Greek symbolism, the symbolism of the Dionysian rites. In them, 
the deepest instinct of life, the instinct for the future of life, for the eternity 
of life, is experienced religiously—the very way to life, reproduction, as 
the holy way.”41 Nietzsche’s Dionysian religion is pietistic in the sense that 
it requires a change of heart—perhaps through music and dance—that will 
allow him to say “yes and amen” to everything in life, which would be “an 
ecstatic affirmation of the total character of life.”42

Benson succeeds in laying out the character of Nietzsche’s Dionysian 
Pietism. But one major weakness in Benson’s book is that he fails to con-
trast this religious longing as it appears in Nietzsche’s early and later writ-
ings with his Darwinian evolutionary science as it appears in his middle 
writings. Salomé sees this contrast, as Benson does not. Salomé shows how 
Nietzsche might have freed himself from religious mysticism if he had ad-
hered to the scientific stance of Human, All Too Human; Dawn; and the 
first four books of the Gay Science.

Did Nietzsche really become a faithful follower of Dionysus? In The 
Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche describes Dionysian rapture: “Singing and 
dancing, man expresses his sense of belonging to a higher community; he 
has forgotten how to walk and talk and is on the brink of flying and danc-
ing, up and away into the air above. His gestures speak of his enchantment 
. . . he feels himself to be a god, he himself now moves in such ecstasy and 
sublimity as once he saw the gods move in his dreams.”43 Franz Overbeck 
reports that in the early days of Nietzsche’s insanity, he danced and im-
provised music at his piano, telling his friends that he could only express 
his feelings in music. Perhaps Nietzsche did finally achieve ecstatic union 
with his god Dionysus by giving up his reason and being swallowed up in 
a frenzy of religious madness.

Nietzsche’s dilemma—his sense that Darwinian science is “true but 
deadly,” and that the only antidote to its deadly poison is a redemptive 
religious cosmology—continues as a dilemma for many Nietzscheans 
today. One can see this, for example in the work of Leo Strauss and the 
Straussians. Like Nietzsche, Strauss was an atheist who could never shake 
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off his religious longings for a moral cosmology. His friend Hans Jonas saw 
this.44 Like Nietzsche, Strauss feared Darwinian natural history as “true 
but deadly,” and as an antidote to this poisonous truth of science, he was 
attracted to an “atheistic religiosity” or religious Platonism, in which a few 
intellectually superior human beings could live a philosophic life of con-
templation that could be eternalized as an expression of “the eternal basic 
text of homo natura.”45

The Straussian fear of Darwinism is evident in Harvey Mansfield’s 
warning: “Darwin was not a nihilist, but he prepared his generation and 
later generations for nihilism. His theory of evolution not only denied the 
eternity of the species but also undermined all eternities, all permanence 
of meaning.” Mansfield presents the “manly nihilism” of Nietzsche and 
Theodore Roosevelt as a rebellion against the Darwinian teaching that 
there is no purposeful and eternal cosmic order of nature to provide stan-
dards for human excellence and importance.46

While Nietzsche looked to the manliness of the Overman (Übermensch), 
Roosevelt looked to the manliness of the “leader” (Führer). During the 
presidency of George W. Bush, Mansfield praised Bush for his attempts 
at “one-man rule” as showing manly leadership in the tradition of Roo
sevelt’s manly nihilism. Isn’t there a dangerous extremism in this vision of 
redemptive leadership? Far more healthy, I suggest, is the moderation of 
Nietzsche’s Darwinian science in Human, All Too Human.

For Nietzsche, Darwin’s science was a radical break from the moral cos-
mology of Platonism and Christianity that had dominated Western culture 
for thousands of years. And yet, Darwin’s moral biology could be seen as 
reviving and deepening an empiricist tradition of thought that was begun 
by Aristotle. To see human morality as rooted in human biology, and in 
psychological traits shared with other animals, was originally an insight of 
Aristotle’s biology that was confirmed by Darwin’s biology.

The Animal Psychology of Social Intelligence

Darwin argues that human beings differ from other animals in degree 
but not in kind. This is often thought to be a refutation of Aristotelian bi-
ology. But while Aristotle had no theory of the evolution of species from 
ancestral species, a fundamental principle of his biology is the continuity 
between human beings and other animals, not only in their bodies but 
also in their mental powers, which enters his moral and political writing 
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in those many passages where he explains human psychological nature by 
comparison with other animals.

Aristotle saw that the intelligence of animals tends to be proportional 
to their sociality, because the more social animals are generally the more 
intelligent. Animals living in complex societies need greater intelligence 
to navigate their way through the intricacies of social life. Darwin also saw 
this connection between intelligence and sociality, so that the evolution of 
animal intelligence could be explained as an adaptation to ever more com-
plex forms of social life. Recently, some evolutionary psychologists have 
adopted a “social brain” hypothesis, which explains the evolution of cogni-
tion as adaptive for social animals who need complex cognitive abilities in 
order to solve the problems of social life. Thus, Darwinian psychologists 
have rediscovered one of the fundamental insights of Aristotle’s biology. 
The continuity of animal psychology for Aristotle is evident in the follow-
ing passage from the History of Animals:

In most of the other animals, there are traces of the qualities of soul 
that are more evidently differentiated in human beings. For there are 
both gentleness and savagery, mildness and harshness, courage and 
timidity, fear and confidence, spiritedness and trickery, and, with 
respect to intelligence [dianoia], something like judgment [sunēsis], 
similar in many ways, just as we have spoken of the parts of the body. 
For some of these qualities differ only more or less with reference to 
human beings, and so is man in reference to many things of animals. 
Some of these qualities are greater in man, others are greater in other 
animals, but in others they differ by analogy. For instance, in many 
there is art, wisdom, and judgment, so there is some other natural 
capacity. This is most evident if one considers the condition at the age 
of infancy. For in infants it is possible to see traces and germs of their 
future dispositions, since there is no difference, so to speak, between 
the soul of a beast and the soul of an infant. So it is not unreasonable 
if some psychic qualities are the same, others resemble one another, 
and others are analogous. For nature passes little by little from the 
inanimate to animals, so that this continuity prevents one from seeing 
a border or perceiving on which side an intermediate form lies.

The same holds for the actions of life. For of plants the function 
appears to be nothing other than producing another similar to them-
selves, which arises through seeds, and similarly of some animals 
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there is no function other than reproduction. Therefore, the actions 
of this sort are common to all. But if sensation is added, then their 
lives with respect to sexual intercourse will differ through the plea-
sure of this activity, and with respect to parturition and the nurturing 
of the young. Some animals, therefore, just like plants, complete the 
reproduction of their progeny according to the seasons. Others trouble 
themselves about the feeding of the young, but whenever this is com-
pleted, they separate themselves and have nothing more in common 
with them. Still others who are more intelligent and share in memory 
live a longer time and in a more political manner with their offspring.

One part of the life of animals, therefore, is devoted to the actions 
concerning reproduction, another part to the actions concerning 
food. For on these two all their serious pursuits and their life happen 
to concentrate. Their food differs mostly according to the matter of 
which they are constituted. For the growth of each will happen ac-
cording to nature from this. Further, whatever is according to nature 
is pleasurable; and all animals according to nature pursue pleasure.47

Notice the eight points that Aristotle makes in this passage: (1) Human 
psychic powers are more clearly differentiated forms of powers found in 
other animals. Thus, there is an unbroken continuity between all species 
of life. (2) These common powers include both traits of moral tempera-
ment (such as courage, for example) and cognitive capacities for reasoning 
and judging. (3) In comparing human beings and other animals, Aristotle 
sees that their powers are either the same or different in degree or similar 
by analogy. In the case of analogy, different powers serve similar func-
tions. (4) These comparisons are clearest if one considers human infants, 
because in some sense there is no difference between a young child and 
a non-human animal. (5) Animals are naturally adapted for survival and 
reproduction, and therefore the practical structure of their lives varies ac-
cording to how each species feeds and propagates. (6) Unlike plants, some 
animals must care for their young, and how they do this shapes the life of 
each species. Some animals only feed the young at the beginning of life, 
but those who are more intelligent develop more lasting bonds with their 
young. Thus, higher levels of animal intelligence are connected to more 
extended parental care. (7) Such long-term nurturance of the young is the 
natural ground from which political life grows. (8) Animals act to satisfy 
their natural desires because by nature this gives them pleasure.
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All of these points enter into Aristotle’s moral and political science. 
Consider, for example, the importance of pleasure. “Whatever is accord-
ing to nature is pleasurable; and all animals according to nature pursue 
pleasure.” Having developed this thought in his biological works, Aristotle 
incorporates it into the Nicomachean Ethics. All human action is governed 
by pleasure and pain, as is true for all animals. A good man is one who 
feels pleasure and pain in the right manner. To deny the goodness of plea-
sure would be an implausible denial of the testimony of all animals. Since 
all creatures, the mindless as well as those with some rational judgment, 
pursue pleasure as good, it must be good in some sense. A man could not 
endure even Plato’s Idea of the Good if it were painful to him.48 While 
pleasure is not always the direct object of desire, it accompanies the sat-
isfaction of every desire, which supports the observation that the good is 
the desirable.49

Each animal has a species-specific pleasure corresponding to its 
species-specific function, for pleasure accompanies the activity of fulfill-
ing whatever inclinations constitute the nature of a species. Therefore, “the 
pleasures of a horse, of a dog, and of a human being are different.”50 But 
although the pleasures of each species tend to be the same, what human 
beings find pleasurable varies to some extent. In extreme cases, human 
beings can be impaired or ruined so that what is pleasurable for them is 
not truly pleasurable in the sense of perfecting human nature. Such people 
don’t understand what they truly desire.51

The pleasures of the good and the bad differ just as the pleasures of 
children and adults differ, and we can properly judge the pleasures of the 
good person to be superior just as we do those of the adult.52 Some plea-
sures are natural to human beings (or to other species), while others are 
unnatural. The unnatural pleasures are natural in the weak sense that they 
have natural causes; but they are unnatural in the strong sense that they 
disrupt the normal balance or order in an animal’s life. Among human 
beings, unnatural pleasures arise either through injury or through habit 
or through evil natures. So, for example, a person might be driven by a 
mental disease to kill and eat his mother. Or a person abused from child-
hood might take pleasure in sexual perversion. Or a person born with 
some mental disorder might take perverse pleasure in eating human flesh 
or abusing his children.53

Those who would guide the education of the young and the general 
formation of human character must understand the motivational power 
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of pleasure and pain. Consequently, “theorizing about pleasure and pain 
belongs to the political philosopher; for he is the architect of the end, to 
which we look in calling one thing good and another bad in an absolute 
sense.” Furthermore, as a philosopher, he understands that the intellectual 
life is the most pleasurable insofar as a human being in the highest sense 
is his intellect.54

Darwin also concluded that human beings found their natural pleasures 
in satisfying their instincts for conjugal, parental, and social bonding gen-
erally. As refined by habit and reason, these instinctive pleasures shape the 
moral sense of human beings. Any person without such instincts would 
be an “unnatural monster.” Moreover, Darwin thought that in some savage 
circumstances, bad habits and insufficient reasoning would lead people to 
commit “unnatural crimes.”55 But with the progress of civilization a few 
people, he believed, would discover the intense pleasures of the intellect as 
the source of the greatest human happiness.56

For both Aristotle and Darwin, therefore, morality rests on a natural 
union of instinctive feelings and rational judgments. They would agree 
neither with Hume’s exaggerated claim that reason is the slave of the de-
sires nor with Kant’s exaggerated claim that reason discovers the moral 
law in complete abstraction from natural human desires. For Aristotle and 
Darwin, reason complements the natural desires by arbitrating conflicts 
between them to conform to a coherent plan of life, in which each natural 
desire finds its fullest and most appropriate expression.

Although perhaps never fully attainable, the goal of rationally ordering 
all the natural desires into a coherent whole can at least be more or less ap-
proximated. Success will depend not only on the individual’s temperament 
and thought but also on his physical circumstances and on the way of life 
of his political community.

Political Intelligence

Human beings are superior to other animals, Aristotle believed, not in 
being the only intelligent animals but in being the most intelligent ani-
mals.57 The more intelligent animals tend to be the more social or political 
animals, and human beings are the most intelligent because they are the 
most political.58

Aristotle saw the intelligence of animals such as elephants and dolphins. 
But he also saw that many animals that are obscure and short-lived have 
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some capacities for learning and teaching through signs.59 He spoke of wis-
dom (sophia), judgment (sunēsis), prudence (phronēsis), and art (technē) 
as human cognitive powers corresponding to similar cognitive powers in 
other animals. He repeatedly referred to the prudence of other animals.60

Prudence, unlike science (epistēmē) or wisdom, concerns things that 
vary. Since what is good differs for different species, what is prudent will 
vary across species. A prudent animal, therefore, is one that exercises fore-
sight with respect to the way of life that is best for the species.61 Aristotle 
often refers to bees and other social insects, such as ants and wasps, as 
outstanding examples of the more prudent animals.62 Birds also show their 
prudence in building nests, in cooperating in rearing and teaching their 
young, and in deceiving predators and prey.63 He identifies cranes as po-
litical animals, and he sees their prudence in their migration over long 
distances, during which a leader guides their flight and acts as a guard 
when they stop.64

Beginning with Darwin, many modern biologists have confirmed Ar-
istotle’s conclusions about animal intelligence. If intelligence is drawing 
inferences from experience to adapt means to ends, then many animals are 
intelligent.65 Studies of animal behavior and cognition support Aristotle’s 
understanding of the “if-then” reasoning in animal movement.66

There is also growing evidence to sustain Aristotle’s insight as to higher 
intelligence as an adaptation for complex social life. Aristotle distinguishes 
solitary animals (monadika) and gregarious animals (angelaia).67 Among 
the gregarious animals, he distinguishes those who are political (politika) 
from those who are not. Political animals are those who live together for 
some “common work” (koinon ergon) or collective action. Examples of 
political animals are human beings, bees, wasps, ants, and cranes. Some 
of these such as bees, cranes, and human beings have a leader (hegemon), 
while others do not.

Aristotle seems to adopt what we might call a “cybernetic definition” 
of politics.68 Politics is a “steering” process for setting collective goals, or-
ganizing collective behavior to pursue those goals, and then altering both 
the goals and the behavior in response to experience. This requires orga-
nizational systems for social communication, social coordination, and 
social control.

With this understanding of politics, it is not surprising that Aristotle 
was impressed by the politics of the social insects, and particularly hon-
eybees.69 Confused by the social complexity of bees, especially in their 
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reproduction, Aristotle confessed that there was a need for more factu-
al observations. He mistakenly concluded that the leaders of bees were 
males, and that most hives required more than one leader. But he under-
stood the intricate division of labor within a hive that is necessary for its 
social life, and he could see the flexibility of bees in responding to chang-
ing circumstances in order to maintain the good social order of the hive. 
He described the beehive as a well-ordered political community.

Darwin was also fascinated by the complex social instincts of the so-
cial insects.70 Today, entomologists distinguish various levels of sociality 
among insects from the solitary to the eusocial, depending upon whether 
they display one or more of three traits—cooperative care of the young, 
reproductive division of labor, and overlap between generations so that 
offspring assist parents.71 The eusocial insects who possess all three traits 
include ants, termites, and some bees and wasps. In identifying ants, bees, 
and wasps as political animals, Aristotle recognized insects with the high-
est level of social organization. There is hardly any form of socially intel-
ligent behavior that cannot be found among the social insects: child care, 
eugenics, class structures, social division of labor, fighting over social 
dominance, group hunting, warfare, slavery, agriculture, animal husbandry, 
and the second most complex language in the animal world.

While Aristotle does not identify apes as political animals, he does see 
that they are an intermediate species because they “share in the nature of 
both man and the quadrupeds.”72 In their feet, legs, hands, face, teeth, and 
internal parts, the apes are humanlike. He dissected apes and monkeys to 
discover how their internal parts and structures might resemble those of 
human beings.73

While human beings are distinctive in their upright stance and gait, Ar-
istotle observed that apes show the features of a potentially bipedal animal, 
although they spend most of their time on all fours. Human bipedalism 
permits the development of hands instead of forefeet, and the hands can 
be designed as versatile instruments for acquiring technology guided by 
human intelligence. The adaptability of the hands for many uses, particu-
larly for many different kinds of weapons, displays human beings as the 
most versatile animal.74

Darwin developed the same thought: human ancestors became bipedal, 
which freed their hands for uses other than support and locomotion.75 The 
use of the arms and hands for fighting, using weapons, and carrying food 
freed the jaws, mouth, and teeth to adapt for other purposes distinctive to 
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human beings—such as language. The widening of the pelvis, the curving 
of the spine, and the positioning of the head that characterize human be-
ings all depend on the bipedal stance and gait. Just as Aristotle suggested, 
apes show a move toward being bipedal. Observations of bonobos—pos-
sibly the apes most closely related to human beings—show a remarkably 
agile bipedal gait.76

Modern ethology also gives us some appreciation for Aristotle’s com-
ments about the faces of apes. Although he believed that only human be-
ings can properly be said to have a face (prosopon), he did speak of apes as 
having a face that resembled the human face.77 Aristotle’s thought seems 
to be confirmed by Adolf Portmann’s observations of how the faces of the 
higher animals become ever more expressive of their inner lives.78 One 
can also see this in the books of Frans de Waal, Jane Goodall, and other 
ethologists, in which the photographs of their chimpanzees’ faces testify to 
their mental individuality and personality.79 One of the important factors 
in primate evolution was reliance on the face for personal recognition.80 
Darwin saw the universality of some patterns of facial expression as sug-
gesting that they are innate products of evolution, and later research on 
facial expression supports this conclusion.81 From research in neurosci-
ence we now know that large portions of the motor and sensory areas of 
the cerebral cortex are devoted to the face. We also know that damage to 
the visual system of the brain can produce a syndrome (prosopagnosia) 
such that a person cannot recognize faces.82

The facial expressiveness of chimpanzees is only one of many signs of 
the diversity in their individual personalities that contributes to the com-
plexity of their political life. As is the case for human beings the political 
instincts of chimpanzees are flexible, because they are instincts for learning 
what is appropriate for particular social contexts, so that there is endless 
variability both within and among chimpanzee communities. Comparing 
diverse communities reveals different behavioral patterns in communica-
tion, diet, and tool use, which represent cultural traditions passed from 
one generation to another by social learning, traditions apparently origi-
nated by inventive individuals and imitated by others.83

The intricacy of chimpanzee politics reflects—and explains the evo-
lution of—the sharpness of chimpanzee intelligence. There is much 
evidence to suggest that primate intelligence, including human intel-
ligence, originally evolved to solve the challenges of social interaction 
within complex communities.84 If so, then Aristotle was right: the more 



234     Larry Arnhart

political animals are also the more rational animals. But politics de-
mands intelligence not only in the social maneuvering within a com-
munity but also in the social competition between communities. Of the 
activities that test the mental agility of political animals, none is more 
urgent or more severe than war.

Military Intelligence

Aristotle regarded human warfare as one form of animal warfare. 
“Among wild animals, some are always at war with one another; others, 
as is so for human beings, whenever this happens to occur.”85 Whether 
animals are friendly or at war with one another depends on the nature of 
their life and their food. Between predators and prey, and between those 
competing for the same food, there will be war. But if food is plentiful, or 
if they live on different kinds of food, they can live in peace.86

When Aristotle comments on the usefulness of superior intelligence 
for human beings, he emphasizes that technology can provide food and 
weapons.87 From his biological perspective, the most immediate advan-
tage for human beings in their rationality, their bipedal stance and gait, 
and in their versatile hand as the “tool of tools,” is their flexibility in 
devising and using weapons. The first requirement for human security 
is military defense.88

But if human beings went to war only to secure the material resources 
necessary for life or to defend their communities against attack, human 
warfare would be far less disruptive than it is. What drives the warfare of 
those political communities best organized for it is the lust for tyrannical 
domination over other communities. And unlike wars for food or defense, 
the motivation behind wars for imperial expansion is insatiable.89

If primate intelligence evolved to solve the complex problems of social 
life, to secure the benefits of social cooperation, and to manage the threats 
of social conflict, this would provide the Darwinian explanation for Aris-
totle’s biological observation that the more political animals are also the 
more intelligent. And if the most complex challenges of primate life arise 
in war, where individuals must cooperate with other members of their 
group in violent, even lethal, competition with those outside their group, 
then we would expect the evolution of heroic conduct in war. This would 
explain the evolution in human beings of the virtue of courage.
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Courage

In book 3 of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle takes up the virtue of 
courage. He defines it as a mean with regard to fear—and particularly, with 
regard to the fear of death. Death is the most fearful thing, “for it is the end 
of one’s life, and for the dead nothing is thought to be either good or bad.” 
Courage in the face of death is noblest in war. The cowardly person fears 
death too much. The rash person fears death too little. The courageous 
person faces death in the right way, at the right time, in the right circum-
stances, as dictated by reason. The courageous person fears death in war, 
but he also fears the bad reputation that would come from being a cow-
ard.90 Aristotle then goes through five ways in which the term “courage” is 
used. The courage of citizen-soldiers in war is first, and it most resembles 
true courage, because like Homer’s heroes, the citizen-soldiers face death 
in war because they are afraid of being punished and being dishonored.

Aristotle later goes on to say that the truly courageous people are those 
who have complete virtue, and therefore happiness, and so life is most 
worth living for them. Consequently, they will be courageous in war, be-
cause they will want to be noble. But these truly courageous people might 
not make the best soldiers. The best soldiers might be those with less to 
lose, who might risk their lives for little gain.91

In The Descent of Man, Darwin explains how the virtue of courage con-
tributed to moral progress through evolutionary group selection:

It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality 
gives but a slight or no advantage to each individual man and his chil-
dren over the other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in the 
number of well-endowed men and an advancement in the standard 
of morality will certainly give an immense advantage to one tribe over 
another. A tribe including many members who, from possessing in 
a high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obedience, courage, 
and sympathy, were always ready to aid one another, and to sac-
rifice themselves for the common good, would be victorious over 
most other tribes; and this would be natural selection. At all times 
throughout the world tribes have supplanted other tribes; and as 
morality is one important element in their success, the standard 
of morality and the number of well-endowed men will thus every-
where tend to rise and increase.92
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In Darwinian Natural Right, I quote this passage and compare it with 
Aristotle’s account of courage as manliness in the face of death in war. 
Carson Holloway has criticized me, however, for not seeing that, while Ar-
istotle recognizes the courage of citizen-soldiers, he does not think this is 
true courage. The courage of soldiers in war typically comes from a social 
concern for the good of one’s group and a desire to be praised by one’s fel-
low citizens and to avoid being blamed. But this desire for honor, Aristotle 
suggests, falls short of the desire for nobility, which moves the truly coura-
geous. Holloway argues that, according to Aristotle, the love of nobility or 
moral beauty transcends the sociable concern for being praised or hon-
ored and points to a transcendent or religious conception of perfection 
that goes beyond the mediocre morality of social praise and blame. Hollo-
way argues that Darwinian ethics reduces morality to “mere sociability or 
decency” and thus ignores what Aristotle recognizes as the transcendent 
longing for “nobility or beauty of character,” which expresses a “natural 
religious longing” that requires a “publicly sanctioned revealed religion.” 
Thus, “virtue as Aristotle understands it requires that we transcend virtue 
as Darwinism understands it.”93

My response to this criticism turns on two points—one about Aristotle 
and another about Darwin. First, I would note that what is commonly trans-
lated as “noble” in Aristotle’s text is the Greek word kalon—the “beautiful.” 
Occasionally, Holloway acknowledges this when he speaks of nobility as 
“moral beauty.” The concern for nobility, Aristotle suggests, is a concern for 
appearing beautiful in the eyes of one’s fellow human beings. In our common 
speech today, we sometimes convey this when we tell someone who has done 
a noble deed, “That was a beautiful thing you did.” Aristotle says that doing 
what is “beautiful” is “the end of virtue.” Moreover, he repeatedly speaks of 
virtue as what is praised, and of vice as what is blamed.94 Praise and blame are 
the common tests of virtue and vice. And thus our morality grows out of our 
sociality because we are naturally concerned with winning social approba-
tion and avoiding social disapprobation.

As Aristotle suggests in his account of magnanimity (in book 4 of the 
Ethics), those with the greatest virtues are so confident in their knowledge 
of their virtue that they don’t depend on the praise or honor coming from 
others. The truly virtuous are concerned not so much with being praised 
as with being praiseworthy. This might explain what Aristotle means by 
true courage as distinguished from the courage of citizen-soldiers.

A similar thought can be found in Darwin’s Descent:
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The moral nature of man has reached its present standard, partly 
through the advancement of his reasoning powers and consequently 
of a just public opinion, but especially from his sympathies having 
been rendered more tender and widely diffused through the effects of 
habit, example, instruction, and reflection. It is not improbable that 
after long practice virtuous tendencies may be inherited. With the 
more civilized races, the conviction of the existence of an all-seeing 
Deity has had a potent influence on the advance of morality. Ultimately 
man does not accept the praise or blame of his fellows as his sole 
guide, though few escape this influence, but his habitual convictions, 
controlled by reason, afford him the safest rule. His conscience then 
becomes the supreme judge and monitor. Nevertheless the first foun-
dation or origin of the moral sense lies in the social instincts, includ-
ing sympathy; and these instincts no doubt were primarily gained, as 
in the case of the lower animals, through natural selection.95

So while the “first foundation or origin of the moral sense” was in 
the “social instincts,” including the sensitivity to social praise or blame, 
human reasoning and experience has led to moral progress so that for 
some human beings, individual conscience has become “the supreme 
judge and monitor.”

Darwin is pointing here to what Adam Smith identified as the “impar-
tial spectator.” We begin with a concern for how we appear to others—we 
want to look good in their eyes. But eventually, we can imaginatively con-
ceive of how we would appear to a well-informed audience of spectators, 
and this becomes our “conscience” or “inward monitor.” We might then 
act in whatever way seems praiseworthy to us, even when our behavior is 
blamed by those around us.96

Now, Holloway might point to Darwin’s appeal to “the conviction of the 
existence of an all-seeing Deity” as supporting moral conduct that tran-
scends ordinary praise and blame. This does show Darwin’s recognition 
that religious belief can promote moral progress. But for Darwin, this con-
ception of an “all-seeing Deity” can be understood as a product of human 
cultural evolution. “The idea of a universal and beneficent Creator does 
not seem to arise in the mind of man, until he has been elevated by long-
continued culture.”97

Aristotle shows the same respect for religious belief that supports 
morality. But there is no suggestion from either Aristotle or Darwin of 
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any divine command theory of morality, which assumes that morality is 
impossible without some knowledge of God as the only source of moral 
norms. Instead, Aristotle and Darwin see religious morality as sanction-
ing the natural morality that arises from ordinary human experience 
and cultural evolution.

How do we explain human heroism in war? Why are we willing to 
sacrifice our lives in war in order to advance our group against its ene-
mies? And why do we honor those who die fighting in war as displaying 
the virtues of courage and patriotism? We can’t presume to understand 
human beings if we can’t explain this universal human propensity to 
warrior virtues.

Many people who agree with much of what I have to say about “Darwin-
ian natural right” object to my including the desire for war as one of the 
twenty natural desires. They like the idea of a natural biological basis for 
love, morality, and cooperation. They don’t like the idea that such moral 
concern might be inseparable from the human disposition to war, because 
we have evolved to cooperate with members of our group in order to com-
pete with those outside our group. For many of my critics, this shows that 
my Darwinian view of morality cannot recognize the perfection of moral-
ity in universal love, which requires a religious belief in the equal dignity 
of all human beings as created in the image of God. These critics assume a 
religious pacifism that I reject as utopian in its denial of human nature and 
the tragic conflicts of interest that are always part of the human condition.

Some anthropologists have rejected Darwin’s scenario of morality evolv-
ing through warfare, because they have assumed that the earliest human 
ancestors who lived in small foraging groups were largely peaceful, and 
therefore warfare is mostly a product of the cultural history of the agrarian 
states that arose first about five thousand years ago in large agricultural 
societies. But now, the anthropological and archaeological evidence sur-
veyed by Lawrence Keeley, Samuel Bowles, and others suggests that war-
fare was common enough among foraging human ancestors for it to be a 
factor in human evolution. In fact, some estimates indicate that the rate 
of mortality in war among primitive human ancestors might have been 
higher than it was for the human community in the twentieth century, 
which we recognize as one of the bloodiest centuries in human history.98

The virtue of courage displays the natural social instincts of human 
beings. These social instincts bind us to our community. They move us 
to risk our lives in fighting against the enemies of our community. They 
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also move us to honor those who manifest the virtue of courage. But 
to explain these social instincts fully, we need to understand the evo-
lutionary biology of what Aristotle called “friendship” or what Darwin 
called “sympathy.”

Friendship

The longest section of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is devoted to 
“friendship” (philia) (books 8–9). For Aristotle, “friendship” becomes a 
general term for all kinds of social bonding in which human beings show 
some mutual care for one another. In this way, Aristotle’s “friendship” co-
incides with what David Hume and Adam Smith called “sympathy”—any 
kind of “fellow feeling” among human beings. Darwin adopted this idea 
and made “sympathy” one of the fundamental themes in his evolutionary 
account of moral and political order. More recently, biologists and psy-
chologists have used the word “empathy” in a way that largely corresponds 
to what Hume, Smith, and Darwin would call “sympathy,” or what Aris-
totle would call “friendship.”99 Running through all of this research is the 
idea that “friendship,” “sympathy,” or “empathy”—the psychic propensity 
for social bonding—arises originally, in evolutionary history and in the 
life history of individuals, from the biological bond between parent and 
child, and particularly, mother and child.

The Origins of Social Bonding in Parental Care:  Aristotle observes that human 
beings are by nature not only political animals but also household animals. 
Indeed, the human coupling instinct is in some sense more natural than 
the political instinct, because human beings could exist in families even 
without living in political communities, as was the case throughout early 
human history when human beings lived in foraging groups of families. 
Moreover, the various forms of friendly feeling that unite human beings 
as individuals, fellow citizens, and members of the same species radiate 
out from the natural affection between parents and offspring that human 
beings share with birds and other animals.100 “Consequently,” Aristotle as-
serts, “in the household are first found the origins and springs of friend-
ship, of polity, and of justice.”101

Darwinian biologists have noticed that animals with the greatest cogni-
tive capacities are often those with the longest periods of childhood de-
pendence on adults. Aristotle agrees:
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It would seem that nature wishes to provide for a sensation of atten-
tive care for the offspring. In the lower animals, nature implants this 
only until birth; in others, there is care for the complete develop-
ment of the offspring; and among the more prudent animals [phro
nimotera], there is care for its upbringing. Among those who share 
in the greatest intelligence, there arises intimacy and friendship even 
towards the completely grown offspring, as among human beings and 
some quadrupeds.102

Through their love for their children as extensions of themselves, Aris-
totle observes, husbands and wives strengthen their marital bond because 
children are a common good, which is the reason childless marriages are 
more easily dissolved. The parental affection of mothers is greater, how-
ever, than that of fathers, both because mothers must invest more effort 
in pregnancy and childbirth and because they are more certain of their 
maternity than fathers are of their paternity.103

Beyond the bonds of kinship, unrelated individuals can develop friendly 
affection based on a reciprocal exchange of benefits. Rejecting any cosmo-
logical explanation of friendship as a force of attraction in physical nature, 
Aristotle argues that friendship must be a psychic relation among animals, 
“for there is friendship when like-mindedness [eunoia] is reciprocal.” In 
the noblest friendships, people benefit others without expecting anything 
in return. But all or most people choose what is beneficial to themselves. 
In most cases, therefore, the recipient of a benefit is expected to return 
the equivalent of what he has received. Social conflict arises when people 
think this reciprocity has not been maintained.104

Not only personal friendships but also political communities are held 
together by a reciprocal proportionality of benefits. People unrelated to 
one another can form associations based on calculations of mutual benefit. 
The political community arises from lesser associations to secure the com-
mon advantage of citizens for the whole of life. Every community rests on 
some sense of friendship founded on the common advantage of its mem-
bers. Although the strongest feeling of common advantage is among those 
who are biologically related, other bonds can arise when there is any recip-
rocal sense of shared needs.105

As a consequence of his biological understanding of animal bonding, 
Aristotle sees the moral and political obligations of human beings as a se-
ries of concentric circles around the individual. Insofar as justice coincides 
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with friendship, the claims of justice vary in proportion to the nearness 
of attachments. One’s obligations are stronger to closer relatives than to 
more distant ones, and stronger to close friends and fellow citizens than 
to strangers, although there is some friendly attachment to all members of 
one’s species based on shared humanity (philanthropia).106

As a biologist Aristotle affirms the unity of humankind as one species, 
“simple and having no differentiation.” He believes there can be a kind of 
sympathy among animals of the same species, and this is especially true 
for human beings, so that “we praise those who love their fellow human 
beings.”107 But the humanitarianism of human beings will always be dif-
ficult to cultivate and almost always weaker than their egoism, nepotism, 
and patriotism. This explains the mistake of Plato’s Socrates in proposing 
the community of wives and children and the communal ownership of 
property for the guardians in the Republic: it is unreasonable to ignore the 
natural love of oneself and one’s own that makes it difficult for people to 
live together if they must share everything.108 In fact, Socrates concedes 
that even in the best political community, the warriors would have to be 
taught that justice is doing good to friends and harm to enemies.109

Aristotle’s biological claim that parental care for the young is the 
root from which all other social bonds grow finds support in Darwin-
ian biology. “The feeling of pleasure from society,” Darwin believed, “is 
probably an extension of the parental or filial affections, since the social 
instinct seems to be developed by the young remaining for a long time 
with the parents.”110

This personal bonding between parents and their offspring distinguishes 
the vertebrates from the insects. Despite the functional similarities be-
tween insect and vertebrate societies, the crucial difference is that, in con-
trast to the impersonal character of insect societies, the vertebrates depend 
on personal recognition among members of a group. The efficiency of in-
sect divisions of labor among castes was made possible by the evolutionary 
novelty of sterile castes, which means that the colony becomes the unit of 
natural selection. But vertebrates depend on individual reproduction. The 
cooperating castes among social insects are generally sterile, which less-
ens the genetic competition between cooperating individuals and makes 
possible the evolution of self-sacrificial altruism. Among the social ver-
tebrates, by contrast, genetic competition between cooperating individu-
als impedes the evolution of self-sacrificial altruism. As Edward Wilson 
has noted, the evolutionary path taken by the social vertebrates involves a 
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trade-off, because it “enhances freedom on the part of the individual at the 
expense of efficiency on the part of society.”111 This explains why the city 
described in Plato’s Republic looks in some respects more like a beehive 
than a community of human beings.

Modern ethologists have shown the importance of the mother-infant 
bond, especially for primates, as the root of all social bonding. One dis-
tinctive trait of primates is the long period of offspring dependence on 
parental care, which allows for the remarkable growth of the primate brain 
and extended social learning for the young. Psychologists have noted the 
harmful, and sometimes fatal, effects of maternal deprivation on infants. 
We have learned much about the neural and hormonal changes during 
pregnancy, childbirth, and lactation that promote maternal behavior. Evo-
lutionary psychologists have gathered evidence for the idea that, since fe-
males generally invest more in their offspring than do males, females tend 
to be more devoted to the raising of the young.112 Here, as on many points 
of their research, Darwinian biologists and psychologists are rediscover-
ing what was originally discovered by Aristotle in his biological studies.

Sympathy, Empathy, and Mirror Neurons

To see how Aristotle’s understanding of “friendship” coincides with the 
modern understanding of “sympathy” that began with David Hume, con-
sider the following passage in Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature on the 
importance of sympathy for social life:

We observe the force of sympathy thro’ the whole animal creation, 
and the easy communication of sentiments from one thinking be-
ing to another. In all creatures, that prey not upon others, and are 
not agitated with violent passions, there appears a remarkable desire 
of company, which associates them together, without any advantages 
they can ever propose to reap from their union. This is still more con-
spicuous in man, as being the creature of the universe, who has the 
most ardent desire of society, and is fitted for it by the most advan-
tages. We can form no wish, which has not a reference to society. A 
perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can suffer. 
Every pleasure languishes when enjoyed apart from company, and 
every pain becomes more cruel and intolerable. Whatever other pas-
sions we may be actuated by; pride, ambition, avarice, curiosity, re-
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venge or lust; the soul or animating principle of them all is sympathy; 
nor would they have any force, were we to abstract entirely from the 
thoughts and sentiments of others. Let all the powers and elements of 
nature conspire to serve and obey one man: Let the sun rise and set at 
his command: The sea and rivers roll as he pleases, and the earth fur-
nish spontaneously whatever may be useful or agreeable to him: He 
will still be miserable, till you give him some one person at least, with 
whom he may share his happiness, and whose esteem and friendship 
he may enjoy.113

A few paragraphs later, Hume remarks that “the minds of men are mir-
rors to one another, not only because they reflect each other’s emotions, 
but also because those rays of passions, sentiments, and opinions may be 
often reverberated, and may decay away by insensible degrees.”114

In associating “sympathy,” broadly understood as fellow-feeling, with 
“friendship,” Hume suggests that this corresponds to Aristotle’s use of 
“friendship” (philia) as a broad term for all social bonds. Unlike Thomas 
Hobbes, therefore, Hume does not think that rationality alone (Hobbes’s 
“laws of nature”) can make society possible. Rather, society requires the 
natural animal tendency to the affective bonding of sympathy. (Hobbes’s 
“natural lust” for the “government of small families” in the state of nature 
is a confined version of Hume’s sympathy.)115

Adam Smith elaborated this Humean conception in using sympa-
thy as the social glue for all social bonding and moral life. Darwin then 
adopted this Humean and Smithian conception of sympathy in explain-
ing the natural social instincts and moral sense. Darwin was impressed 
by Hume’s insistence that sympathy was not uniquely human because it 
was found in other social animals. “’Tis evident, that sympathy, or the 
communication of passions, takes place among animals, no less than 
among men.”116

Neuroscience is now showing how this sympathy by which the minds 
of social animals are “mirrors to one another” could be rooted in “mirror 
neurons.” In the early 1990s, Giacomo Rizzolatti and his colleagues at the 
University of Parma in Italy reported that their neurophysiologial stud-
ies of monkeys had uncovered some neurons with remarkable properties. 
These neurons were activated not only when a monkey performed a cer-
tain action—like reaching to pick up a raisin—but also when the monkey 
observed another monkey or a human being performing the same action. 
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These “mirror neurons” seemed to show how primates understand the inten-
tional actions of others by simulating those actions within their own brains.117

This research on mirror neurons has stirred a lot of popular interest, be-
cause if there are mirror neurons in human beings as well as monkeys, this 
would show how our brain allows us to understand the actions and emo-
tions of other individuals by sharing their experiences in our own minds. 
The director and playwright Peter Brook observed that mirror neurons 
would explain the experience of great actors who become as one with their 
spectators. That we can share the experiences of even fictional characters is 
a powerful manifestation of our sympathy.

As Rizzolatti indicates, prior to the discovery of mirror neurons, it was 
common for neurophysiologists to assume that the motor areas of the ce-
rebral cortex were clearly separated from those areas devoted to percep-
tion and cognition, and that the moral areas merely executed the orders 
coming from perceptive and cognitive processes: we perceive what is hap-
pening within and around us, we decide by cognition how to respond to 
these circumstances, and then we command the motor areas of our brain 
to execute appropriate movements. With the understanding of mirror 
neuron systems, we have to change the traditional view of our mental pro-
cesses. The sharp division between perception, cognition, and movement 
is too artificial, because how we perceive or understand our surround-
ings is embedded in action. We cannot fully understand the movements of 
other people through a purely sensory or pictorial representation of those 
movements. We need mirror neurons through which our brains match 
the movements we see in others to the movements we ourselves perform. 
We must translate thought and sensation into movement so that we un-
derstand the movements of others by resonating with those movements in 
our own minds.

In the Platonic tradition of rationalist psychology, the highest activity 
of the mind is purely contemplative reasoning, which strives to execute its 
practical decisions by forcing the body to obey the orders of pure reason. In 
the Timaeus, the Divine Craftsman first creates the human mind as the im-
mortal principle of humanity, but then he is forced to create the mortal hu-
man body as a chariot for moving the mind around the earth.118 By contrast 
to this Platonic understanding of contemplative mind as separated from the 
moving body, the existence of mirror neurons suggests the pragmatic con-
stitution of human thought as embodied cognition, by which we understand 
our world not through passive contemplation but through active movement.
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In the context of evolution, it makes sense for the brain to be an instru-
ment for active, bodily engagement with the world, because its evolution-
ary purpose is to organize movements to defend against threats and seek 
out opportunities. For social animals, the greatest threats and opportuni-
ties often come from other animals, and so the brains of social animals are 
adapted for understanding the thoughts and emotions of other animals so 
that they can navigate their way through social life to ensure their survival 
and well-being. Mirror neurons help primates to do this.

Even without the activity of a neural mirror mechanism, we can prob-
ably understand the actions and emotions of others through a purely 
reflexive processing of sensory information. But this purely intellectual 
understanding would be a colorless perception with no emotional depth. 
This is probably how psychopaths understand the moral emotions of other 
people but without actually feeling those emotions themselves. The im-
paired social understanding of autistic people probably comes from defi-
cits in their mirror neuron systems.

Although neuroscientists have not yet observed mirror neuron activity 
in human beings at the level of single neurons because of the ethical limits 
on neural research with living human beings, there is research with hu-
man patients suffering selective neural damage and research through neu-
roimaging that confirms the existence of mirror neuron systems, which 
function in understanding both actions and emotions. For example, the 
emotion of disgust is a response to the undesirable taste or smelling of 
food, and it’s associated with distinctive movements around the mouth, 
the wrinkling of the nose, and feelings of nausea. This experience of dis-
gust requires the activation of the insular cortex of the brain. Our insular 
cortex is also activated when we observe other people showing the facial 
expressions of disgust. So the same neural activity necessary for trigger-
ing the sensations and expressions of disgust in ourselves is necessary for 
perceiving this emotion in the faces of other people. It seems that to un-
derstand someone else’s disgust fully, we need a mirror neuron system that 
allows us to simulate the experience of disgust in ourselves.

Similarly, Rizzolatti concludes, there is evidence for such mirror neu-
ron processes for all of the primary human emotions—anger, sadness, sur-
prise, enjoyment, contempt, disgust, shame, and fear—that are universal 
to the human species. Rizzolatti infers that the emotional neuron system 
is a necessary condition for empathy. To empathize with others, we must 
share their emotions. But while this is necessary, it is not sufficient for 
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active empathy expressed as caring for others. Understanding someone 
else’s pain is not the same as feeling compassion for that person. (After all, 
a sadist understands his victim’s pain and enjoys it.) Rizzolatti notes:

Compassion depends on many factors other than the recognition of 
pain; just to name a few: who the other person is, what our relationship 
with him is, whether or not we are able to imagine ourselves in his posi-
tion, whether we want to assume responsibility for his emotive state, 
wishes and expectations, and so on. If it is someone we know and love, 
the emotive mirroring caused by the sight of their plight may provoke 
our pity or compassion; if on the other hand, the person is an enemy or 
is doing something that constitutes a threat for us, or if we are declared 
sadists, then the situation changes radically. In all these cases, we under-
stand the other’s pain, but we do not necessarily experience empathy.119

So here we see the moral ambiguity of our capacity for empathy or sym-
pathy as rooted in neural processes like mirror neurons. On the one hand, 
having evolved as social animals, we can extend our empathy to our fellow 
human beings because our minds are “mirrors to one another.” On the 
other hand, having evolved a tribal sociality based on in-group/out-group 
distinctions, our empathy tends to favor those we identify as friends over 
those we identify as enemies.

This goes far to explain both the power and the weakness of a cosmo-
politan morality of human rights. We can understand the modern history 
of human rights as the extension of sympathy or empathy to ever-wider 
groups of human beings. This extension of concern depends upon the neu-
ral capacities of human beings for sympathetic understanding and upon 
the cultural history of moral arguments (sometimes conveyed through lit-
erary works) that elicit this sympathetic understanding.

Historian Lynn Hunt has shown how the history of human rights mani-
fests the complex interaction of genetic nature, neural structures, and 
cultural history. The emotional resonance of empathy expressed in the 
disgust with cruelty confirms the natural grounding of human rights in 
human moral emotions. Moreover, Hunt argues, this grounding of human 
rights in the natural biological propensity for empathy provides a purely 
human foundation for human rights, without any need to make any reli-
gious claims about the moral cosmology of human life as conforming to 
some sacred order of the cosmos.120
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Existential Friendship

For Aristotle, a friend is “another self,” and thus one’s own self-conscious 
awareness is deepened by seeing oneself reflected in one’s friend as a mir-
ror. The most profound form of friendship might be called “existential 
friendship.” This is suggested in those passages of the Nicomachean Eth-
ics, where Aristotle uses the term to einai for “existence.” “Existence is de-
sirable and lovable for all.”121 We love existing, and consequently we love 
those activities through which we exist, and we love other human beings 
in whom we can see our existence at work. Love of others is an extension 
of one’s self-loving existence. Mothers love their children as extensions of 
their own self-loving existence, and this mother-child bond is at the origin 
of all social bonding. The experience of existential friendship is most fully 
depicted in the following passage, where the term “existence” (to einai) 
appears four times:

It appears then that life in the ruling sense is sensation or thought. 
Now if living itself is good and pleasant (and it seems to be so from 
the fact that all desire it, and those who are decent and blessed most 
of all, since the life they lead is most choiceworthy and their living is 
most blessed), and if one who sees is aware that he sees, and one who 
hears is aware that he hears, and one who walks is aware that he walks, 
and similarly in the other cases, there is something in us that is aware 
that we are at work, so that whenever we perceive, we are aware that 
we perceive, and whenever we think, we are aware that we think, and 
if being aware that we are perceiving or thinking is being aware that 
we are (since our existence is a good thing by nature, and it is pleasant 
to be aware of the good that is present in oneself), and if being alive 
is choiceworthy, and especially so for good people, because their exis-
tence is good and pleasant for them (since people are pleased by being 
additionally aware of something that is good in itself), and if a serious 
person is the same way toward a friend as he is toward himself (since 
the friend is another self), then just as one’s own existence is choice-
worthy for each person, so too, or very nearly so, is that of a friend.

But one’s existence is choiceworthy on account of the awareness of 
oneself as being good, and such awareness is pleasant in itself. There-
fore, one also ought to share in a friend’s awareness that he is, and this 
would come about through living together and sharing conversation 
and thinking; for this would seem to be what living together means 
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in the case of human beings, not feeding in the same place like fat-
ted cattle. So if existence is choiceworthy in itself to a blessed person, 
since it is good and pleasant by nature, and that of one’s friend is very 
nearly the same, then a friend would also be something choiceworthy. 
But that which is choiceworthy for him ought to be present to him, 
or he will be deficient in that respect. Therefore, for someone who is 
going to be happy, there will be a need for friends of serious worth.122

Thus, as Aristotle says in the Eudemian Ethics: “To perceive and to 
know one’s friend is somehow necessarily to perceive and somehow 
know one’s self.”123

This full self-awareness of one’s personal existence through activities of 
sensing and thinking shared with one’s friends is said to be a “blessed” (ma-
karios) state, the Greek term for the “blessed ones”—the gods—or for human 
beings enjoying a fully happy life of unimpeded pleasure in existence. This 
existential friendship is for Aristotle what the beatific vision of God in 
Heaven is for Christians.124 In Thomas Aquinas’s commentary on this pas-
sage, he feels compelled to add a qualification that is not found in Aristotle’s 
text: “Here he is discussing the kind of happiness that is possible in this life.”125 
Obviously, Aquinas is worried that Aristotle’s readers might conclude that 
this existential friendship brings the deepest happiness simply, and so they 
might fail to see the need for the happiness of Heaven. Repeatedly, Aquinas 
has to tell his readers that Aristotle’s account of happiness is restricted to 
earthly happiness and is therefore inferior to the transcendent happiness of 
Heaven.126 Aristotle never says this. On the contrary, Aristotle suggests that 
existential friendship achieves the deepest happiness of which human beings 
are capable, which comes through the full and unimpeded human activity of 
sensing, thinking, and desiring in a life shared with one’s friends.

The happiness of existential friendship does not come from a solitary 
life of contemplation, which casts doubt on the claim in book 10 of the 
Nicomachean Ethics that the life of solitary contemplation is the highest. 
This also denies the famous teaching of Descartes—derived from Augus-
tine—that becoming fully aware of our existence requires a withdrawal 
from social life into a purely inward experience of one’s existence as pure 
thought thinking itself. For Aristotle, each person’s self-conscious exis-
tence is a social activity. I think with my friends, therefore I am.

As I have already indicated, the natural sociality of human intellectual 
existence is confirmed by the modern Darwinian idea of the “social brain” 
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in neuroscience and evolutionary psychology. The evolution of the pri-
mate brain was probably driven not so much by the need to understand 
the complexity of the physical world but more by the need to navigate 
through the intricacies of the social world, which required the ability to 
read the minds of one’s fellow primates in negotiating the terms of social 
cooperation. The discovery of “mirror neurons” indicates that the primate 
brain has been designed so that a primate individual can enter the minds 
of other primates by mentally simulating their conscious experiences. 
The need of primate offspring for prolonged parental care, which in-
cluded many years of social learning, created evolutionary pressures for 
the evolution of primate brains capable of what Aristotle describes as 
existential friendship.

Contemplation

For Augustine and other early Christian philosophers, Plato’s teaching 
about the immortality of the soul and the supreme happiness of the con-
templative life was fulfilled in the Christian understanding of the beatific 
vision in Heaven as the eternal happiness that all human beings long for, 
but which only the elect will attain, while the damned go to eternal pun-
ishment in Hell.127 Nietzsche pointed to this when he said that Christianity 
was Platonism for the common people. But for Plato, immortality was at-
tained only by disembodied spirits, which denied the orthodox Christian 
teaching that at the Last Judgment all human bodies will be resurrected to 
eternal salvation or eternal damnation. In the gap between death and the 
Last Judgment, human souls would exist in some disembodied existence, 
as Plato believed, but eventually those souls would be reunited with their 
resurrected bodies, which Plato seemed to deny.

By contrast to Plato, Aristotle defended a biological understanding 
of the soul as the vital activity of the body, so that mind and body were 
bound together in an organic unity. Consequently, Christian theologians 
like Thomas Aquinas looked to Aristotle as the philosopher who could 
provide the philosophical psychology to justify the Christian doctrine of 
the resurrection of bodies to eternal life. In his commentary on Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics, Aquinas explains:

Some philosophers [Plato] held that the intellect is something im-
perishable and separate; and in their system the intellect would be a 
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divine thing, for we call those beings divine that are imperishable and 
separate. Others, like Aristotle, considered the intellect a part of the 
soul; and in this view the intellect is not something divine by itself but 
the most divine of all the things in us. This is so because of its greater 
agreement with the separate substances, inasmuch as its activity exists 
without a bodily organ.128

This comment leads into Aquinas’s reading of book 10 (chapters 7–8) 
of the Ethics where Aristotle argues for the superiority of the contempla-
tive life as the best and happiest life. Aquinas can then interpret this as 
Aristotle’s opening to the Christian doctrine of heavenly happiness as the 
fulfillment of all human desires.

Straussians interpret this part of the Nicomachean Ethics as showing Ar-
istotle’s agreement with Plato on the philosophic life as the best life for hu-
man beings, attainable only by those few human beings who are capable of 
philosophy, in contrast to the merely moral life of the multitude of human 
beings. So while most of the Ethics presents the moral virtues and practical 
reasoning as necessary for human happiness and excellence, the Strauss-
ians suggest, Aristotle shows in book 10 that the only truly happy life is not 
a moral life that is available to most human beings, but a purely theoretical 
life of philosophic contemplation available only to a few. Although most 
of the Straussians are atheists, they agree with Aquinas’s Christian inter-
pretation of Aristotle’s Ethics as pointing to contemplation as the highest 
human good.

The difficulties with this interpretation become clear as soon as one 
looks carefully at Aristotle’s arguments in book 10 (chapters 7–8) of the 
Ethics. He presents eight arguments for why a life of theoretical contem-
plation is superior to a life of moral or political activity. Each of those argu-
ments is remarkably weak, particularly when considered in the context of 
the whole of the Ethics. One must wonder, then, whether Aristotle is being 
ironical in stating arguments that assume an implausible Platonism.129

Consider, for example, the second and third arguments for why theo-
retical contemplation provides the only true happiness for human beings. 
Aristotle says that contemplation is the “most continuous” activity of a 
human being, and that this activity brings pleasures “which are wonderful 
in purity as well as in permanence.”130 This resembles the Platonic Idea of 
the Good that Aristotle criticizes in book 1 of the Ethics, and there he criti-
cizes the Platonic identification of goodness with permanence. “If indeed 
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a white thing that exists for a long time is not necessarily whiter than a 
white thing that exists for a day, neither will the Idea of the Good by being 
eternal be more good than a particular good.”131 And even if “we are able to 
contemplate continuously more easily than to perform any kind of action,” 
it is still true that human beings cannot engage in any activity continu-
ously because of their compound nature. As Aristotle says elsewhere in 
book 10 of the Ethics, “the same thing is not continuously pleasurable to us 
because our nature is not simple.”132 A life of continuous pleasure without 
pain is not possible for human beings.

The fourth argument for the supreme happiness of contemplation is that 
it is the most self-sufficient of the activities available to human beings.133 “A 
wise person is able to theorize even if he is alone, and the wiser he is, the 
more he can do so by himself.” And although it might be better for him to 
have “co-workers,” the wise person is never said here to have friends. But 
this conception of self-sufficiency as solitariness contradicts what Aristotle 
says elsewhere about true self-sufficiency as encompassing all those social 
relationships—children, parents, friends, and fellow citizens—necessary 
for human beings as social and political animals.134 Moreover, as we have 
seen, the longest section of the Ethics is the two books devoted to all the 
various kinds of friendship.

After laying out some of his arguments, Aristotle suggests that they are 
not sufficient. “We should examine the statements which we have already 
made by referring them to the deeds and the lives of men, and we should 
accept them as true if they harmonize with the deeds or facts [ta erga] but 
should regard them merely as arguments if they clash with those facts.”135 
So what are the relevant “facts”? Aristotle explains:

Now he who proceeds in his activities according to his intellect and 
cultivates his intellect seems to be best disposed and most dear to 
the gods; for if the gods had any care for human matters, as they are 
thought to have, it would be also reasonable that they should take 
joy in what is best and most akin to themselves (this would be man’s 
intellect) and should reward those who love and honor this most, as if 
they cared for their friends and were acting rightly and nobly. Clearly, 
all these attributes belong to the wise man most of all; so it is he who 
would be most dear to the gods, and it is also reasonable that he would 
be the most happy of men. Thus if we view the matter in this manner, 
it is again the wise man who would be the most happy of men.136
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But notice how conditional or hypothetical this argument is, as indi-
cated by the repetition of “if.” In Aquinas’s commentary on this passage, he 
removes the conditional mode of expression: “For, supposing—as is really 
true—that God exercises solicitude and providence over human affairs, it 
is reasonable for him to delight in that which is best in men and most akin 
or similar to himself.”137

Aquinas is confident of God’s providential care of and love for human 
beings. But Aristotle is not. Shortly before this passage suggesting that the 
gods love philosophers, Aristotle ridicules the idea that the gods have any 
moral concerns at all.138 The purest divine activity is completely self-
contained because it is “thought thinking itself ” (nous noesis).139 If the 
happiness of the gods comes from purely self-contained contemplative 
activity, then why would they care for human beings or love philosophers?

The weakness and strangeness of Aristotle’s arguments for the suprem-
acy of the philosophic life at the end of the Ethics suggest that Aristotle’s 
true teaching is that conveyed in the rest of the Ethics—that the human 
good is attained not just in one dominant good, philosophy, but in the 
whole range of moral and intellectual goods. Moreover, the intellectual life 
of the philosopher cannot be a continuous, self-contained activity because 
the philosopher, like all human beings, needs the right material, bodily, 
and social conditions for a good human life. Human self-sufficiency must 
include living with family, friends, and fellow citizens. And even when hu-
man beings are fortunate enough to secure all of these conditions for a good 
life, their life must come to an end, because (as Aristotle says explicitly) im-
mortality is impossible for human beings, and death is the end of life.140

To the careful reader of the Ethics, Aristotle’s Platonic arguments for the 
supremacy of theoretical contemplation in book 10 (chapters 7–8) actually 
mock the appeal of Platonic philosophy as catering to the desires for a self-
contained, continuous, and invulnerable human pleasure that is free from 
the contingency and mortality of ordinary human life. Even as he does 
this, Aristotle reminds us of the fragility and impermanence of all human 
happiness—the real but fleeting happiness that we can know as embodied 
animal minds that must decay and die.

Like Aristotle, Darwin recognized man’s “god-like intellect” as the su-
preme attribute of humanity, which allowed men like himself to probe the 
mysteries of the universe with concern only for “the truth as far as our rea-
son permits us to discover it.”141 Moreover, he recognized that for scientists 
like himself the intellectual life was the most pleasurable life attainable by 
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human beings.142 The joy from the noetic contemplation of nature’s beau-
tiful order is still a part, perhaps even the primary motivation, of biology 
and the other sciences. Niko Tinbergen, for example, one of the founders 
of modern ethology, observed: “Scientific research is one of the finest oc-
cupations of our mind. It is, with art and religion, one of the uniquely hu-
man ways of meeting nature, in fact, the most active way.”143

If biological intelligence is identified as the capacity to construct per-
ceptual models of the world, including the social world, and if the extraor-
dinary expansion of the brain in primates, and especially hominids, is a 
sign of growing intelligence, then we must infer that human intelligence 
emerged as primates invaded niches in which there were selective pres-
sures to create better models in thought of their physical and social world. 
The adaptation of animals to their niches requires that they somehow in-
ternalize those enduring regularities of the world that are most impor-
tant to their survival and reproduction. The spatial activities of animals, 
for example, must conform to the basic geometrical properties of three-
dimensional Euclidean space. The navigational abilities of bees illustrate 
this wonderfully. Niches differ in the degree to which those occupying 
them must internalize the regularities of the world. Over the course of 
evolution, we can expect that new and ever more complex forms of life 
would display increasing degrees of internalization of external regu-
larities. One could argue that human beings have entered the broadest 
niche—the “cognitive niche.”144

Most important for social animals like human beings, who live in 
complex social worlds, would be the cognitive ability to read the minds 
of other human beings as conscious agents. Insofar as human beings can 
potentially internalize in thought the most general and abstract principles 
of the physical and social world—and the success of the natural sciences 
testifies to this—the human mind can become a microcosm of the whole. 
As Aristotle says, “The soul is in a way all things, for all existing things are 
either sensible or knowable.”145

But then, if the contemplative life is so pleasurable as to provide the 
fullest happiness for human beings, should we wish for an immortal life of 
contemplation as the final satisfaction of our deepest desires? Christians 
long for this as the eternal bliss of the beatific vision of God in Heaven, 
which can be achieved only by those few human beings who are saved. But 
Aristotle dismisses the wish for immortality as a wish for the impossible. 
He also warns that anyone who wishes that he or his friends could become 
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divine and thus immortal is mistaken, because he does not realize that, 
even if this were possible, it would not be desirable, because it would mean 
the extinction of oneself and one’s friends.

Aristotle’s thought seems to be that my personal existence is the activity 
of my embodied mind interacting with the embodied minds of my friends. 
My body and their bodies are ageing, and so they must die. Consequently, 
it would be foolish for me to wish to be immortal. If my embodied mind 
were somehow transformed so as to be ageless and deathless, it would no 
longer be me. One can see this in Aquinas’s claim that when we are resur-
rected, we will all be at exactly the same age—thirty years old. So those 
who died in childhood will be pushed ahead to age thirty, and those who 
died in old age will be pushed back to age thirty. Then we will be frozen in 
time.146 Is this what I really want? Or should I see that to wish for my im-
mortality is mistaken, because it’s a wish for the extinction of my personal 
existence. If I were to become immortal, I would be dead.

Aristotle’s God

My Darwinian interpretation of Aristotelian morality as founded on 
a moral biology has provoked many objections. The most common ob-
jections assume that morality—including Aristotelian morality—requires 
religious belief in a cosmic moral order. Many of my critics, including Car-
son Holloway, John West, C. Stephen Evans, Richard Sherlock, and John 
Hare, take this position.

John Hare accuses me of ignoring the importance of religious belief in 
Aristotle’s moral philosophy. In his book God and Morality: A Philosophical 
History, Hare tries to show the fundamental influence of theistic religion 
in the history of Western ethical philosophy.147 He concentrates on four 
philosophers—Aristotle, Duns Scotus, Immanuel Kant, and R. M. Hare. 
These four thinkers represent four periods—ancient, medieval, modern, 
and contemporary. They represent four kinds of ethical theory as con-
centrating on virtue, will, duty, and consequences, respectively. And they 
represent four conceptions of God—God as magnet, God as lover, God as 
sovereign, and God as model. He pairs each of the four philosophers with 
successors who abandoned the theological premises of their forerunner. I 
am paired with Aristotle, Jean-Paul Sartre is paired with Scotus, Christine 
Korsgaard is paired with Kant, and Peter Singer is paired with R. M. Hare.
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For his chapter on Aristotle, Hare begins with a photograph and a 
description of Raphael’s The School of Athens. Hare recognizes the obvi-
ous suggestion in the painting that Plato is a more “vertical” thinker, 
in pointing upward to the heavens or the divine, while Aristotle is a 
more “horizontal” thinker, gesturing downward toward the human be-
ings around them. Hare suggests, however, that this difference between 
the vertical Plato and the horizontal Aristotle is only a matter of em-
phasis, and that in fact Aristotle incorporates into his thought the verti-
cal dimension of Platonic religion. He supports this with the claim that 
Raphael was probably influenced by Renaissance thinkers like Marsilio 
Ficino and Egidio da Viterbo who had sought to reconcile Plato and 
Aristotle. Some scholars of Renaissance art believe that Raphael was 
guided by a program laid down by Egidio, who argued that Plato and 
Aristotle agreed that humanity combined two natures—the sensual na-
ture that is embedded in matter and the rational nature that is free from 
matter. While Aristotle stressed the material side of human experience 
more than did Plato, Aristotle showed his agreement with Plato in the 
tenth book of the Ethics by affirming that the highest part of humanity is 
pure intellect, which grasps what is divine and eternal by imitating the 
Divine Intellect.

This introduces Hare’s argument that Aristotle agrees with Plato’s 
religion—God as Cosmic Intellect toward which all human beings are 
drawn by their intellectual love of the Ideas. This is what Hare calls “God 
as magnet,” the magnetic force of the divine radiating out through the 
Great Chain of Being. Hare offers textual evidence for this conclusion. 
For example, in the Timaeus, it is said that God has given human beings 
Intellect as a divinity that looks up to heaven, while struggling against 
the mortal desires of the body:

When a man devotes himself to the love of learning and to true pru-
dence, and has exercised himself in these things above all others, then 
there is every necessity, I suppose, that he think thoughts that are im-
mortal and divine (if in fact he touches on truth); and again, to the 
extent that human nature admits to a share in immortality, he does 
not fall short of this; and since he’s always caring for his divine part 
and keeping well-arrayed the divinity that dwells within him, he is 
supremely happy.148
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This sounds a lot like what Aristotle says about the contemplative life in 
book 10 of the Nicomachean Ethics:

We should not follow the recommendation of thinkers who say that 
those who are men should think only of human things and that mor-
tals should think only of mortal things, but we should try as far as 
possible to partake of immortality and to make every effort to live 
according to the best part of the soul in us; for even if this part be of 
small measure, it surpasses all the others by far in power and worth. It 
would seem, too, that each man is this part, if indeed this is the domi-
nant part and is better than the other parts; so it would be strange if 
a man did not choose the life proper to himself but that proper to an-
other. And what was stated earlier is appropriate here also; that which 
is by nature proper to each thing is the best and most pleasant for that 
thing. So for a man, too, the life according to his intellect is the best 
and most pleasant, if indeed a man in the highest sense is his intellect. 
Hence this life, too, is the happiest.149

But as I have already noted, the reasoning offered by Plato and Aristotle 
for this divinization of the human intellect and the elevation of the con-
templative life as divine is remarkably dubious. So the careful reader must 
wonder how seriously to take this.

Hare is ambiguous about this. On the one hand, he clearly thinks we 
are intended by Aristotle to take his theological language seriously. On the 
other hand, Hare admits that this theology of the contemplative life is “in 
tension” with much of what is taught in the Nicomachean Ethics. “Unfortu-
nately,” Hare admits, “Aristotle gets tentative when he starts talking about 
God.”150 At least initially, Aristotle is drawing from traditional religious 
opinions—as in Homer’s depictions of the gods. But it’s not clear whether 
Aristotle is sincere about this. Sometimes he speaks of gods in the plural, 
but then he shifts to speaking of God in the singular. He says that God or 
the gods are so self-sufficient in their lives that they don’t care about hu-
man beings. But then he says they love philosophers. Sometimes he sug-
gests divinity is inside us, but at other times he suggests divinity is outside 
of us. Aristotle indicates that traditionally the gods were originally human 
beings who were divinized for their heroic deeds by their fellow human 
beings, which suggests that talk of divinity is just one way of talking of he-
roic human virtue. Aristotle quotes Homer as having Priam recognize the 
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exceptional goodness of Hector by saying he was a god, and thus “people 
are turned from humans into gods by a surpassing degree of virtue.”151

Moreover, Hare is never clear as to what difference this confusing theo-
logical language makes for Aristotle’s ethical teaching. His general argu-
ment is that the case of Aristotle illustrates how morality is impossible 
without God. But Hare never explains exactly how Aristotle’s conclusions 
about morality depend on his theology. The only clear case of this is that 
Aristotle apparently thinks that elevating the philosophic life over all other 
lives requires religious language, but the confusing character of his reason-
ing makes the reader wonder if he is completely serious about this.

Hare tries to argue that my Darwinian Aristotelianism is not really Aristo-
telian, because it ignores the theological foundation—the “vertical” dimen-
sion—of Aristotle’s ethics. But, then, he concedes that I and Aristotle are in 
agreement on the fundamental principle—that the good is the desirable, and 
the human good is the harmonious satisfaction of our natural desires over 
a complete life, which is happiness.152 And yet Hare also insists that, since I 
don’t accept Aristotle’s theistic religion, I can’t resolve the tragic conflicts in 
human desires: “Arnhart is stuck in a difficulty that Aristotle is not.”153

I argue that sometimes the natural human desires create tragic con-
flicts between human beings that can only be resolved by force or fraud. 
For example, in the conflict over slavery in the United States—in which 
the master’s desire for mastery came into conflict with the slave’s desire 
for freedom from exploitation—the only final resolution came with the 
American Civil War.

Generally, Hare argues that a religiously grounded morality is free of 
tragedy, because the theistic teaching of universal love allows theists to 
overcome tragic conflicts of interest. But Hare is never clear about how 
this works. Does universal love require absolute pacifism and socialism in 
which all human beings would love one another impartially without any 
bias toward themselves or those close to them? Consider the famous case 
of the Dutch householder hiding a Jew in her attic during the Nazi occu-
pation of her country. When the Nazis come to her to ask if there are any 
Jews in her house, is it immoral for her to lie? Here, Hare admits, is a tragic 
situation where the woman must lie, but then she must confess that she 
has violated the moral law against lying. Hare explains: “Putting the dif-
ficulty theologically, the person who lies is breaking God’s command, but 
perhaps (given the situation) in the hope of mercy.”154 Hare continues: “In 
a similar example, some bishops in the early Christian centuries required 
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soldiers who had killed, even in a just war, to abstain for a while from 
Communion on their return.”155 So does this mean that, although just kill-
ing in a just war is against God’s commands, God will forgive us for our 
sin of not loving our enemies? Hare explains: “The position we imagine as 
ideal is one in which all the people involved, including ourselves, are loved 
the same. But that is not a position we in fact occupy. It is the position God 
occupies, if there is a God.”156 It is hard for me to see how this provides any 
reliable guidance for our moral conduct.

Even with all of his insistence that morality without God is impossi-
ble, Hare actually concedes that there is a natural moral sense that allows 
atheists and believers to understand one another’s moral language. Some 
people might understand the chemical properties of water, while others 
might not. But they could all talk about “water” with mutual understand-
ing, without having to talk about its chemical properties. Similarly, Hare 
suggests, theists and atheists can talk about what is “right” or “good” with 
mutual understanding, even though the atheists will not share the belief 
of the theists that what is “right” and “good” ultimately arises from God’s 
commands.157 If this were Hare’s position, then he would be agreeing with 
me that, while religious belief can reinforce our moral judgments, our mo-
rality can stand on its own natural ground as part of our evolved human 
nature—even without religious belief.

God and Morality

While Christian philosophers like Hare assert that Aristotle’s ethics de-
pends on his belief in God as the cosmic source of the good, others argue, 
on the contrary, that Aristotle’s lack of religious belief blinds him to the 
truth that morality can arise only from the command of God. For example, 
J. Budziszewski complains that Aristotle does not see that moral standards 
of the good are “given or sustained by a sovereign God,” and consequently, 
Aristotle “misses the specific moral point of the moral virtues, seeing them 
not as qualities that men ought to have, but only as qualities that happy 
and noble men actually do have.”158

A divine command theory of morality drives much of the criticism of 
my Darwinian defense of Aristotelian virtue. The assumption of divine 
command reasoning is that moral obligation must be grounded in the 
commands of a good and loving God. If God did not exist, there could be 
no moral obligations.
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One of the best statements of this divine command theory of morality 
is C. Stephen Evans’s book Kierkegaard’s Ethic of Love: Divine Commands 
and Moral Obligations.159 Evans has a chapter criticizing my reasoning in 
Darwinian Natural Right as an example of “evolutionary naturalism.” Ev-
ans endorses what he takes to be Kierkegaard’s divine command morality 
as founded on the command of Jesus to love our neighbors, understood 
as a universal and disinterested love of all human beings equally. Evans 
then criticizes my reasoning as flawed insofar as I don’t acknowledge that 
all morality must be rooted in such a divine command of universal love.

As I have already indicated, Darwin sees a natural tribalism in human 
morality. We are inclined to be more cooperative with those close to us—
relatives, friends, and fellow citizens—than to those far away. Human be-
ings are naturally inclined to cooperate within groups so as to compete 
successfully with other groups. Darwin thinks a universal sympathy for 
humanity is possible, but only as an extension of social emotions culti-
vated first in small groups. He assumes that, as we expand our social sym-
pathies to embrace all of humanity, these sympathies become weaker as 
we move farther away from our inner circle of family, friends, and fellow 
citizens. And yet this extension of sympathy to embrace all of humanity is 
strong enough to support the Golden Rule as the foundation of morality. 
Still, the tribalism of morality can never be eliminated. Charity starts at 
home. And in war, we properly celebrate the virtuous courage of soldiers 
in killing the enemy.

Although Evans does not draw out the full implications of his view of 
universal love as a divine command, he suggests that this requires abso-
lutely disinterested love for all human beings equally, which would require 
absolute pacifism.160 Favoring our friends, relatives, and fellow citizens 
over strangers violates this universal love commandment. Using violence 
against evil individuals violates it. And fighting in war certainly violates 
it, even if the war seems to be just. Universal love might even require the 
abolition of private property and family life. Pacifist socialism would seem 
to be required. It is hard to see that many human beings could embrace 
this as morally acceptable.

Evans finds God’s commands in the Bible. But it is not clear that the 
Bible provides the clear moral teaching of universal love that Evans wants. 
God commanded Abraham to kill his son Isaac. Evans says that while God 
might have commanded human sacrifice in the past, we know that God 
cannot command that “today.”161 He seems to assume that the love command 
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of Jesus in the New Testament overrides the bloody commands of the God 
of the Old Testament. The brutal commands of the Old Testament God 
include orders to slaughter innocent women and children as part of God’s 
conquest of Canaan, as whole cities are put under the “curse of destruc-
tion.”162 But even the New Testament concludes with the bloodiest book of 
the Bible—the Book of Revelation, with its vision of the apocalyptic battle 
of the saints against Satan at the end of history.

Evans criticizes my Darwinian arguments for the abolition of slavery and 
insists that the immorality of slavery arises only from its violating God’s love 
command.163 But Evans says nothing about the fact that all the passages in the 
Bible on slavery endorse it, and thus the antebellum Christians in the Ameri-
can South were justified in believing that slavery was biblically sanctioned.164

The Bible lacks the authority, clarity, and reliability necessary for be-
ing a source of moral guidance. If the Bible reinforces morality, it is only 
because we pass it through our natural moral sense. We know that the 
biblical account of God ordering Abraham to kill his son must be some-
how mistaken, because we know by natural moral experience that this is 
wrong. We know that the Bible’s endorsement of slavery is mistaken, be-
cause again our natural moral sense condemns it. If we elevate the Golden 
Rule over other teachings in the Bible, it’s because we have arrived at the 
rule through natural experience. That experience also teaches us, however, 
that disinterested, universal love cannot be absolutely observed because 
we rightly favor family, friends, and fellow citizens over strangers. The 
Christian tradition of “just war” reasoning shows how our natural moral 
sense corrects the dangerous utopianism of a universal love ethic.

The Fear of Cartesian Science

A common objection to my Darwinian interpretation of Aristotelian 
virtue comes from a fear of Darwinian science as advancing the crude 
reductionism of modern Cartesian science. This fear of Cartesian reduc-
tionism is evident in much of the writing in this book, which shows the 
influence of Leon Kass and Peter Lawler.

Kass and Descartes

My relationship to Kass’s writing is complicated and ambivalent. As a 
young man, I decided that what Leo Strauss called the “fundamental di-
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lemma” of modernity explained the loss of liberal education as a com-
prehensive study of the whole. The natural sciences assume a materialist 
reductionism that cannot account for the human mind or spirit. The hu-
manities assume a radical dualism that treats human conscious experi-
ence as autonomous in its separation from the causal order of the natural 
sciences. The social sciences are then torn between these two contradic-
tory positions. We might overcome this dilemma, I thought, if we could 
see Darwinian biology as a comprehensive science that would unify all 
the intellectual disciplines by studying human experience as part of the 
natural whole. This would continue the Aristotelian tradition of biology 
because, as Strauss observed, Aristotle believed that biology could provide 
“a mediation between knowledge of the inanimate and knowledge of 
man.”165 But I found that many of those influenced by Strauss assumed 
that Darwinian biology must deny the fundamental premises of Aris-
totelian natural right in denying the uniqueness of human beings as set 
apart from the rest of animal nature and in denying the cosmic teleology 
that sustains human purposefulness.

Reading Kass’s Toward a More Natural Science helped me to see how 
I might answer these Straussian objections. Kass suggested that Darwin-
ian biology could recognize human uniqueness as a product of emergent 
evolution, and it could recognize the internal teleology of living beings 
as goal-directed. Darwin failed to see how his own biology allowed “that 
certain differences of degree—produced naturally, accumulated gradually 
(even incrementally), and inherited in an unbroken line of descent—might 
lead to a difference in kind (or at least its equivalent), say, in mental capac-
ity or inner life.” So it seemed that Darwinian biology could support an 
emergent naturalism in which novel traits arise in evolutionary develop-
ment at each higher level of organization in an “unbroken line of descent” 
leading to differences in kind. Differences in degree passing over a critical 
threshold of evolution could produce differences in kind.166

On the question of teleology, I was impressed by Kass’s distinction be-
tween “external teleology” and “immanent teleology.” External teleology 
is the conception of all of nature as an organic whole in which all beings 
serve a cosmic purpose set by an intelligent designer or creator. By con-
trast to such cosmic teleology, Kass suggested that “the primary home of 
teleological thought is the internal and immanent purposiveness of indi-
vidual organisms, in their generation, their structure, their activities.” This 
immanent teleology of living things was what Aristotle had in mind, Kass 
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observed, when he spoke of natural teleology. And while Kass recognizes 
that Darwinism was generally regarded as rejecting cosmic teleology, he 
notes that Darwinian biology implicitly assumed the immanent teleologi-
cal nature of organisms. Even if evolution by natural selection is not pur-
poseful, it produces organic beings that are purposeful. Plants and animals 
grow to maturity, and once grown they act for ends set by the functional 
nature of the species.167

I was inspired by Kass’s striving for “a more natural science” that would 
require the kind of biological understanding of nature that could account for 
the ethical and intellectual purposefulness of human life as an expression 
of nature. Like Kass, I sought a biological science that recognizes “the tacit 
ethical dimension of animal life,” and thus the “natural, animal bases for the 
content of an ethical life.” Like Kass, I believed that a science of living nature 
would reject both reductionist monism, which reduces life to homogeneous 
matter, and transcendentalist dualism, which sees human mental and moral 
experience as radically separated from the rest of nature. Like Kass, I decided 
that such a science could bring together Aristotle and Darwin.168

In recent years, however, Kass has moved away from his Aristotelian/
Darwinian naturalism, because he doubts the sufficiency of human reason 
unaided by the biblical revelation of God as nature’s Creator.169 Now he 
argues that modern science assumes a materialism that reduces all knowl-
edge to quantifiable objectification that denies the qualitative subjectiv-
ity of “lived experience” and the “inwardness of life.” As transformed into 
“scientism,” which assumes that such scientific objectification is the only 
true form of knowledge, this modern scientific project threatens human 
freedom and dignity. Kass then wonders whether philosophy or religion 
can provide an adequate philosophy of nature to challenge the false claims 
of modern scientism.

Kass’s mistake is that in his recent writing he fails to recognize (as he 
did in his earlier writing) that Darwinian biology refutes the Cartesian 
vision of science. Kass’s fundamental presupposition is that René Des-
cartes’ writing is paradigmatic for all of modern science. Again and again, 
Kass quotes from or refers to Descartes as the authoritative spokesman for 
modern science. He thus implicitly takes for granted a view of the history 
and philosophy of early modern science that came out of the German phe-
nomenological tradition, which was transmitted to the curriculum of St. 
John’s College by Jacob Klein, and which has influenced Kass in his years 
at St. John’s and the University of Chicago.
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Unlike Kass, I am not convinced that Descartes’ philosophical writ-
ing is canonical for all of modern science. Kass often cites Hans Jonas’s 
The Phenomenon of Life, but he ignores Jonas’s argument in that book that 
Darwinism refuted Descartes’ dualistic separation of objective matter and 
subjective mind. “Evolutionism undid Descartes’ work,” Jonas explains, 
because “the continuity of descent now established between man and the 
animal world made it impossible any longer to regard his mind, and men-
tal phenomena as such, as the abrupt ingression of an ontologically foreign 
principle at just this point of the total flow,” and so “with the last citadel 
of dualism there also fell the isolation of man, and his own evidence 
became available again for the interpretation of that to which he be-
longs.”170 In fact, many Darwinian scientists now recognize that Dar-
winism affirms the continuity of animal minds as products of emergent 
evolution. For example, Steven Pinker shows how Darwinian science 
refutes Descartes’ dualism.171

In following the St. John’s/phenomenological tradition, Kass assumes 
that “mathematical physics is the jewel and foundation” of all science, 
and biology is reducible to mathematical physics.172 But this ignores the 
autonomy of biology and biological phenomena as an emergent realm of 
study that must be consistent with but cannot be fully reducible to physics 
and chemistry. Ernst Mayr and other modern biologists have argued this 
position very well.173

Kass says that genetics cannot tell us “how the life of a cockroach dif-
fers from that of a chimpanzee.”174 But this ignores the biological study 
of animal behavior and cognitive ethology. For example, primatologists 
like Jane Goodall and Frans de Waal observe the natural lives of primates 
either in the wild or in captivity, and in explaining the primates’ behavior 
they infer the emotional and cognitive experiences that constitute their 
subjective lives. Much of the debate in primatology today is about how far 
we can properly go in inferring “animal minds” from our own subjective 
experiences as self-conscious animals. To say, as Kass does, that all biolo-
gists assume that man is “a freakish speck of mind in a mindless universe” 
restates Descartes’ view, but this is contradicted by those many biologists 
who reject Cartesian dualism and recognize the necessity to explain ani-
mal behavior as shaped by subjective consciousness.

What does religion contribute to this discussion? Kass is evasive about 
this. In his interpretation of Genesis 1, he rejects both “creation science” 
and “intelligent design,” because he assumes that the Creation story in the 
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Bible is not really a literal description of how the universe came into being. 
Rather, the Creation story teaches “self-evident truths” about the “existen-
tial condition” of human beings that “do not rest on biblical authority.”175

It is not clear whether Kass thinks he is learning something from bib-
lical revelation that he could not know by philosophic reason alone, or 
whether the Bible offers an account of the human condition that confirms 
what we might already know by reason and common experience. In fact, 
when Kass refers to “the mysterious source of being itself,” he seems to be 
following Martin Heidegger’s existential philosophy of how human Dasein 
faces the mystery of Being.176

Kass’s reading of Genesis 1—like all of his readings of the Bible—is 
thoughtful, imaginative, and elegant.177 But it is not clear to me that this is 
the way biblical believers read the Bible. Clearly, Kass is reading the Bible 
under the influence of philosophical commentators like Kant and Strauss. 
There is surely much to ponder in such a reading. But this seems to be 
more philosophic than it is religious. If Kass were to return to his original 
project for a “more natural science” that would be both Aristotelian and 
Darwinian, he could argue for a Darwinian naturalism that would recog-
nize the importance of religion insofar as it reinforces our natural moral 
sense and expresses our natural desire for religious understanding.

So, I am not persuaded by Kass’s assumption that we can look to René 
Descartes—and particularly, his materialist reductionism—as determin-
ing the whole history of modern science. Descartes’ dualistic separation 
of matter and mind and his physicalist reductionism deny the emergent 
complexity of living phenomena as studied by Darwinian biology. To illus-
trate his claim about Descartes as the founder of all modern science, Kass 
says that “in a revolution-making passage in the Rules for the Direction 
of the Mind, Descartes sets the program of all modern science by trans-
forming how we should approach the study of color.”178 Descartes says that 
we can study colors by arbitrarily identifying them as corresponding to 
various geometrical figures. Kass notes: “Descartes’s geometrical figures, 
standing for the differences among the colors white, blue, and red may 
be passé, but the principle he proposes is not: today we still treat color in 
terms of ‘wave lengths,’ purely mathematical representations from which 
all the color is sucked out. This tells the whole story: the objective is purely 
quantitative. All quality disappears.”179

Is this really “the whole story” of the scientific study of color? Certainly, 
part of the story is that scientists explain visible light as a continuously 
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varying wavelength. But this is not the whole story, because wavelengths 
of light have no color intrinsic to them. Color arises only for animals that 
have neural systems of vision that translate the variations in wavelength 
into color perceptions. Different species perceive different colors or none 
at all.

Many anthropologists used to say that human color perception was an 
arbitrary creation of culture depending on the variable color vocabularies 
of different human languages. But in the 1960s, a famous experiment con-
ducted by Brent Berlin and Paul Kay showed that this variation in color 
vocabularies followed a regular pattern indicating a universal of human 
nature.180 Native speakers of twenty languages from around the world were 
asked to look at a Munsell array showing the full spectrum of colors and 
then apply the color terms from their languages. Although there was great 
variation, the variation followed a universal pattern moving from two to 
eleven basic color terms. The reason for this is that the human sensory 
system for vision tends to break down the continuing varying wavelengths 
of visible light into discrete units.

Notice that Berlin and Kay had to ask their subjects to report their sub-
jective experience of color in the terms of their color vocabularies. Color 
as a perceptual quality is known to us only by our subjective experience. 
But we can testify to that qualitative experience through language that can 
then be the basis for scientific study. It is not true, then, that for modern 
science, “all quality disappears.”

Edward O. Wilson offers the Berlin and Kay study of color vocabularies 
as an example of “gene-culture coevolution” guided by “epigenetic rules.” 
He states:

The brain constantly searches for meaning, for connections between 
objects and qualities that cross-cut the senses and provide informa-
tion about external existence. We penetrate that world through the 
constraining portals of the epigenetic rules. As shown in the elemen-
tary cases of paralanguage and color vocabulary, culture has risen 
from the genes and forever bears their stamp. With the invention of 
metaphor and new meaning, it has at the same time acquired a life of 
its own. In order to grasp the human condition, both the genes and 
culture must be understood, not separately in the traditional manner 
of science and the humanities, but together, in recognition of the re-
alities of human evolution.181
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In my chapter on “emergence” in Darwinian Conservatism, I indicated 
that although Wilson sometimes identifies “consilience”—the unity of all 
knowledge—as based on a strong form of reductionism, he has to rec-
ognize the emergent complexity of life that cannot be explained through 
strong reductionism.182 So, for example, the epigenetic rules of human 
biology shape the broad patterns in color vocabularies that are universal 
propensities across all human societies. But within those broad patterns, 
the specific content of color vocabularies will be determined by linguistic 
practices, social customs, and deliberate choices that are peculiar to some 
particular group. Our scientific studies of color perception must combine 
quantitative methods of objectified science with the qualitative experi-
ence of human subjects expressed in language. Such scientific study of the 
emergent complexity of life is lost in Kass’s assumption that Descartes’ re-
ductionism “sets the program of all modern science.”

Lawler’s Gnostic Existentialism

Much of the opposition to Darwinian explanations of human nature 
is rooted in the claim that modern science cannot properly account for 
the “transcendental self.” This is the idea that human beings have some 
psychic or spiritual capacity that sets them apart from and above the rest 
of nature. Against this idea, Darwinian science explains human beings as 
fully within the order of nature and thus at home in the universe.

The transcendentalist rejection of Darwinism can be either religious or 
secular. Religious transcendentalism affirms the uniqueness of human be-
ings as created in God’s image and thus set above the rest of creation. Secu-
lar transcendentalism affirms the uniqueness of human beings as having 
the capacity through reason or culture to create themselves as belonging 
to a realm of freedom beyond the realm of natural causality. Religious con-
servatives often adopt the first form of transcendentalism. Secular liberals 
often adopt the second.

The transcendentalism that denies Darwinian naturalism assumes a 
radical dualism of mind and matter that follows not from orthodox Chris-
tianity but from the Christian heresy of Gnosticism. The Gnostics believed 
that the natural world was a prison into which the human soul was thrown 
by the evil god of the Old Testament. The escape from this worldly prison 
required Gnostic enlightenment by which the redeemed could leave the 
natural world for their true home beyond the cosmos. Matter is evil. Only 
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spirit is good. Therefore, the Gnostics believed, Jesus as divine was pure spirit 
without body (contrary to the orthodox Christian doctrine of incarnation).

Hans Jonas wrote one of the classic books on Gnosticism.183 His stud-
ies of Gnosticism allowed him to recognize that the modern existentialist 
tradition—from Pascal to Nietzsche to Heidegger—rested on the Gnos-
tic idea of human beings as aliens in the universe, transcendental selves 
seeking to escape their imprisonment in nature. He saw this modern ex-
istentialist version of Gnosticism as a reaction against the modern Carte-
sian conception of the universe as a material mechanism without mind or 
spirit. The existentialist attack on modern natural science as a materialistic 
reductionism that denies human dignity and freedom was a modern re-
statement of the Gnostic image of human beings as aliens in a world of 
dead matter. This Gnostic idea was originally stated by Plato, who depicted 
the birth of human beings in the Timaeus as a burial and imprisonment of 
the divine nature in the mortal flesh of earthly life.184

The Gnostic attack on modern science and appeal to the transcendental 
self is evident in the writing of Walker Percy—particularly, his book Lost in 
the Cosmos.185 Percy rightly argues that symbolic thought and conceptual 
speech are uniquely human. But to suggest that natural science cannot ex-
plain this—because it is some kind of mysterious miracle that shows a tran-
scendental self beyond nature—ignores the possibility that the human ca-
pacity for symbolic thought evolved from the non-symbolic thought of apes.

Percy’s existentialist Gnosticism has been the basis for Peter Lawler’s ex-
istentialist conservatism. According to Lawler, all human beings are “aliens” 
in the universe, because their true selves transcend the natural order of the 
universe, and thus natural science can never truly account for the alienated 
spirit of humanity.186 Darwinian science, in particular, denies this reality of 
the transcendent self. Lawler has been an influential voice among conserva-
tives who reject Darwinian science as a reductive materialism.

These existentialist conservatives fail to see how Darwinian science 
actually refutes any Cartesian reductionism that separates matter and 
mind. Although it initially looked like the final triumph of materialism, 
the Darwinian concept of evolution actually rejected the terms of modern 
materialism by denying the absolute separation of objective matter and 
subjective mind. By showing how the human mind could emerge out of 
nature and by affirming the continuity of human beings and other animals 
as conscious beings, Darwinian science denied the radical transcendence 
of human beings as set apart from nature. But it also thereby elevated the 
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whole living world by presenting it as the meeting place of matter and 
mind, and thus it overcame the Cartesian conception of human beings 
as isolated and alienated thinking beings in an unthinking world. Dar-
winian science exposed the absurdity of Cartesian dualism as denying 
organic reality and our psychophysical experience as bodies in which 
mind emerges naturally.

I reject the existentialist conservatism of Lawler and others who fol-
low the Gnostic tradition of radical dualism in which human beings are 
seen as transcendent selves who wander the earth as aliens thrown into a 
cosmic prison. The secular transcendentalism of the Left shows the same 
Gnostic dualism in which matter and mind must be forever separated, 
and any Darwinian explanation of human nature arouses abhorrence as 
a degrading denial of human freedom and dignity. Against this Gnostic 
transcendentalist assumption that human worth requires that we set hu-
man beings apart from nature as if they were aliens from another world, 
the Darwinian Aristotelian would say that we have not been thrown into 
nature from some place far away. We come from nature. It is our home.

Love and Death

Lawler has criticized my Aristotelian Darwinism with the objection 
that, even if it conveys a partial truth about human life, it overlooks what 
human beings most care about—love and death. I don’t understand Law
ler’s claim that “Arnhart denies that love and death are essential to our 
being,” and that I cannot account for “the fact of our deep loneliness or of 
our deep longing to be known and loved by other persons.”187 I find it odd 
that he says this, considering that I stress the natural desires for friendship, 
conjugal love, parental care, and familial bonding as manifestations of our 
evolved nature as social animals, and that I also speak about the natural 
human longings for religious understanding and intellectual understand-
ing in the face of the mysteries of life and death.

I disagree with Lawler’s assertion that Darwin advanced an “impersonal 
theory of evolution” denying the personal reality of love and death.188 Any-
one who examines Darwin’s life and writings can see how his scientific 
thinking was embedded in his personal life, and particularly in his experi-
ence with love and death in his family and his circle of friends. Darwin’s 
home in Down, in southern England, has been wonderfully restored to 
its condition when Darwin was living there. When I spent a day there, a 
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few years ago, I was impressed by the poignant way in which the home 
and the surrounding buildings and grounds evoke Darwin’s life in science 
surrounded by family and friends who shared in his thinking. So, for ex-
ample, when Darwin was studying the mental abilities of earthworms, he 
had his children play their musical instruments around a worm, while he 
took notes on the worm’s movements to see if there was any evidence that 
worms could hear music.

One of the best studies of how Darwin’s science arose from his personal 
struggles with love and death is Randal Keynes’s book Annie’s Box: Charles 
Darwin, His Daughter and Human Evolution.189 Keynes is a great-great-
grandson of Darwin and a great-nephew of John Maynard Keynes. Some 
years ago, he came across a child’s writing case that had belonged to An-
nie Darwin, the first daughter of Charles and Emma who died when she 
was ten. The writing case was filled with personal items that Emma had 
saved to remember her daughter. Charles had written a note recording 
how Annie felt every day during her last months, and then after her death, 
he wrote a memorial to record his memories of her character and life. As 
Keynes collected this and related material, he began writing his book as a 
study of how Annie’s death in 1851 shaped her father’s understanding of love 
and death in ways that guided his scientific thinking about the natural world.

A few days before his wedding, Charles told Emma that, during his five 
years traveling on the Beagle, “the whole of my pleasure was derived from 
what passed in my mind,” but he now looked to marriage to take him out of 
himself. “I think you will humanize me, and soon teach me there is greater 
happiness, than building theories and accumulating facts in silence and 
solitude.”190 After a short time living in London, he spent the rest of his life 
doing his scientific work surrounded by his family in his home in Down. 
The family included ten children, of whom seven lived to adulthood. Mary 
died in 1842, within three weeks of her birth. Annie died in 1851. Charles 
Waring died in 1858, at age four. Annie’s death, after six months of severe 
illness, was especially traumatic for Charles and his family.

Charles responded to his children with both the warm feelings of a father 
and the methodical observations of a scientist. He kept careful records of 
how his children developed in infancy to support his “natural history of ba-
bies,” which would help him understand the earliest psychological develop-
ment of human emotions and thoughts as compared with other animals. In 
one of his scientific papers—“A Biographical Sketch of an Infant”—he wrote 
about the first evidence of a “moral sense” in one of his children:
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The first sign of moral sense was noticed at the age of nearly 13 
months. I said “Doddy [his nickname] won’t give poor papa a kiss—
naughty Doddy.” These words, without doubt, made him feel slightly 
uncomfortable; and at last when I had returned to my chair, he pro-
truded his lips as a sign that he was ready to kiss me; and he then 
shook his hand in an angry manner until I came and received his kiss. 
Nearly the same little scene recurred in a few days, and the reconcili-
ation seemed to give him so much satisfaction, that several times af-
terwards he pretended to be angry and slapped me, and then insisted 
on giving me a kiss. So that here we have a touch of the dramatic art, 
which is so strongly pronounced in most young children.191

He also learned from his own paternal feelings and from Emma’s ma-
ternal care the importance of parental love in nurturing the individual de-
velopment of each child. Charles’s mother had died when he was eight. He 
regretted later in life that he could not recall many clear memories of her. 
When Annie died, he was careful to preserve a summary of his memories 
of her, written one week after her death. In about fifteen hundred words, 
he sketched her character, her appearance, and her behavior. He wrote:

Our poor child, Annie, was born in Gower St on March 2nd 1841 
and expired at Malvern at Midday on the 23rd of April 1851. I write 
these few pages as I think in after years, if we live, the impression 
now put down will recall more vividly her chief characteristics. From 
whatever point I look back at her, the main feature in her disposition 
which at once rises before me is her buoyant joyousness, tempered by 
two other characteristics, namely her sensitiveness, which might eas-
ily have been overlooked by a stranger, and her strong affection. Her 
joyousness and animal spirits radiated from her whole countenance 
and rendered every movement elastic and full of life and vigour. It 
was delightful and cheerful to behold her. Her dear face now rises 
before me, as she used sometimes to come running down stairs with a 
stolen pinch of snuff for me, her whole form radiant with the pleasure 
of giving pleasure. . . .

Her figure and appearance were clearly influenced by her charac-
ter: her eyes sparkled brightly; she often smiled; her step was elastic 
and firm; she held herself upright, and often threw her head a little 
backwards, as if she defied the world in her joyousness. . . .
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Her health failed in a slight degree for about nine months before 
her last illness; but it only occasionally gave her a day of discomfort: 
at such times, she was never in the least degree cross, peevish or im-
patient; and it was wonderful to see, as the discomfort passed, how 
quickly her elastic spirits brought back her joyousness and happiness. 
. . . When so exhausted that she could hardly speak, she praised ev-
erything that was given her, and said some tea “was beautifully good.” 
When I gave her some water, she said “I quite thank you”; and these, 
I believe were the last precious words ever addressed by her dear lips 
to me.

But looking back, always the spirit of joyousness rises before me 
as her emblem and characteristic: she seemed formed to live a life 
of happiness: her spirits were always held in check by her sensitive-
ness lest she should displease those she loved, and her tender love was 
never weary of displaying itself by fondling and all the other little acts 
of affection.

We have lost the joy of the household, and the solace of our old 
age: she must have known how we loved her; oh that she could now 
know how deeply, how tenderly we do still and shall ever love her dear 
joyous face. Blessings on her.192

At the time, no one really understood the cause of Annie’s death except 
that she suffered from a “bilious fever.” She probably died of tuberculosis, 
which was known at the time as “consumption,” for which there was no 
cure. It was not until 1882 that the German bacteriologist Dr. Robert Koch 
identified the cause of the disease as bacterial—Mycobacterium tuberculosis.

So how should loving parents understand and cope with the death of a 
child? In Victorian England, there were a variety of beliefs about how to 
handle such a loss. Orthodox Christians consoled themselves that their 
dead children would go to Heaven, and that parents would eventually be 
reunited with their children in Heaven. Christians could believe that such 
death was designed by God to teach the need for faith in undergoing suf-
fering. For many religious believers, death was God’s punishment for the 
Original Sin of Adam and Eve, and even innocent children had to pay the 
price for the sin of Adam. Or such believers might see the death as the 
punishment for some personal sin of the parents.

For some people, however, such beliefs were dubious. Despite the com-
mon view that the Bible teaches eternal life after death, the biblical account 
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of the afterlife is vague, and the character of Heaven and Hell is not clearly 
explained. Moreover, why should we be consoled by belief in eternal life 
if we can’t be sure about whether we (or our children) will go to Heaven 
or Hell? It is hardly consoling to believe that most human beings will suf-
fer eternal punishment in Hell. Some people decided that everyone goes 
to Heaven, which began the modern tendency of Christians to believe in 
Heaven but not Hell.

And why should we rely on scriptural authority for knowledge of an af-
terlife, if this is not supported by evidence from natural human experience 
and reasoning? In any case, it’s not clear that even those who profess to 
believe in an afterlife really believe it strongly enough for this to overcome 
their natural feeling that death is the end. Some people wondered why a 
God who is both all-powerful and all-good would allow the innocent to 
suffer and die. They also wondered about the fairness of God in condemn-
ing most people to eternal punishment in Hell. Some Victorians thought 
that we should accept death as a consequence of natural causes that we 
cannot alter. This seemed to be Alfred Tennyson’s response when his first 
child was stillborn (three days before Annie Darwin’s death):

Little bosom not yet cold,
Noble forehead made for thought,
Little hands of mighty mould
Clenched as in the fight which they had fought.
He had done battle to be born,
But some brute force of Nature had prevailed
And the little warrior failed.193

“Some brute force of Nature had prevailed.” What more should be said 
about the death of a child—or of any human being?

How did Emma and Charles Darwin respond to the death of Annie? 
As a Unitarian who believed in the eternal afterlife, Emma tried to con-
sole herself with the thought that she would be reunited after death with 
her family in Heaven. She was troubled that Charles did not find the 
evidence for such beliefs convincing. Over her life, as she and Charles 
talked about this and read books on the debate over the evidence for 
personal immortality with eternal rewards and punishments, she be-
came less confident about her beliefs, although she was always more 
openly pious than Charles.
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In his early life, Charles Darwin was an orthodox Christian believer. By 
the middle of his life, he had concluded that there was insufficient evidence 
for the divine authority of the Bible and traditional Christian doctrines. By 
the end of his life, he identified himself as an agnostic. Some people as-
sumed he was a complete atheist. But he always insisted that he was open 
to the possibility of God as First Cause of the natural laws governing the 
universe. Yet he worried that searching for the ultimate causes of all things 
was beyond the natural limits of the human mind. “The mystery of the 
beginning of all things is insoluble by us,” he observed.194

He was clear, however, in rejecting the traditional doctrines of God as 
having separately created every form of life and as providentially interven-
ing to control every event in natural and human history. He laid out the 
evidence and arguments for species as originating from ancestral species 
through natural laws of evolution, although he indicated that this was con-
sistent with believing in God as the Creator of those natural laws. Persuaded 
by the evidence of experience and science that nature was governed by 
general laws, Darwin could not believe in any miracles, except possibly the 
original miracle by which the laws of nature themselves were created. He 
rejected the traditional teaching that God would condemn all unbelievers 
to everlasting punishment as a “damnable doctrine.”195

Darwin also rejected the traditional belief in God’s particular provi-
dence, because he could not see how a just God could be responsible 
for “the clumsy, wasteful, blundering low and horridly cruel works of 
nature.” It would be a more sublime notion of God, he thought, to say 
that God was not responsible for the cruelty of nature as governed by 
the “universal struggle for life.” He believed it was “more satisfactory to 
attribute pain and suffering to the natural sequence of events.” So at the 
end of The Origin of Species, he leaves his reader with the image of how 
“endless forms most beautiful” evolved “from the war of nature, from 
famine and death.”196

Darwin learned this from his personal experience of love and death. 
He could love Annie as his beautiful child. He could understand her death 
as coming from her losing struggle for life in the war of nature. He could 
cherish his memories of her vibrant personality, as preserved in his me-
morial essay, but without any expectation of being reunited with her in an 
afterlife. He could also engage in scientific research on the natural causes 
of suffering and death with the hope that such knowledge could provide 
some relief.
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Although Darwin did not understand how Annie’s disease was caused 
by microorganisms, he did develop an evolutionary theory of how para-
sites and hosts co-evolve in the struggle for life. In 1877, a scientific friend 
of his sent him an article by Dr. Robert Koch, who would later discover 
the bacillus that causes tuberculosis. The article contained the first photo-
graphs of bacteria, along with Koch’s argument that such microorganisms 
could cause diseases. Darwin replied: “I well remember saying to myself 
between twenty and thirty years ago [about the time of Annie’s death], that 
if ever the origin of any infectious disease could be proved, it would be the 
greatest triumph to Science; and now I rejoice to have seen the triumph.”197

So now Darwin’s science can explain why his daughter died. She died 
because she lost her struggle for life in the war of nature with tubercular 
bacteria. She was defeated by a “brute force of Nature.” Without a scientific 
understanding of her disease, he could not save her life. But he could save 
his memories of her in all her beautiful exuberance. “She held herself up-
right, and often threw her head a little backwards, as if she defied the world 
in her joyousness.” There is dignity in this Darwinian view of human life, 
as it offers us the joy of love, the pain of death, and the feeling of wonder 
as we try to understand it all.

Conclusion

After Darwin returned from his voyage on the H.M.S. Beagle in 1836, he 
began writing out his thoughts in a series of notebooks. In one of those notes, 
he wrote: “Read Aristotle to see whether any of my views very ancient?”198

In 1882, William Ogle wrote a translation of Aristotle’s Parts of Animals, 
and he sent a copy to Darwin. After reading it, Darwin wrote back: “From 
quotations which I had seen, I had a high notion of Aristotle’s merits, but 
I had not the most remote notion what a wonderful man he was. Linnaeus 
and Cuvier have been my two gods, though in very different ways, but they 
were mere schoolboys to old Aristotle.”199

My argument has been that, indeed, Darwin’s views—and particularly his 
views of the biological nature of morality—coincide with Aristotle’s moral 
biology, and thus Darwin’s science of morality supports Aristotle’s empiricist 
morality in contrast to the moral cosmology of Plato and the transcendental-
ist tradition of moral thought that began with Plato. This is the argument that 
has led Frans de Waal to observe that, in my writings, “Darwin and Aristotle 
have begun to blend into a single person, perhaps to be called Darwistotle.”200
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A Darwistotelian science of virtue invites us to make ourselves at home 
in nature. It does that by providing an evolutionary ground for Aristotle’s 
moral biology. That’s why Aristotelians need Charles Darwin.

Notes

When I presented this essay at Berry College, Paul Seaton responded with some comic 
remarks. Later, he wrote the essay that appears in this book, but I did not see his essay until 
this book was going to the publisher. So I had no opportunity to reply to it. Instead of reply-
ing to it here, I leave the reader to decide whether he engages my arguments.

1. Larry Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right: The Biological Ethics of Human Nature 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1998), 29–36; Larry Arnhart, Darwinian Conservatism: A Disputed 
Question, ed. Kenneth Blanchard (Exeter, UK: Imprint Academic, 2009), 26–34.

2. David Hume, Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. Tom Beauchamp 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 91.

3. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I.Q.5, A.6.
4. Richard Joyce, The Evolution of Morality (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006).
5. Rémi Brague, The Wisdom of the World: The Human Experience of the Universe in 

Western Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).
6. Marcia Hall, ed., Raphael’s “School of Athens” (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997); Christiane L. Joost-Gaugier, Raphael’s Stanza della Segnatura (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002). 

7. See Brague, Wisdom of the World; Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936); C. S. Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduc-
tion to Medieval and Renaissance Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964).

8. Joseph Cropsey, Plato’s World: Man’s Place in the Cosmos (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1997); Catherine Zuckert, Plato’s Philosophers: The Coherence of the Dia-
logues (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).

9. Plato, Phaedo, 97c–100b.
10. Plato,Timaeus, 20a.
11. NE, 1141a21–b2. In references to Aristotle’s works, I use the following abbre-

viations: Eudemian Ethics (EE), Generation of Animals (GA), History of Animals (HA), 
Metaphysics (Meta), Nicomachean Ethics (NE), Parts of Animals (PA), Politics (Pol). My 
translations of the Nicomachean Ethics have been much influenced by the translations of 
Hippocrates G. Apostle and Joe Sachs. I have used the Greek texts in the Loeb Classical 
Library series of Harvard University Press.

12. On the Heavens, 270b1–25, 279a5–32, 284a1–25, 291b24–92a20, 298b7–99a2; 
Meta, 1074a31–b14.

13. PA, 644b22–45a5; Meta, 987a30–b15.
14. NE, 1141a31–32.
15. Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, 2nd edi-

tion, ed. James Moore and Adrian Desmond (New York: Penguin Books, 2004), 120.
16. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Lewis White Beck (Indian

apolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956), 89–90 (Prussian Academy edition, 86–87).
17. Darwin, Descent, 120.



276     Larry Arnhart

18. Frances Power Cobbe, Darwinism in Morals, and Other Essays (London: Wil-
liams and Norgate, 1872), 5–8; Darwin quoted from Janet Browne, Charles Darwin: The 
Power of Place (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002), 297; Cobbe, Darwinism, 5.

19. Cobbe, Darwinism, 5–8 (8).
20. Darwin, Descent, 122–23.
21. Cobbe, Darwinism, 10–11.
22. Joyce, Evolution, 125–27.
23. Friedrich Nietzsche, Untimely Meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1983).
24. Nietzsche, Meditations, 29–32 (29, 30, 32).
25. Ibid., 29, 30.
26. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Portable Nietzsche, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: 

Viking Press, 1968), 515–16.
27. Darwin, Descent, 137, 151.
28. Darwin, Descent, 151.
29. See C. Stephen Evans, Kierkegaard’s Ethic of Love: Divine Commands and Moral 

Obligations (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); John E. Hare, God and Morality: 
A Philosophical History (Cambridge, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2007); Carson Holloway, The 
Right Darwin? (Dallas: Spence Publishing, 2006).

30. Nietzsche, Portable, 685.
31. Ibid., 554.
32. Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), sec. 2.
33. Nietzsche, Human, secs. 27, 476.
34. Ibid., sec. 153.
35. Ibid., sec. 164.
36. Friedrich Nietzsche, Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New 

York: Random House, Modern Library, 1968), 532.
37. Nietzsche, Meditations, 112–13.
38. Ibid., 77, 78, 107, 110, 121.
39. Lou Salomé, Nietzsche, trans. Siegfried Mandel (Urbana: University of Illinois 

Press, 2001); Robin Small, Nietzsche and Rée: A Star Friendship (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Paul Rée, Basic Writings, trans. Robin Small (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2003); Gregory Moore, Nietzsche, Biology and Metaphor (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002); John Richardson, Nietzsche’s New Darwinism (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).

40. Bruce Benson, Pious Nietzsche: Decadence and Dionysian Faith (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2008).

41. Nietzsche, Portable, 561.
42. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, ed. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Ran-

dom House, 1967), 539.
43. Nietzsche, Basic Works, 37.
44. Hans Jonas, Memoirs, ed. Christian Wiese, trans. Krishna Winston (Waltham, 

MA: Brandeis University Press, 2008), 48–50.
45. Leo Strauss, “Note on the Plan of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil,” in Studies 

in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 174–91 (191). 



The Darwinian Science of Aristotelian Virtue     277     

That this essay on Nietzsche is the central chapter in this book on “Platonic political phi-
losophy” is significant for Straussians—indicating that Nietzsche’s atheistic religiosity is the 
peak expression of Strauss’s Platonism.

46. Harvey Mansfield, Manliness (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 83, 86.
47. HA, 588a15–89a10.
48. NE, 1152b1–8.
49. NE, 1174b15–76a29.
50. NE, 1176a6.
51. NE, 1153b25–36, 1176a3–22.
52. NE, 1174a1–3, 1176b23–25.
53. NE, 1148b15–49a20.
54. NE, 1152b1–8.
55. Darwin, Descent, 136, 140. See also Charles Darwin, Charles Darwin’s Notebooks, 

1836–1844, ed. Paul H. Barrett et al. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987), 619–22.
56. Darwin, Notebooks, 548–49.
57. PA, 686a24–87a23.
58. Pol, 1253a7–18.
59. HA, 608a10–17, 630b–31b2.
60. HA, 588a29–31, 611a15, 612a2, 614b19, 618a24.
61. NE, 1141a22–33.
62. PA, 648a6–8, 650b24–26.
63. HA, 612b18–20b9.
64. HA, 614b19–26.
65. Charles Darwin, The Formation of Vegetable Mould, through the Action of Worms 

(London: John Murray, 1881), 34–35, 64–98, 312–13; J. T. Bonner, The Evolution of Cul-
ture in Animals (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980); Donald Griffin, Animal 
Thinking (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984); Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, Stuart G. 
Shanker, and Talbot J. Taylor, Apes, Language, and the Human Mind (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998).

66. Martha Nussbaum, Aristotle’s “De Motu Animalium” (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1978).

67. HA, 488a1–14.
68. Peter Corning, The Synergism Hypothesis (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1983), 6–7, 

209–11, 313–18.
69. HA, 553a17–54b21, 623b5–29b4; GA, 759a8–61a12.
70. Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man (New York: Ran-

dom House, The Modern Library, 1936), 59, 186, 193–202, 473, 639.
71. Edward Wilson, The Insect Societies (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971).
72. HA, 502a16.
73. HA, 502a17–27, 502b25–26; PA, 689b1–35.
74. PA, 656a3–14, 686a24–88a11, 689b2–90b8, 694b26–95a14.
75. Darwin, Origin, 433–36, 439–40.
76. Frans de Waal and Frans Lanting, Bonobo: The Forgotten Ape (Berkeley and Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 1997).
77. HA, 491b9–11, 502a20–21; PA, 662b19–23.
78. Adolf Portmann, Animal Forms and Patterns (New York: Schocken Books, 1967).



278     Larry Arnhart

79. Frans de Waal, Chimpanzee Politics: Power and Sex among Apes (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997); Jane Goodall, The Chimpanzees of Gombe 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986).

80. Edward O. Wilson, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1975), 516–17.

81. Charles Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, 3rd edi-
tion, ed. with introduction, afterword, and commentaries by Paul Ekman (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1998); Paul Ekman, ed., Darwin and Facial Expression: A Century of 
Research in Review (Cambridge, MA: Malor Books, 2006).

82. Oliver Sacks, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat (New York: Summit 
Books, 1985); Dale Purves et al., eds. Neuroscience, 4th ed. (Sunderland, MA: Sinauer As-
sociates, 2008), 671–73.

83. Goodall, Gombe, 143–45, 265, 560–64; A. Whiten, J. Goodall, W. C. McGrew, 
T. Nishida, V. Reynolds, Y. Sugiyama, C. E. G. Tutin, R. W. Wrangham, and C. Boesch, 
“Cultures in Chimpanzees,” Nature 399 (1999): 682–85; Kevin N. Laland and Bennett G. 
Galef, eds., The Question of Animal Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009).

84. Robin Dunbar, Louise Barrett, and John Lycett, Evolutionary Psychology (Ox-
ford: Oneworld, 2007), 110–27.

85. HA, 610a3–4.
86. HA, 608b20–10a33.
87. PA, 686a24–88a11.
88. NE, 1177b1–27; Pol, 1265a19–39, 1267a18–37, 1323a14–25b32.
89. Pol, 1271b1–11, 1324b1–12.
90. NE, 1115a10.
91. NE, 1117b1–20.
92. Darwin, Descent, 157–58.
93. Holloway, The Right Darwin?, 45–46, 51, 58.
94. NE, 1101b32, 1103a10, 1109b30–35, 1115b13, 1155a17–21.
95. Darwin, Descent, 682.
96. Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 

1982), 129.
97. Darwin, Descent, 682.
98. Samuel Bowles, “Did Warfare among Ancestral Hunter-Gatherers Affect the 

Evolution of Human Social Behavior?” Science 324 (June 5, 2009): 1293–98; Jung-Kyoo 
Choi and Samuel Bowles, “The Coevolution of Parochial Altruism and War,” Science 318 
(October 26, 2007): 636–40; Carsten K. W. De Dreu et al., “The Neuropeptide Oxytocin 
Regulates Parochial Altruism in Intergroup Conflict among Humans,” Science 328 (June 
11, 2010): 1408–11; Azar Gat, War in Human Civilization (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006); Lawrence Keeley, War before Civilization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

99. Jean Decety and William Ickes, eds., The Social Neuroscience of Empathy (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009); Jean Decety and Philip L. Jackson, “The Functional Ar-
chitecture of Human Empathy,” Behavioral and Cognitive Neuroscience Reviews 3 (2004): 
71–100; Gustav Jahoda, “Theodor Lipps and the Shift from ‘Sympathy’ to ‘Empathy,’” Jour-
nal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 41 (2005): 151–63; Stephanie Preston and Frans 
de Waal, “Empathy: Its Ultimate and Proximate Bases,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 25 
(2002): 1–72; Frans de Waal, The Age of Empathy: Nature’s Lessons for a Kinder Society 
(New York: Harmony Books, 2009).



The Darwinian Science of Aristotelian Virtue     279     

100. NE, 1155a1–33, 1159a27–37, 1160b23–62a29.
101. EE, 1242b1–2.
102. GA, 753a8–14.
103. NE, 1161b16–29, 1162a16–28, 1166a1–9, 1168a20–27.
104. NE, 1155b34.
105. NE, 1132b33–33a5, 1159b25–62a34.
106. NE, 1155a16–29, 1159b25–60a8, 1165a14–36.
107. HA, 490b18; NE, 1155a20–21.
108. Pol, 1262b22–25, 1263a31–b31.
109. Plato, Republic, 332a–c, 375a–e, 469b–d; Cleitophon, 410b.
110. Darwin, Descent, 129.
111. Wilson, Insect Societies, 460.
112. Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, Mothers and Others: The Evolutionary Origins of Mutual Un-

derstanding (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009); Melvin Konner, The Evolution of 
Childhood (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010).

113. David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, ed. David Fate Norton (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 2.2.5.15. Citations to this work refer to book, part, section, 
and paragraph.

114. Ibid., 21.
115. Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1991), ch. 13, p. 89.
116. Hume, Treatise, 2.2.12.1. See also Darwin, Notebooks, 591, 627; Darwin, De-

scent, 132.
117. Giacomo Rizzolatti, Mirrors in the Brain (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008); Gia-

como Rizzolatti, Leonardo Fogassi, and Vittorio Gallese, “The Mirror Neuron System: A 
Motor-Based Mechanism for Action and Intention Understanding,” in Michael Gazzaniga, 
ed., The Cognitive Neurosciences, 4th ed. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009), 625–40.

118. Plato, Timaeus, 69b–c.
119. Rizzolatti, Mirrors, 191.
120. Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York: Norton, 2007).
121. NE, 1168a1–10.
122. NE, 1170a25–b19.
123. EE, 1245a35–38.
124. Augustine, City of God, xxii, 27–30.
125. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s “Nicomachean Ethics,” trans. C. I. 

Litzinger (Notre Dame, IN: Dumb Ox Books, 1993), sec. 1911.
126. Ibid., secs. 113, 129.
127. Augustine, City of God, viii, 4; xxii, 25–29.
128. Aquinas, Commentary, sec. 2084.
129. For this interpretation, see Germaine Paulo Walsh, “The Problematic Relation 

between Practical and Theoretical Virtue in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics,” in Kenneth 
Grasso and Robert Hunt, eds., A Moral Enterprise: Politics, Reason, and the Human Good 
(Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2002), 59–81, 354–60.

130. NE, 1177a21–28.
131. NE, 1096b4–5.
132. NE, 1154b21–23, 1177a21–23.
133. NE, 1177a28–34.



280     Larry Arnhart

134. NE, 1177a 28–34.
135. NE, 1179a20–22.
136. NE, 1179a23–34.
137. Aquinas, Commentary, sec. 2133.
138. NE, 1178b8–18.
139. Meta, 1074b15–75a11.
140. NE, 1111b19–23, 1115a25–29.
141. Darwin, Descent, 689.
142. Darwin, Notebooks, 549.
143. Niko Tinbergen, “On War and Peace in Animals and Man,” Science 160 (1968): 

1411–18 (1411).
144. R. N. Shepard, “Evolution of a Mesh between Principles of the Mind and Regu-

larities of the World,” in J. Dupré, ed., The Latest on the Best: Essays on Evolution and Opti-
mality (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987), 251–75.

145. De Anima, 431b19.
146. Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Suppl., Q.81, A.1.
147. Hare, God and Morality.
148. Plato, Timaeus, 90b–c.
149. NE, 1177b31–78a8.
150. Hare, God and Morality, 17, 19.
151. NE, 1145a20–24.
152. Hare, God and Morality, 55, 69, 71, 254, 271, 278.
153. Ibid., 72.
154. Ibid., 282.
155. Ibid., 282–83.
156. Ibid., 285.
157. Ibid., 272.
158. J. Budziszewski, Written on the Heart: The Case for Natural Law (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 187–88.
159. Evans, Kierkegaard’s Ethic of Love.
160. Ibid., 319, 328.
161. Ibid., 307.
162. Numbers 31; Deuteronomy 20.
163. Evans, Kierkegaard’s Ethic, 239–44.
164. Mark Noll, The Civil War as a Theological Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2006).
165. Strauss, Letter to Alexandre Kojeve, May 28, 1957, in Leo Strauss, On Tyranny, 

revised and expanded edition, ed. Victor Gourevitch and Michael S. Roth (New York: Free 
Press, 1991), 279.

166. Leon Kass, Toward a More Natural Science: Biology and Human Affairs (New 
York: Free Press, 1985), 12, 14 (also 39, 59–63, 76–79).

167. Ibid., 253–64 (253, 254).
168. Ibid., 277, 284, 295, 347; Leon Kass, The Hungry Soul: Eating and the Perfecting 

of Our Nature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 62.
169. Leon Kass, Life, Liberty and the Defense of Dignity: The Challenge for Bioethics 

(San Francisco: Encounter Books, 2002), 277–97; Leon Kass, The Beginning of Wisdom: 
Reading Genesis (New York: Free Press, 2003), xiv–xv, 1–4, 15, 68.



The Darwinian Science of Aristotelian Virtue     281     

170. Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life: Toward a Philosophy of Biology (New York: 
Dell, 1966), 57.

171. Steven Pinker, The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature (New 
York: Viking, 2002), 8–10.

172. Leon Kass, “Science, Religion, and the Human Future,” Commentary (April 
2007): 37.

173. Ernst Mayr, What Makes Biology Unique? Considerations on the Autonomy of a 
Scientific Discipline (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

174. Kass, “The Human Future,” 39.
175. Ibid., 39, 45–46.
176. Ibid., 46.
177. Ibid., 44–46; Kass, Wisdom, 1–122.
178. Kass, “The Human Future,” 47–48 (47); also Kass, Defense of Dignity, 277–97.
179. Kass, “The Human Future,” 48.
180. Brent Berlin and Paul Kay, Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolution 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1970).
181. Edward O. Wilson, Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Knopf, 

1998), 163.
182. Arnhart, Darwinian Conservatism, 106–8.
183. Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien God and the Begin-

nings of Christianity, 2nd ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958).
184. Plato, Timaeus, 74a–d.
185. Walker Percy, Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self-Help Book (New York: Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux, 1983).
186. Peter Augustine Lawler, Aliens in America: The Strange Truth about Our Souls 

(Wilmington, DE: ISI Press, 1999).
187. Peter Augustine Lawler, “All Larry Needs Is Love (and Death),” in Blanchard, 

Darwinian Conservatism, 180.
188. Ibid.
189. Randal Keynes, Annie’s Box: Charles Darwin, His Daughter and Human Evolu-

tion (London: Fourth Estate, 2001).
190. Ibid., 188.
191. Charles Darwin, “A Biographical Sketch of an Infant,” in The Collected Papers of 

Charles Darwin, ed. Paul H. Barrett, 2 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 
2:197–98.

192. Keynes, Annie’s Box, 200.
193. Ibid., 300.
194. Darwin, Descent, 200.
195. Ibid., 201.
196. Darwin, Origin, 440.
197. Keynes, Annie’s Box, 300.
198. Darwin, Notebooks, 325.
199. Darwin, Letter to William Ogle, February 22, 1882.
200. Frans de Waal, The Ape and the Sushi Master: Cultural Reflections of a Prima-

tologist (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 81.



 LoGon DiDonai tHe Case 
of tHe Darwinian  
ConserVatiVe

Paul Seaton

wIth DR .  L ARRY ARNhARt,  A NeW foRM of thoUGht and, 
perhaps, of life has emerged among us. As such, it elicits wonder 

and calls for consideration. As thoughtful life, it possesses more interest 
for me, a Socratic, than the appearance of a new star. Moreover, as a form 
of thoughtful life, it is self-aware and it can talk. It has even named itself. It 
is a hybrid, it is “Darwinian Conservatism.”

Moreover, it is a form of life and thought on a mission; it is animated 
by missionary zeal. for example, within the past year or so it traveled to 
China, where it instructed and exhorted adherents of Confucianism to be-
come Darwinian Confucians. Aft er that it repaired to Georgia, where it at-
tempted to do the same with Aristotelians. As this globe trotting indicates, 
it is convinced of its truth and of its goodness for humanity. Th erefore, 
while in Darwinian terms this new form of thought wants to propagate 
itself, in more standard religious terms, it wants to announce its glad tid-
ings of reconciliation, teach sound doctrine, and form human beings and 
communities more or less aft er its image and likeness. As such, it bears 
comparison with other forms of missionary life going back to St. Paul. 
Th erefore it is of interest to me as a Catholic.

13
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It is at this juncture, though, that I must note another feature of this way 
of life and draw a self-protective inference. To state matters directly: this 
form of life and thought is dangerous to be around; it is a lightning rod, 
regularly attracting bolts of criticism from various quarters and throwing 
its own bolts in return. One runs the risk of being struck, singed, scorched, 
or even fried by being in its vicinity. My inference from this, put in the lan-
guage of my religious communion, is Caveat proximus, caveat specialiter 
criticus. Let those in the vicinity beware, especially the critic.

This danger is near-nigh unavoidable, though. This apparently militant 
form of thought is enlisted in a great struggle; it is a participant in our 
culture wars. Its self-designation, Darwinian Conservatism, indicates as 
much. On one hand (the conservative hand), it does battle with those Dar-
winians—and with others whom Arnhart calls “the Left”—who think that 
Darwinism has progressive entailments, that man can make and remake 
himself and society as he desires or sees fit. Not so, retorts the Darwinian 
Conservative. We have evolved as humans and we are hardwired a certain 
way, so that certain progressive hopes and projects are contra naturam. 
Darwin himself, for example, was quite pro-traditional family, he laid 
great stress upon the mother-child bond and its all-important role in hu-
man socialization and in humanization tout court.

Darwinism rightly understood also recognizes and legitimates politics 
and even war as essential features of the human scene; it resists any pacific 
transpolitical hopes we, or progressives, might entertain. And, rightly un-
derstood, Darwinism also recognizes the human need, desire, or instinct 
for religious faith and practice (although, truth be told, it also places certain 
strictures on these). In these ways and others, the Darwinian Conservative 
maintains that Darwinism is the friend and (here the pun is irresistible, 
but also meaningful) the natural ally of conservative moral commitments 
and public policy options. (The pun is significant because Arnhart takes 
his view of Nature and the natural as normative, as the chief evaluative 
yardstick for morality as well as religious belief and practice, not to men-
tion political and economic life.)1

Therefore, conservatives, says the Darwinian Conservative, should 
get over their animosity toward Darwinism and see it properly, for what 
it is. While not a member of the believing fold (an important segment 
of the sometimes fractious conservative coalition), Darwinism is an ally 
in contemporary battles. It is particularly valuable because it has the 
credibility of science behind it, one of the modern world’s few acknowl-
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edged authorities. As a Darwinian conservative, you can be credible, con-
tempo, and conservative at the same time. A nice trifecta.

Here, too, however (that is, among conservatives), the Darwinian Con-
servative’s ambition has been regularly frustrated. Rather than gratefully 
receiving his benevolent offer, all too many conservatives, especially reli-
giously minded ones, have refused it and have turned on him in critique 
and in real or apparent hostility. Hence, the reciprocation of lightning 
bolts, as he practices his own Darwinian-based-and-tinged understanding 
of the Golden Rule, which is not the same as Jesus’.

After reading and reflecting on Arnhart’s lengthy essay, I put my ob-
servations, thoughts, comments, and criticisms into two broad categories: 
those that are extrinsic to and those that are intrinsic to Arnhart’s text and 
argument. He talks about Plato and, especially, Aristotle, for example, so 
I could work within his text and ask about this or that feature of what he 
says about the two, not to mention other authors he engages (St. Thomas, 
David Hume, Adam Smith, Leon Kass, etc.). On the other hand, he never 
mentions an author whom I read regularly, Joseph Ratzinger, formerly Bene-
dict XVI, but the two do share common interests in nature, morality, science, 
culture, and religion, so I could bring them into dialogue with one another.

Many reasons, however, led me to the conclusion and conviction that 
genuine philosophical dialogue was unlikely with Arnhart. This was a dis-
concerting conclusion. I will have to present the evidence and reflections 
that led to it. But even in the face of this conclusion, I was duty-bound to 
say something about the author and his text. And truth be told, I did find 
his mind, his form of reading and thinking, his worldview and his eth-
ics, genuinely worth considering as well as critically engaging. But, as I 
said, I had strong reasons for thinking he and I would not be able even to 
“achieve disagreement,” as the phrase goes. So, as a sort of apologia for my 
doubts, I decided to lay out two strands of my reasoning to this conclusion 
(parts 1 and 2) and then turn, in a sort of second sailing, to Socrates for 
help in engaging Arnhart (part 3).2 Let me dilate a bit on this structure and 
these decisions, as I am acutely aware of their oddity as a critical response 
to Arnhart’s lengthy essay.

I.

For the record, I do think that the human phenomenon is more complex, 
puzzling, and even mysterious than Darwinism of any sort can acknowledge, 
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much less account for. But this remains to be determined—determined in 
the first instance, though, by the phenomena themselves, what in a fancy 
way we could call the explinanda (the things to be explained), in contra-
distinction from the explinantes (explanatory factors and frameworks). 
Arnhart’s chief and characteristic adjective in his scientific lexicon is the 
past participle “evolved,” and his characteristic intellectual move is to look 
back in evolutionary history and “down-and-around,” that is, to seek for 
pre-human prototypes-and-sources of distinctively human characteris-
tics. It would take a special effort on his part to consider anything human 
in its own right and terms, apart from its genetic origins. Throughout, 
there was, it seemed to me, a decided parti pris, a strong and generally 
unresisted backward “gravitational” pull, to his thinking. For example, he 
articulates and advocates for “evolutionary psychology,” so human psycho-
logical traits need to be connected with and more and less construed in terms 
of various other animals’ (and in terms of contemporary brain science).3

I, however, believe that before one does evolutionary psychology (or 
evolutionary anthropology, or cultural evolution), one should do psychol-
ogy (et cetera), that is, closely observe, faithfully and adequately describe, 
and try to put into a coherent picture, the recognizably human traits of 
thought and emotion and volition and character and aspiration and. . . . To 
be sure, this is a massive field to survey, it is a huge intellectual task in its 
own right, and no one individual is up to it. But it is only on such a basis 
that what calls out for explanation—all that calls out for explanation—
stands forth. To speak colloquially, if one doesn’t get one’s ducks lined up 
in order initially, one might fail to see that there’s a particular duck that 
needs to be accounted for, or one might let one’s preferred explanatory fac-
tor or framework predetermine what duck-things have to be. That would 
be a falsifying of data in a very special way.

Nor am I particularly daunted by the oft-made claim that there are no 
facts apart from theory. I believe (and practice and observation have con-
firmed this belief) that one can exercise haute naiveté, what Paul Ricoeur 
called “a second naiveté,” and become critically self-aware in one’s looking, 
observing, and describing of the relevant facts.4 Plus, theories themselves 
can become the objects of philosophical examination and assessment 
(more on this in a moment).

Hence, I characteristically turn to thinkers in the phenomenological tra-
dition, especially in controverted areas, to serve as honest brokers, as re-
spectable middlemen. Inaugurated by Edmund Husserl, phenomenology is 
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a form of thinking that wants to look freshly at phenomena and to de-
scribe them faithfully and not prejudge them, much less immediately place 
them in this or that purportedly explanatory framework (including that of 
“evolved”). Otherwise, as I said, one runs the risk of ignoring relevant data, 
of obscuring them, of reducing them to something else.

Then, and only then, does it make sense (to my mind at least) to turn 
to and consider the purportedly explanatory factors of the phenomena. 
Now, Darwinism is not the only explanatory framework and account of 
the human phenomenon in its manifold features and traits. As but one of 
the players in the distinctively human game of self-consciously giving ac-
counts, Darwinian Conservatism should be willing to enter into a critical 
dialogue with other proffered explanations. Arnhart himself is both aware 
of this intellectual desideratum—he develops his naturalistic account 
by contrast with something he calls “moral cosmology,” with its human 
centerpiece the transcendentalist self—and he eschews this engagement, 
precisely by the constricted binary alternatives he posits.

To cite the classical formula of this logical fallacy, tertium non datur—
many tertia or intellectual options, in fact. Given the starkly dichotomous 
cast of the options presented by the Darwinian Conservative, I could not 
but feel that the dealer had stacked the deck. But in fact there are more 
than two cards to play in this high-stakes game concerning the nature of 
nature and of morality, of immanence and transcendence, of intelligibility 
and of mystery, of reason and faith, and I most certainly do not agree with 
the cards Arnhart allots to non-Darwinians.

In my view, to engage the issues connected with explanatory frameworks 
and factors one has to engage in a meta-scientific—that is, a philosophical—
discussion of what explanation and causation (among other things) are, 
presuppose, and entail. To take the example of a thinker with whom Arn-
hart appears to have little agreement, Immanuel Kant knew that in the 
context of modern science there was an urgent need for a philosophical 
exploration of the very concept of “experience” (not to mention causality 
and freedom). One does not have to agree with the direction he took in 
this investigation or with his findings to recognize the legitimacy of the 
issues he raised.

This meta-scientific discussion, I would venture, would sooner or later 
lead to thorny questions concerning the possibility and nature of meta-
physical causes and realities. They certainly did for Arnhart’s hero, Aris
totle, and in another way for Kant. These sorts of issues and discussions 
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concerning the relationship between the natural and the metaphysical (latu 
senso) would be challenging to both the proponents of scientific natural-
ism and the advocates of points of view (including faith-based ones) going 
beyond Nature, or naturalism. Science and faith would have to give accounts 
of their ways of giving accounts, and philosophy would serve as the com-
mon ground, or arbiter of sorts, between the parties. Moreover, as my two 
examples above—one ancient, the other modern—indicate, philosophy itself 
is not something that speaks with a sole voice. Complexities abound. They, 
however, have the advantage of ruling out complacency and dogmatism.5

Arnhart in his lengthy text indicated to me no evidence of having grap-
pled with these sorts of bracing—and rationally legitimate, even rationally 
imperative—issues. His use of the phrase “natural causes,” for example, 
does not, as he may think, decide matters. To my mind it raises a host of 
issues and questions. It is the beginning of a discussion, not its end, or its 
unquestionable arbiter. Be all that as it may, there was no indication in the 
lengthy essay with which I dealt that his binary structure, which I found 
intellectually quite constricting, was merely rhetorical, or perhaps heuris-
tic. It seemed cast in bronze.6 It augured not well for intellectual openness.

Let me make one more point in this vein, then I will move in the next 
section to a discussion of how Arnhart considers those special phenom-
ena, the texts of other minds and thinkers. This second point concerns a 
fundamental stratum, or category, of his binary thought, one I have al-
ready mentioned: “experience.” As a professor of philosophy I was struck 
by the empirical tradition of thought that Arnhart posited, one involv-
ing Aristotle, Hume, Smith, Darwin, and himself. As a teacher I spend a 
certain amount of time indicating to my students that Aristotle’s “empiri-
cism” (a word he did not use, hence my employment of scare-quotes) is 
not Hume’s. In fact, I would argue that Hume’s notion of experience was 
designed to counter Aristotelian views of aisthêsis (sense perception), em-
pereïa (often translated as “experience,” but with a distinctive meaning),7 
and epistēmē (science, but in a non-modern sense).

To give an indication of what I mean, let me cite the Aristotle transla-
tor and scholar Joe Sachs (whom Arnhart acknowledges as an authority). 
Sachs rightly observes that Aristotle’s notion of aisthêsis (sense perception) 
is “always the reception of organized wholes. Never sensation as meant 
by Hume or Kant, as the reception of isolated sense-data.”8 One of the 
dividing lines between Aristotle and early modern thought in general, 
both of the rationalist (Cartesian) and empiricist (Locke, Hume) sorts, is 
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the status of natural substances (ousiai), of “organized wholes,” as well as 
the nature of perception: Aristotle maintains that we naturally perceive 
organized instances of natural kinds, while the latter thinkers, with their 
reworkings of human cognition (usually in terms of “consciousness”) deny 
this. They replace integral wholes of distinctive kinds with “ideas” and/or 
“impressions” and “ideas.”9 In short, Hume’s doctrines of experience and 
of reason are not Aristotle’s, far from it.10 Any effort to construct an em-
pirical tradition joining them must acknowledge these chasms, something 
Arnhart does not do.11 This is not the only place in the essay where Aris
totle’s distinctiveness is glossed over by Arnhart’s schemata and categories.

Because of these (and similar)12 considerations, I found myself at an im-
passe: How to raise philosophical questions with someone who shows little 
to no sign of being philosophical? As I indicated above, my first thought 
was: bring in a middleman, bring in Husserl. Let’s at least try to agree on 
the phenomena that need to be accounted for. In a gesture of intellectual 
friendship (tempered by some critical reservations), I would have enlisted 
two thinkers whom Arnhart knows, Erwin Straus and Hans Jonas, and 
one he may not know, Robert Sokolowski.13

Following their leads, we would start with man’s distinctive “upright 
posture,” our unique blend of “physique” (including “physiology”) and 
“psychology,” as Straus termed our essential dimensions as psychosomatic 
beings.14 An entire way of “being-in-the-world” is inscribed in our pos-
ture, and Straus’s long, incisive essay lays out both practical and theoretical 
developments and dimensions for our attentive consideration and regular 
wonderment. Getting up, standing, walking, shaking hands, and point-
ing to near objects or far horizons are seen as the marvels they are when 
highlighted by this once-famous phenomenological psychologist. After 
this survey of the human gestalt, which ends with the human head and 
face as they bring to a culmination our erect posture, we would turn to 
Jonas’s phenomenological analysis of “the nobility of sight” in an essay by 
that title.15 In it he deftly displays the sorts of freedom that sight bestows 
upon the human animal, as well as the predicates it lays for our intellec-
tual life—ideas of objectivity, theory, and infinity, among others. Here, too, 
phenomenology helps us detect and appreciate the extraordinary powers 
and achievements present in what we all too often take for granted, in this 
case, the deliverances of human sight.

Finally, in a kind of completion to this trajectory, we would turn to So-
kolowski’s descriptive analysis of the distinctive type of minding the world 
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that constitutes human rationality, what he calls “categorial intentionality.” 
Being able to articulate explicitly that “S is P,” to recognize expressly and 
propose to others the syntax linking “whole and parts” in the objects we 
encounter, is at once an ordinary human achievement and a defining mark 
of our humanity. As Sokolowski unpacks this achievement, he carefully 
lays out the deeper levels of human being and being-in-the-world at work 
therein. Employing phenomenology’s technical vocabulary, he brings to 
light a “transcendental ego” that neither naturalism nor psychologism 
can recognize or account for, but which is presupposed by the very truth-
claiming activities of their proponents.

 As my seven-league boots synopses indicate, in all the foregoing I 
would have been keen to highlight aspects of being-human that I found 
lacking or underdeveloped in Arnhart’s essay, especially (but not solely) in 
the cognitive area. However, as I thought about what would be the likely 
outcome of this procedure, given the evidence before me of how Arnhart 
receives alternative points of view, I had overriding doubts. Therefore, I 
decided to turn to Socrates instead of Husserl.

As presented by Plato in the Theatetus, Socrates claimed to possess a dis-
tinctive maieutic art, intellectual midwifery, one that involved interroga-
tion and, sometimes, elenchus of another person.16 The maieutic exchange 
always involved giving an account.17 When done under Socrates’ tutelage, 
giving such an account often revealed more than one’s views or opinions 
and their coherence or incoherence, it revealed one’s character (êthos), in-
cluding one’s dominant (sometimes conflicting) passions (pathē). In brief, 
giving an account brought to light one’s state-of-soul. I thought it worth 
the while to bring Arnhart into the Socratic orbit.

For example, in his text he employs the term “wonder” from time to 
time. He wonders at features of an Aristotelian text and he wonders at the 
plausibility of an interpretation of a Platonic text, he marvels at the co-
herence between “the navigational abilities of bees” and geometric space, 
and he practically ends his essay by waxing eloquent about “the feeling 
of wonder as we try to understand it all.” It is well known that classical 
philosophers, including Aristotle, maintained that philosophizing begins 
in wonder. It would be instructive, I thought, to see Arnhart pull these 
wonderments together, perhaps expand upon them (as I suspect there are 
other objects and, perhaps, forms of wonderment that he acknowledges), 
and then essay a Darwinian-inspired account of wonder. Then we readers 
could wonder at his experiences and account of wondering.
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Along these lines, therefore, and in an effort to elicit more self-revelation 
on Arnhart’s part and to prompt him to think outside his beaten tracks, I 
decided to pose, in a final section, two sets of questions to him. They are 
an effort to enter into a mode of discussion that both of us could find intel-
lectually congenial and productive. But first, I have to address the evidence 
at hand concerning how he characteristically conducts his mind.

II.

I have been rather candid about my reservations, apprehensions, and 
a few of my disagreements. I, however, did not start with such suspicions 
but, rather, came to them. In the first instance, I came to them via a rec-
ognition and assessment of how Arnhart reads texts. Here, he touches on 
what for me is quasi-sacred ground, ground that all participants in in-
tellectual discussion should take with the utmost seriousness and scru-
pulosity. I certainly take reading seriously. Among other things, it is a 
great way to learn. But it has certain inherent criteria, I firmly believe. 
I take authorial intention very seriously; I take the integrity of a text 
and its argument very seriously. I consider myself duty-bound in many 
ways when engaging with another person’s considered views and textual 
compositions. Conversely, I believe that a person’s reading habits imply 
and exhibit how he treats other minds and human beings as a matter of 
deliberate policy.

As I read, then read again, through Arnhart’s pages, I asked myself, 
How does he read? What are the intellectual and moral dispositions that 
the Darwinian Conservative practices as he reads others? I assumed that 
a “Darwinian science of Aristotelian virtue” was not just a doctrine but a 
virtuous way of life, one not merely articulated and defended by its chief 
adherent but also practiced by him. I wanted to see what attitudes and 
dispositions were present and operative as the Darwinian Conservative 
engaged with other minds in the privileged form that is reading their texts.

The results accumulated and in the aggregate were revealing. In the 
candid language of the Declaration of Independence, they revealed a long 
train of abuses that displayed a settled mind-set, one rather narrowly fixed 
and all too often distorting, a reading-and-thinking mind that in the main 
could not get outside of itself and which systematically tailored others’ 
thinking to its own way of thinking. It was the antithesis of philosophically 
open-minded, much less interpersonally sympathetic.
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This form of mind, however, is what I have to display at some length if 
my negative conclusion is to have any merit. To be sure, it is an unseemly 
business in more ways than one. I do so therefore without particular plea-
sure, wishing the case were otherwise. Nonetheless, one must follow the 
Arnhartian logos where it leads.

Let me begin with two apparently small instances of Arnhartian mis-
reading, what I would call miscitation, mistaken or misleading citation. 
Then I will proceed to larger matters, starting with his reading of Plato and 
the attitude he exhibits toward that great Greek thinker. After that, we will 
spend a certain amount of time canvassing his way of reading Aristotle. 
Again, I beg the reader’s indulgence, since this rehearsal may appear at 
times to be tedious and/or overkill and/or beside the point. I am firmly 
convinced, however, that how a person reads is revealing of his intellec-
tual and moral character. As I have made such harsh characterizations, it 
would be irresponsible of me not to lay out ample evidence.

Two passages to begin with, therefore, one from Arnhart, the other 
from Aristotle: “In book 3 of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle takes up 
the virtue of courage. He defines it as a mean with regard to fear—and 
particularly, with regard to the fear of death” (Arnhart). “First let us speak 
of courage. That it is a mean condition concerned with fear and confidence 
has already become evident” (Nicomachean Ethics, 3.6.1115a6–7).18 The 
reader, no doubt, detected a discrepancy. Arnhart omitted the pathos of 
confidence found in Aristotle’s statement. According to Aristotle courage 
is more—it is more complex—than simply dealing with fear. This is a small 
thing, a slight omission, one might think,19 and even Homer nods; but still 
it is a noticeable nod from someone claiming to be presenting a defense 
(admittedly a Darwinian-inspired defense) of Aristotelian virtue ethics. 
Hindsight will give it rather emblematic value.20

Now, a second Arnhartian citation and utterance—this time concern-
ing two traditional authorities, Aristotle and his famous medieval com-
mentator, Thomas Aquinas. In his essay Arnhart declares: “I agree with 
Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas that ‘something is good insofar as it is 
desirable.’” He cites Aristotle and Thomas as agreeing on an important 
proposition concerning the good and desire, one with which he concurs. 
In this connection he refers to Thomas’s “Summa Theologica [sic], I.Q.5, 
A.6,” which references a phrase from the opening lines of the Nicoma-
chean Ethics: “in which the Philosopher . . . says that the good is what all 
things desire (appetunt).”21
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Now, while I am not exactly a Thomist, I am a longtime reader of 
St. Thomas. Arnhart’s enlisting of Thomas to support his particular 
naturalistic understanding of the good (and, thereby, of a morality “rooted 
in” evolved human nature’s desires or instincts) immediately struck me as 
problematic.22 Thomas’s ethics of the good and the right are grounded in a 
theistic—or better put, creationist—metaphysics of the sort that Arnhart es-
chews. Thomas’s creationist view of Nature and the natural in general and his 
view of natural law and morality in particular are, one might say, as far from 
Darwin’s as the heavens are from the earth. The common employment of the 
terms ‘nature,’ ‘the good,’ and even ‘appetite’ must reckon with the fact that 
two very different intellectual and spiritual frameworks are being invoked.

Among the elements of Thomas’s metaphysics are the transcendentals—
features of being (ens) found wherever and whenever being is instanti-
ated or realized. The transcendentals include being itself, unity, truth, 
beauty, and (relevant to the foregoing citation) the good.23 Everything 
that is, whether God, created substance, a quality, or another category, is 
one, true, beautiful, and good insofar as it is or exists. (To be sure, there 
are categorical differences between uncreated being, God, and created 
substances. The former is uniquely called Ipsum Esse Subsistens, the lat-
ter are limited, albeit real compositions of essentia and esse.)24 Thomas’s 
basic doctrine of the good is thus metaphysical: the good has an on-
tological density and a priority in being to appetite or desire that the 
quotation “good is what all things desire” fails to convey. These were my 
initial thoughts.

Nonetheless, I dutifully looked up the reference. It was correctly cited, 
but it was taken out of context and thus rendered misleading. The reader 
only needs to read Question 5 in its entirety, not to mention its proxi-
mate context (from Question 2 to Question 26), to see this. Thomas was 
not arguing, as Arnhart glosses, that “the good is the desirable.” Here is 
what Thomas says on the above-cited Aristotelian passage in his commen-
tary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (a text that Arnhart refers to later 
in his argument when arguing against Thomas’s reading of Aristotle on 
happiness). I cite it here, in lieu of reproducing several passages from the 
Summa theologiae, simply because of space limitations but with the same 
intent, which is to bring Thomas’s own meaning of the good and its con-
nection to desire more fully to light. Here is Thomas commenting on Ar-
istotle’s words at the beginning of the Ethics:
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Then [2], at “For this reason,” he manifests his intention by the effect 
of the good. In regard to this we should bear in mind that good is 
enumerated among the primary entities to such a degree—according 
to the Platonists—that good is prior to being. But, in reality, good is 
convertible with being. Now primary things cannot be understood by 
anything anterior to them, but by something consequent, as causes are 
understood through their proper effects. But since good properly is the 
moving principle of the appetite, good is described as movement of the 
appetite, just as motive power is usually manifested through motion. 
For this reason he says that the philosophers have rightly declared that 
good is what all desire [italics added].25

According to Thomas, the phrase “the good is what all things desire” is a 
faute de mieux characterization; it attempts to get at something fundamen-
tal and primary (the good as a transcendental, as “convertible with being”) 
via its effects or consequences—in this case, appetite or desire. In reality, 
the good is not strictly or properly speaking defined by its desirability 
(much less, as a consequence or effect of desire itself). As the interested 
reader can discover for himself or herself, Question 5 introduces further 
concepts such as “perfection” and “final cause” (“that for the sake of which 
. . .”) in Thomas’s fuller effort to elucidate the nature (ratio) of the good. Of 
special importance is the famous dictum, which Thomas borrowed from 
Pseudo-Dionysius, bonum est diffusivum sui (the good overflows and com-
municates itself). In general, one needs to attend to the way that Thomas 
weaves together Aristotelian, Augustinian, and Pseudo-Dionysian elements 
as he articulates “the good.” Of note, too, should be the distinction and con-
nections Thomas makes between the good as such, as a transcendental, and 
the human good with its threefold distinction into honestum, delectabile, 
and utile, as noble or honorable, as pleasant, and as useful.

The reader should understand that in the foregoing I have not intended 
to give a full account of Thomas on the good but, rather, to put in relief an 
aspect of Arnhart’s relationship to Thomas’s text and thought. The rather 
loose way that Arnhart invoked Thomas as an ally for his quite different 
moral view struck me, both as a Catholic and a professor of philosophy, 
rather forcefully. Upon reflection, I wondered whether he was genuinely in-
terested in understanding or coming to grips with Thomas’s actual think-
ing on the good and morality.

Two possibilities came to mind.26 One was that Arnhart was more in-
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terested in enlisting a highly respected pre-modern Christian thinker for 
a decidedly modern, non- (even perhaps anti-) Christian position, even 
though he knew that the alliance was spurious. Or, more benignly, that 
he had found a passage in Thomas that resonated in a verbal way with his 
own thought and he judged it too good a coincidence to pass by. In nei-
ther scenario, though, would he be genuinely interested in Thomas’s real 
thinking on the matter of the good (and desire and nature). This, however, 
I consider irresponsible, in the strict sense of the term, in that it fails to re-
spond appropriately to the thought and thinker it invokes.27 It is use rather 
than engagement.

That Arnhart has a decidedly ambivalent, sometimes hostile, attitude 
toward Thomas was made clear by subsequent discussions of Thomas’s 
exegetical and theological thought. These much harsher engagements made 
the earlier alliance stand out and seem to me more tactical than genuine. 
Again, what initially seemed a small thing implied greater ones: in this case, 
whether Arnhart respects Thomas enough to accurately represent—and 
genuinely engage—his thought rather than lift a passage out of its context.

It was in connection with Arnhart’s treatment of Plato, however, that 
I really began to see the bias at work in his reading of others. Let’s there-
fore turn to Plato—and to those Arnhart calls “the Straussians,” or at least 
two Strauss-inspired scholars whom he discusses.28 Arnhart wants to use 
the Platonic dialogue, the Timaeus, in his classificatory category of “moral 
cosmology.” The French scholar Rémi Brague lends scholarly credibility to 
this effort, as do C. S. Lewis and Arthur Lovejoy. Arnhart knows, however, 
that there is an issue here, one that scholars influenced by Strauss (among 
others) are aware of, which is, How should one read Plato? He wrote dia-
logues, not treatises. They need to be interpreted. How to do so? Can we 
simply, or easily, identify Plato with any of his characters and their (often-
times contradictory) opinions? In addition we read, in the Seventh Letter, 
that Plato stated he would never write down his deepest thoughts or phi-
losophy. This puts the status of the dialogues in a further perplexing light. 
To declare that “Plato thought [or, in Arnhart’s term, ‘endorsed’] X or Y” are 
words that must be dearly earned and should be uttered en pleine connais-
sance de cause, with full awareness of how difficult it is to make such a claim.

Arnhart references Joseph Cropsey and Catherine Zuckert as having 
non-moral cosmological readings of Plato’s Timaeus. He brings in this 
fact, briefly indicates two reasons for their views, then provides an alterna-
tive rendering of the status and meaning of the Timaeus.29 The moral cos-
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mology offered in it by Timaeus, he suggests, satisfies a desire the young 
Socrates once had, as reported by the soon-to-be-executed Socrates in the 
Phaedo (99cff).30 Arnhart then somewhat abruptly breaks off the discus-
sion. Important issues of interpretation are raised but left unresolved be-
tween the parties, and in the sequel he simply persists with his own read-
ing. I could not but notice this willfulness on his part.31 On his own terms 
(“perhaps”), he has not really earned or justified his view since he did not 
adequately dispose of the alternatives. Why does he persist in taking it as 
Platonic teaching? Why does he need it to be so? What, in the final analy-
sis, is Plato to him?

The matter of reading Plato is connected by Arnhart himself to the 
matter of engaging with his Straussian commentators. The reader who has 
read Cropsey and Zuckert is in a position to notice other features of Arn-
hart’s treatment of them—and of Plato. Arnhart does not report the massive 
facts about the Platonic corpus, and not just the Timaeus, that Cropsey’s 
and Zuckert’s interpretations address. To note these facts would be to be 
fairer to them and would make their interpretations more intelligible 
and arguably more plausible. In any event, they would bring forward 
matters that any adequate interpretation would have to deal with and 
which Arnhart does not.

In addition to the aforementioned fact of the dialogic form, the dra-
matic sequence and coherence of the dialogues is recognized and raised as 
an interpretive issue by both commentators. Cropsey reads the seven dra-
matically linked dialogues that deal with Socrates’ last days, while Zuck-
ert, in a Herculean way, reads the entirety of the Platonic corpus. Zuckert 
also is keen to understand the salient, and obviously significant, facts that 
(1) the Platonic corpus presents a variety of philosophic voices, not just 
Socrates’, and that (2) the Platonic oeuvre presents a variety of accounts 
of what many have called “the Socratic turn,” that is, important junctures 
in his thinking dramatically reported by the character Socrates (Phaedo, 
Apology, and Symposium; to which Zuckert adds the Parmenides). In these 
dialogues, we have a Socrates before Socrates, in Michael Davis’s felici-
tous phrase, a “pre-Socratic Socrates.”32 Plato clearly (even emphatically, I 
would say) wants his reader to attend to distinct philosophical voices, as 
well as “the Socratic turn(s).” These are “Plato intends” that the reader 
of any proffered interpretation can take seriously. Shortly, we will see 
that Arnhart ignores the Socratic turn and its implications for “moral and 
political philosophy” in Aristotle and not just in Plato. His “Darwinian 
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science of Aristotelian virtue” is anything but dialogical and dialectical, 
hence it is anything but classical.33

Given the above, I did not see that Arnhart indicates a genuine desire to 
understand Plato’s dialogues in their distinctive characteristics and (pos-
sible) coherence and meaning. Even Plato (the great Plato!) must be bent 
to Darwinian ends and frameworks, even though he knows there are plau-
sible grounds for alternative readings.

I would hope that the importance of reading Plato well—of facing up 
to the entirety of the Platonic phenomenon—would bear its importance 
on its face. Let me, however, say a word or two concerning my view. I take 
Plato to be one of the most intelligent human beings who ever lived. He 
is a blessing to Western civilization and to humankind. When we read 
him, it is safer to assume that he is challenging us, taking our measure, 
not the other way around. To use a Socratic image, one wrestles with him 
in coming to grips with a dialogue, always in danger of being tossed and 
pinned. The exercise, however, develops muscles of mind and heart that 
are essential to our intellectual development and humanization. Hence, 
to see Arnhart deliberately turn away from the Platonic puzzle—that is, 
the Platonic facts to be accounted for, as well as interpretative options 
that Cropsey and Zuckert reasonably put forth—again indicated to me 
that he is far from open to philosophical alternatives and challenges but 
rather places things (in this special case, Plato himself) in his own cat-
egories and boxes.

Arnhart’s less than satisfactory engagement with the Platonic dialogic 
form and oeuvre (as well as the two commentators he reports on) thus 
raised for me a number of connected issues: How, in general, does he read? 
How does he read commentators? How does he read critics, or those with 
whom he has disagreements? As we will see, all these come into play when 
it comes to his way of dealing with Aristotle.

In general, in the essay he reads Darwin and evolutionary theorists 
with care and sympathy (and almost never critically),34 whereas he reads 
others with less care (e.g., Hume and Smith) and some with much less 
sympathy (e.g., Leon Kass and Harvey C. Mansfield, Jr.). Some critics, Jay 
Budziszewski for example, he reports inadequately.35 With some authors 
and critics, his antipathy comes to the fore and leads him to the com-
mission of injustice. Leon Kass, caricatured as an existentialist/Heideg-
gerian, is one example. If using the term “existence” in a text qualifies one 
as an existentialist, then on Arnhart’s own criterion Aristotle would be 
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one. And if acknowledging that God (ex hypothesi the non-worldly, tran-
scendent “source of being”) would be “mysterious” is enough to make one 
a Heideggerian, then every orthodox Christian is a Heideggerian—and 
I would have to acknowledge that Arnhart has the sovereign freedom to 
name things that the book of Genesis ascribed to Adam.36 In truth, calling 
Leon Kass a Heideggerian existentialist is evidence indicating that Arn-
hart’s binary categories cannot begin to grasp philosophical and religious 
worldviews that transcend his immanent naturalism.

In a connected vein, as Peter Augustine Lawler can attest, one either ac-
cepts Arnhart’s immanent or naturalistic articulation of the person—or at 
least “personality” (one that ascribes it to lower animals as well)—or one 
runs the risk of being called a Gnostic. These two categories, Gnostic or 
immanent-and-at-home-in Nature, are far from exhausting the biblical, 
theological, or even philosophical conceptions of the person, however. 
As I indicated above, phenomenology’s well-known critique of natural-
ism and its attendant positive articulation of personal being avoids these 
forced alternatives. Robert Sokolowski’s Phenomenology of the Human 
Person would be a good place to begin to consider it.

Sometimes Arnhart implicates others in his misreadings. One case in 
point is Thomas Hobbes. “Unlike Thomas Hobbes, therefore, Hume does 
not think that rationality alone (Hobbes’s ‘laws of nature’) can make soci-
ety possible. Rather, society requires the natural animal tendency to the 
affective bonding of sympathy.”37 Hobbes would be surprised to hear he 
believes that rationality alone makes society possible. At the end of the 
famous chapter 13 of the Leviathan (“Of the Natural Condition of Man-
kind, as concerning their Felicity, and Misery”), he declares: “The Passions 
that encline men to Peace, are Feare of Death; Desire of such things as are 
necessary to commodious living; and a Hope by their Industry to obtain 
them. And Reason suggesteth convenient Articles of Peace, upon which 
men may be drawn to agreement.” In Hobbes, passion and reason col-
laborate to move and guide men into society under a sovereign. Arnhart 
thus makes a double mistake, one in omitting the Hobbesian passions that 
incline men to peace and into society and another in ignoring Hobbes’s 
decidedly human passions, replacing them with an animal tendency to 
affective bonding.

He, perhaps, may be somewhat aware of this injustice to Hobbes’s thought 
because he immediately adds a parenthetical remark: “(Hobbes’s ‘natural lust’ 
for the ‘government of small families’ in the state of nature is a confined ver-
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sion of Hume’s sympathy.)” But even this amendment fails to report Hobbes’s 
own thought accurately (as we saw above), and it continues to frame or read 
Hobbes through a purportedly Humean lense. Once again, Arnhart ap-
peared to have a difficult time letting others speak their own minds.

Hobbes was a great anti-Aristotelian. Arnhart, on the other hand, pre
sents himself as very pro-Aristotle. It is now time to consider Arnhart’s 
treatment of the Stagirite. This is especially revealing of Arnhart’s bent of 
mind because of his declared pro-Aristotle stance, his intention to “sup-
port” the Stagirite and his “insights.” We, however, will see that in truth he 
provides a tailored and skewed “Darwinian understanding of Aristotelian 
virtue,” which is not to be confused with an Aristotelian understanding. 
As with Thomas and Plato, Aristotle must be brought within a Darwinian 
framework, he must be made to orbit around Darwin’s sun, he cannot be 
allowed to lead Arnhart beyond his elsewhere-derived commitments.

In general, I would characterize Arnhart’s employment of Aristotle as 
(1) eccentric (i.e., shaped and guided by external sources and consider-
ations); (2) highly selective; and (3) very uneven, but with a clear bias 
and trajectory. He claims he is going to connect Aristotle, especially the 
Nicomachean Ethics, the classical statement of Aristotle’s ethical thinking, 
with Darwin. Arnhart, however, does not give a reading of the Ethics in 
any comprehensive or adequate way. He selects passages from it; he does 
not read it as an integral whole. He does not report and attend to Aristotle’s 
own statements of purpose in the Nicomachean Ethics. In no way does he 
respect or read the text as a whole with parts, as a continuous argument. 
(This selectiveness, moreover, extends to the other Aristotelian texts he 
cites.) Arnhart’s “Aristotle” is very much tailored to his own purposes, needs, 
and agenda; it is not Aristotle as Aristotle presented himself or his thought. 
This leads Arnhart, inter alia, to miss the dialectical character of Aristotle’s 
ethical thinking.38 In general, he misses the opportunity to reflect upon what 
Aristotle understood by ethical reflection and discourse. In particular, his 
manner of reading fails to acknowledge that, in a highly complex way, moral 
life and ethical reflection for Aristotle can and should be connected with 
wider-ranging thinking, including metaphysical and theological reflection.

To his credit, Arnhart is up front about the framework within which 
he puts Aristotle’s ethical texts and thinking. According to him, “Aristotle 
grounds ethics in a moral biology” and “his biological science shapes his 
empirical science of ethics in the Nicomachean Ethics” (italics added). As 
such it can be “support[ed]” by “Darwin’s evolutionary science of virtue”—
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and not merely supported: “Darwinian science deepens this Aristotelian 
project.” With these pronouncements, one has reason to suspect that the 
Darwinian dog is wagging the Aristotelian tail, casting Aristotle in a sec-
ondary or supporting role to Darwin and Aristotle’s Ethics to “moral biol-
ogy.” In other words, they indicate the hegemonic character of Arnhart’s 
Darwinian-based, -oriented, and -tethered thinking.

The meaning of my first adjective, “eccentric,” thus becomes clearer. Arn-
hart reads Aristotle’s Ethics eccentrically, seeing it rooted in and shaped by 
Aristotle’s biological thinking and locating both within Darwin’s evolution-
ary account of nature, morality, and ethics. To shed light on this approach’s 
distinctiveness, let me cite a few of Aristotle’s own statements of investigative 
purpose in the Nicomachean Ethics. Here is book 1, chapter 2, ad initium:

If, then, there is some end of the things we do that we want on ac-
count of itself, and the rest on account of this one, and we do not 
choose everything on account of something else (for in that way the 
choices would go beyond all bounds, so that desire would be empty 
and pointless), it is clear that this would be the good, and in fact the 
highest good. Then would not an awareness of it have great weight in 
one’s life, so that, like archers who have a target, we would be more 
apt to hit on what is needed? But if this is so, one ought to try to get a 
grasp, at least in outline, of what it is and to what kind of knowledge 
or capacity it belongs. (1094a18–20)

And ad medium:

And it would seem to belong to the one that is most governing and 
most a master art, and politikē appears to be of this sort, . . . So, 
our pursuit aims at this, and is in a certain way political [politikē]. 
(1094a28–29)39

And one last opening passage (chapter 3, ad medium):

The things that are beautiful and just, about which politikē investi-
gates, . . . and the things that are good also. (1094b15–16)

I would sum up the foregoing as follows: the announced topoi of the 
investigation are the end (telos), the good (or “the highest good”), of hu-
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man choice and action (prohairesis kai praxis), together with the beauti-
ful or noble things (ta kala), the just ones (ta dikaia), and goods (in the 
plural, t’agatha; Aristotle instances wealth and courage). It is far from 
clear, though, how they go together or, from the cited passages, how Ar-
istotle will investigate them and what the results of his investigation will 
be. Nonetheless, even from this initial survey, one is aware that Aristotle’s 
stated agenda in the Ethics is not Arnhart’s.

Now, it is true that seeing Aristotelian biological teachings (or aspects 
thereof) in the Ethics is not simply far-fetched or imposed.40 When Arn-
hart announced his agenda I immediately thought of the famous ergon ar-
gument in book 1, chapter 7, which discusses the human “work” or “func-
tion” (ergon) in comparison and contrast with plants and animals, that 
is, in terms of the distinctive capacities of the human soul and of human 
nature.41 But this famous discussion, in addition to bringing to light Aris-
totle’s intention to distinguish the human from the animal, involves more 
than the differences between human and animal nature, it also intimates 
conundra, it announces cogitanda (“what needs to be thought about”).

Among the conundra, I would put what I call the problem of com-
pleteness. To see it, we need to continue a bit further in chapter 7. Hav-
ing pursued his ergon-discussion, Aristotle concludes: “if this is so, the 
human good comes to be disclosed as a being-at-work [energeia]42 of the 
soul [psuchē] in accordance with virtue [aretē], and if the virtues are more 
than one, in accordance with the best and most complete virtue [kata ten 
ariston kai teleiotaten]” (1098a16–18).43 The human good, rightly said to 
be happiness (eudaimonia), is activity of the soul in accordance with virtue 
or excellence, but if there is more than one virtue of the human soul, then 
the one that is the best and most complete will have to fit the bill.

Now, one should see this criterion—the best and most complete vir-
tue—as a central thread in the subsequent investigation which is the Eth-
ics. Aristotle subsequently pursues human virtue-wholeness, and after an 
important distinction-making discussion in book 1, chapter 13, he con-
siders various candidates for the excellent active state (hexis) that would 
complete and perfect the soul. Four virtues appear in the sequel as candi-
dates: megalopsychia or magnanimity, complete or legal justice, sophia or 
wisdom, and phronēsis or practical wisdom. At no point, though, does he 
declare one—or the sum—to be what he has been looking for. Then, after 
having surveyed the so-called moral or ethical virtues, then the dianoetic 
ones in book 6, at the beginning of book 7 he says he must undertake “a 
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new beginning.” I do not need to rehearse either the reasons, explicit and 
implicit, for his dissatisfaction with the two moral and two intellectual vir-
tues, nor provide an overview of books 7 through 10, to propose that any 
purported understanding of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, of his ethical 
science, that fails to acknowledge these claims and features of the argu-
ment cannot plausibly be characterized as authentically Aristotelian. It is 
more like saying “I agree with Thomas that ‘the good is the desirable’” than 
any open-minded engagement with Aristotle’s thought in its own manner 
and matter, in its distinctive development and accumulating results.

It is passing strange that, in a long essay devoted to supporting Aristo-
telian virtue, Arnhart never quotes the canonical definition that Aristotle 
proposes of aretē ethikē. This leads to various lacunary consequences, in-
cluding treating friendship in Aristotle’s Ethics without noting that it is 
not a virtue and without raising any questions about the placement of 
Aristotle’s longish discussion of philia at a particular juncture of the Eth-
ics’ argument. To what problems brought to light by the argument to that 
point does the long and complex discussion of friendship respond? In-
stead, in Arnhart’s treatment Aristotelian philia becomes an ingredient in 
what I must style a smorgasbord of animal characteristics, Hume’s and 
Smith’s thought, and neurological postulates that is concocted by the Dar-
winian Conservative. In his treatment, one moves from a most generic 
understanding of sentimental connection, through civic friendship, to the 
friendship of the noble in the noble that involves intense conversation and 
delicate deference, without much wondering at significant differences in 
kind among the philiai or exploring possible or even likely differences in 
psychic sources (archai) for them. Being pressed into Darwinian service 
tends to flatten such differences and mute such queries.44

But let us return to the definition of virtue found in book 2, considered 
in its context in book 2 of the Ethics, one can see issues that Arnhart’s 
preferred biological grounding of the Ethics ignores or obscures. “The vir-
tue we are seeking is human virtue,” declared Aristotle.45 As such, it impli-
cates what is distinctive to human nature, features that Aristotle’s book 2 
discussion engages. Here is the famous definition (as rendered by Sachs): 
“Therefore, virtue [hē aretē] is an active condition that makes one apt at 
choosing [hexis prohairetikē], consisting in a mean condition in relation to 
us [en mesotēti ousa tē pros hemas], which is determined by a proportion 
[hōrismene logō] and by the means by which a person with practical judg-
ment would determine it [kai hōs an ho phronimos horiseien]” (1107a1–3).
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As one follows Aristotle’s discussion leading up to this definition and 
flowing from it in book 2, one sees that leaving it out allows Arnhart to 
avoid confronting Aristotle’s confronting the marvelously complex character 
of human nature, in which phrases such as “second nature” are appro-
priate, in which “choosing” mysteriously combines thinking and desiring, 
and in which the agent has to navigate between the beautiful, the pleasant, 
the useful (and their opposites) as general objects of choice, but always 
following the lodestar of the beautiful—if, that is, he is to fulfill his distinc-
tively human nature by rightly discerning and appropriately responding to 
the morally inflected realities and possibilities around him. Human nature 
and second nature; the soul as first energeia and moral virtue as its liberat-
ing, perfecting complement; and beauty in character and deed, fittingly 
ordered to situations and others—these are the themes of Aristotle’s virtue 
ethics as discussed in book 2, as brought to a focus in the definition of eth-
ical virtue.46 Moreover, in recalling them I have said nothing concerning 
the exquisite finesse—at once theoretical and rhetorical or pedagogical—
with which Aristotle discusses these matters. Making appropriate distinc-
tions and striking the right pedagogical note combine harmoniously in his 
practice of ethical science. Neither, however, is conspicuous in Arnhart’s 
“Darwistotelian” construction.

“Very uneven but with a clear bent” therefore was my third character-
ization. According to Aristotle, however, even those who are fundamen-
tally mistaken from time to time are compelled by the truth to recognize 
things that go beyond their express positions and doctrines. It comes as 
no great Aristotelian surprise, then, that even Arnhart cannot simply stay 
on the “moral biology–biological ethics” plane that he first establishes for 
reading the Ethics. About two-thirds into his engagement with the Ethics 
he introduces a new note into the text and into his discussion. Aristotle, he 
senses, may not be “sincere” in what he says about the contemplative life in 
book 10. This is as close as Arnhart comes to wondering about Aristotle’s 
“voice,” that is, his pedagogy and rhetoric in the text.

There is irony upon irony in this acknowledgment. On one hand, while 
Arnhart believes he is arguing against the Straussian reading of book 10 of 
the Ethics, it is thanks to a Straussian scholar that he can make his case.47 
The house of Strauss is more divided than he knows or can acknowledge. 
Second, he introduces at this juncture a new virtuous figure into his 
discussion and a new norm: “the careful reader” and “look[ing] carefully 
at Aristotle’s arguments.” On their basis (and with the assistance of the 
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careful Straussian scholar Germaine Paulo Walsh), he judges himself en-
titled to declare that “each of those arguments [in 10.7 and 8] is remark-
ably weak, particularly when considered in the context of the whole of 
the Ethics.” Would that he would consistently apply the last criterion! He 
would see more than one intratextual disagreement or puzzle in the Eth-
ics (a well-known one recognizes that Aristotle early on declares honor 
to be the greatest external good, while much later he says friendship is).48 
Enough of these adding up might lead him to suspect some sort of dialec-
tical dimension to the entire argument. At the least it would make picking 
and choosing passages to make a point a risky venture.

A careful reader of Arnhart cannot fail to note that this new standard 
and this positive appeal to another scholar are fitted into his Darwinian 
agenda involving his ongoing attack on Platonism, as well as removing 
anything in Aristotle’s ethical thought that might be discordant with the 
naturalism Arnhart wants to advocate. This entails ignoring one of the 
core elements of the theoretical life according to Aristotle, nous. In Ar-
istotle’s thinking, however, human nous points to divine Nous and to the 
metaphysical and theological ordering of the cosmos.49 Arnhart may find 
the arguments in book 10 to be dubious (as it happens, I myself am sympa-
thetic to that reading), but does he also find the line of thinking connecting 
de Anima 3.4 and 5 and Metaphysics 12.6 and 7 “insincere” or mocking?50 

There human nous and divine Nous are expressly, if enigmatically, connected.
This topic is important because of its introducing immateriality into the 

discussion, into the consideration of the human soul’s capacities and ac-
tivities and in (or outside) the cosmos. The phenomenologist Erwin Straus 
has a particularly striking formulation of the reality of immateriality in 
man and in the world; he does so in terms I would think congenial to the 
Darwinian scientist: “Science obviously is not a thing among other things. 
Scientific propositions are statements about. . . . The so-called laws of na-
ture are no forces in nature. Chemistry does not consist of any chemical 
elements; it contains no compounds, known or unknown. A scientist may 
leave all his property to his heirs; he cannot bequeath his knowledge to 
them.”51 Straus sums up by saying that “there is a striking ontological dif-
ference between things known and the human knowledge of things.”52 As 
these brisk formulations indicate, the aporiai of the theoretical life are not 
gotten rid of by ruling out one version, or one set of arguments, concerning it.

Therefore, finding these arguments about this version of the contempla-
tive life dubious is far from absolving one from considering the place and 
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role of nous—human and divine—in Aristotle’s thinking. In addition to 
the texts I referenced above, critiquing book 10, chapters 7 and 8, is not 
tantamount to dealing with book 6, chapters 3 and 6, of the Ethics and 
their discussion of nous’s indispensable role in the intellectual life. And 
if one recognizes the indispensability of nous, one is also obliged to ask 
about its nature, implications, and consequences. This certainly was the 
case with Aristotle himself. It led him to both metaphysical and theologi-
cal reflections, to questions of being and divinity beyond the natural.

In connection with the topic of nous, both human and divine, I would 
ask self-declared agnostics or atheists to justify their use of the phrase 
“god-like intellect” when describing faculties of human beings. Perhaps 
they can, but I would need an explanation. If there is no divine referent, 
what legitimate meaning can the phrase have? In general, I would be curi-
ous to find out whether Arnhart’s science warrants façons de parler. More 
important, however, I would like to hear much more about Arnhart’s 
understanding of Aristotle’s teaching about human form (eidos) or soul 
(psuchē). Let me briefly explain why. Once again, my puzzlement began 
with something Arnhart wrote.

“By contrast to Plato, Aristotle defended a biological understanding of 
the soul as the vital activity of the body, so that mind and body were bound 
together in an organic unity.”53 Here we have yet another Arnhartian af-
firmation about Aristotle that cannot but raise an eyebrow. The point at 
issue is so important it may call into question his credentials as an Aristo-
telian. Why do I say this? The soul (psuchē), it is true, is the first energeia 
of a natural body potentially possessing life (De Anima, 2.4,1215–6). But 
the soul is not adequately translated as mind, nor is it equivalent to nous. 
Nous, as I indicated, is a mysterious part and power of the human soul. It 
is not, however, one of the two inherent principles (aitiai) of organic being 
according to Aristotle. ‘Soul and body’ is Aristotelian, ‘mind and body’ is 
rather more Cartesian.54

At the very least, therefore, with equivalences of this sort one has to won-
der what Arnhart’s understanding of Aristotle’s central doctrine concerning 
form (eidos) is. Here the reader will pardon a bit of pedantry. Form, accord-
ing to Aristotle, is found throughout reality, in connection with artifacts and 
within Nature, but especially in living nature, actively doing its formative 
work in plants, animals, and man. Eidos is the grand genus within which one 
finds psuchē, organic form or soul, the animating principle of living things, 
itself self-distinguishing into the aforementioned genera. Form as soul or-
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ganizes and animates appropriate bodies, it empowers them and enables 
distinctive activities and ways of life. It is typically signaled by powers (du-
nameis), secondary (but perfective) activities (energeiai), and works or func-
tions (erga) of various kinds. It is absolutely central for any understanding of 
Nature and the natural, including human nature, in Aristotle.

It is striking, therefore, how infrequent is the term “soul” (or form) in 
Arnhart’s lengthy exposition of human nature and natural virtue. Desire 
is emphasized to a great extent, function is noted but not developed, 
and the good linked to both. But their ground in Aristotle’s thought 
in organic form and the myriad formal differences between man and 
beast that are recognized by Aristotle—differences connected with logos 
(articulate speech), with the kalon (the beautiful, the noble) and pro-
hairesis (choice, deliberate desire or desiring thought), with epithumia, 
eros, and hexis; in general, with the rational soul’s distinctive dunameis 
(powers, capacities), praxeis (deeds, doings), telē (ends), and telos (the 
end)—are visibly slighted. Some of these elements (not all) are noted 
and catalogued by the Darwinian Conservative, but they are far from 
being given adequate exegetical or philosophical treatment. Given these 
lacunae, one cannot but have doubts about the “Aristotelity” (Hobbes’s 
phrase) of Arnhart’s natural science of virtue. Too much is missing, too 
much unacknowledged, too much underdeveloped.

In contrast to Arnhart, consider another thinker who has sought to 
consider human nature and ethics in an Aristotelian perspective. Leon 
Kass has devoted significant thought to “the primacy of form” in any Aris-
totelian optic, as well as to the distinctiveness of the human organism’s na-
ture, powers, and the challenges of humanity’s ethical life. His work shows 
that one can adopt Aristotle’s perspective and basic categories, while freely 
developing them in conjuction with other philosophical and religious 
wisdom.55 I invite the interested reader to pick up Arnhart’s Darwinian 
Natural Right and Kass’s The Hungry Soul, compare and contrast them, and 
evaluate their fidelity to Aristotle and, more importantly, their adequacy to 
the human phenomenon as we experience and know it.

We have seen at some length how Arnhart treats the texts of those intel-
lectually greater than he. In closing this section, let’s turn to the other end 
of the human spectrum and invite him to explain how he would treat the 
youngest, the most immature, among us. During the course of his essay he 
quotes, then endorses, Aristotle in the History of Animals saying that “in 
some sense there is no difference between a young child and a non-human 
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animal.” With the specter of Peter Singer hovering among us (not to men-
tion legalized partial-birth abortion), I ask how Darwinian Conservative 
ethics views infants and young children? What is their moral status? What 
is their ontological status? What duties are owed them and by whom, what 
sentiments and attitudes are appropriate and even morally obligatory in 
their regard? For example, does their being lovable depend upon their be-
ing actually loved by their parents, especially their mother? What if both 
parents are killed? Or the mother turns out to be a moral monster? In the 
absence of such love, what norms ought to guide individuals and society 
in their treatment of infants and children?

This would seem to be a good test case for Darwinian ethics to display 
its inclusive humanity, its competitive advantage among other moral sys-
tems, including Christianity. It also is an opportunity to display its intel-
lectual penetration. It would seem that Aristotelian categories of form and 
matter, actuality and potentiality, and entelechy would be necessary for 
any sort of Aristotelian to come to grips with this sort of “not-complete-
yet-but-on-the-way” human being. Or perhaps Arnhart agrees with the 
master that exposure of infants is a viable option for individuals and soci-
eties? So, to repeat: What is the ontological character and status of infant 
human life and what moral worth or dignity does it possess, what moral 
claims can it be seen as making even when it lacks the developed capacities 
of speech and choice?

III.

Man’s special status in the cosmos has long been affirmed in the West 
(although on various grounds and not without dissent). Often, it has been 
cast in terms of man as the microcosm, the little cosmos, the special part 
within the Whole that most resembles the Whole, that “sums” it up in a 
particularly emblematic and revealing way. In this connection, I wonder 
how Arnhart himself relates, both intellectually and morally, to the great 
object of his concern and thinking, Nature itself. As a preliminary, I note 
that, as far as I can see, his view of Nature does not allow the ascription of 
personality—of interiority, reason, designs, volition, and so forth—to It. 
Nonetheless, he claims to be at home in the beautiful natural order. But 
he also affirms that it frequently works with brutal and arbitrary cruelty 
to snuff out individual human lives. There is matter here for reflection one 
would think.
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To make things somewhat manageable, I chose four themes in his essay 
that I would like him to develop and then to weave together in a statement 
of his own being-in and being-toward the natural whole. The themes are 
gratitude, justice (including indignation at injustice), wonder, and mys-
tery. The first two raise the question whether moral criteria are applicable 
to Nature itself or only to (and among) human beings? Can one rationally 
be indignant toward Nature when it “prematurely” kills a vivacious young 
girl such as Darwin’s daughter Annie? Or was Spinoza right on this score, 
that such sentiments are consequent upon anthropomorphic imaginings? 
What does it tell us about Darwinian scientific motivation that Darwin 
himself claimed “the greatest triumph to Science” would be discovering 
“the origin of any infectious disease,” not, say, the mechanism of natural 
selection? It would seem that some sort of indignant resistance to Nature is 
involved in such a judgment on the master’s part. On the other hand, Na-
ture had given Darwin and his wife a few joyful years with their daughter. 
In some sense she was a gift and they themselves were employing procre-
ative gifts in conceiving her. In all this there is ample matter for thought. 
What are the grounds and nature (and possible limits) of Darwinian grati-
tude toward Nature? What, if any, is the applicability of standards of justice 
and injustice to Nature?

As I noted earlier, the classics declared that philosophizing begins in 
wonder. Aristotle added that the wonder that begins in aporia or puzzle-
ment eventually leads to its resolution and the end (in two senses) of won-
der. Earlier, I invited Arnhart to collect, reflect upon, and give an account 
of the objects and types of wonder that he experiences or recognizes. I re-
peat the invitation. What does the complex phenomenon of wonderment 
tell him about the character of man and his—or our—mode of being-in-
the-world? What are wonder’s sources in human nature and, I would add, 
in Nature and being itself? What is its structure as a human mode-of-being?56 
Among other things, I wonder if it is adequate to characterize wonder as a 
“feeling,” as he does at the end of his piece.

As I mentioned just above, wonder in Aristotle promises resolution of 
human puzzlement; it incites to intellectual inquiry and ends in compre-
hension. It is a legitimate question to pose to Aristotle, however, just how 
far this description is meant to range, how faithfully such promises are 
kept. The inconclusive character of the discussion in de Anima book 3, 
chapters 4 and 5—as well as the fact that the Metaphysics continues for two 
more books after apparently culminating in book 12 with an analysis of 



308     Paul Seaton

the ultimate archē kai aitia—would indicate that for Aristotle himself not 
all wonder ends in conclusive comprehension. In other words, it remains 
true for him that the questions concerning being and human knowing will 
always reassert themselves in the face of any given answer.

As for Arnhart himself, he is clear that perfect comprehension of Na-
ture is not to be. The human mind, he tells us, must recognize mystery, 
even “mysteries” in the plural. He acknowledges, for example, “the myster-
ies of life and death” and “the mysteries of the universe.” I would like him 
to unpack and expound upon these acknowledgments. How does he de-
fine mystery? Can it be defined? Are there different types? Is there a unity 
to them? More broadly, what does the reality of mystery tell us about the 
nature of Nature or the Whole? Of being itself? What does it tell us about 
the nature of the human mind? Is “mystery” simply a way of describing the 
inadequacies of human cognition, or is it both inherent in reality and re-
quired by the distinctive character of human intelligence? In other words, 
what does it tell us about the world and about man that the former poses 
and the second raises unanswerable conundra concerning the origins of 
the Whole, the meaning of life and of death, and whatever else Arnhart 
may care to designate as mystery?

After venturing answers to these questions, I would think that Arn-
hart and I would have more to talk about than how (or how not) to read 
books, or the virtues of phenomenology, or the vices of the genetic fallacy. 
If so, then Socrates would once again have worked his magic; he would 
have shown yet again why he is one of the indispensable pillars of Western 
civilization. Then and now, Socrates constantly prods people of science, 
philosophy, and faith to go beyond their comfort zones, to give accounts of 
themselves as well as of “the beings” and “the human things,” so that both 
truth and self-knowledge may be advanced. This, I believe, is the grand 
human community—one of the quintessential human koinōniai—into 
which Socrates invites all truth-claimants and all truth-seekers, including 
Darwinians.57 Required for admittance, of course, is a desire for greater 
self-knowledge and some measure of intellectual openness and adventure-
someness. Required, too, is a willingness to field Socrates’ probing queries. 
Without these, however, is one genuinely leading the life of the mind?

Notes

1. To be somewhat more accurate and expansive, Arnhart also recognizes the roles 
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of culture and of prudence in the formation of the human world and the shaping of 
one’s life. His view of Nature and human nature, though, is his intellectual anchor and 
normative lodestar.

2. The phrase “second sailing” is found in Plato’s Phaedo (99d–100a). It is used by the 
character Socrates to indicate an important juncture in his intellectual development, where 
he took to the oars of dialogical engagement with others and their accounts of things.

3. I should make clear that I am speaking in shorthand here, simply indicating Arn-
hart’s characteristic framework and causal/explanatory moves in this essay. As I stated 
above (note 1), culture and individual prudence also figure into his picture of the human 
world and of moral order. In addition, the “less” in my formulation “more and less” should 
be duly noted. He does not equate animal and human psychology. My point is that, before 
one tries to articulate human differences, samenesses, and continuities with animals, one 
needs to squarely address the human in its full and characteristic display.

4. One can do this in the dialogical—confirming, disconfirming, qualifying, and 
refining—company of others.

5. For examples of the open-minded, wide-ranging discussion I have in mind, the 
reader may consult Darwinism and Philosophy, ed. Vittorio Hösle and Christian Illies 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), as well as Marjorie Grene and 
David Depew, The Philosophy of Biology: An Episodic History (New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2004), to get some idea of the philosophical issues involved with biological 
reality and theories.

6. “If we are laying out a typology of fundamental sources of moral knowledge in-
voked in moral and political philosophy, we should consider six possible sources. . . .” From 
time to time, Arnhart varies his terminology but not his binary dichotomy. For a conserva-
tive publication, he cast the alternatives as “evolutionary conservatism” and “metaphysical 
conservatism.” Larry Arnhart, “Darwinian Conservatism versus Metaphysical Conserva-
tism,” Intercollegiate Review 45 (Fall 2010): 22–32. In any version, however, metaphysics 
(like religion) is to be measured by his understandings of what science is and countenances 
(the rational) and of evolutionary human nature (the normative). For alternative accounts 
of the sources of moral knowledge, the reader may consult C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of 
Man (New York: HarperOne, 2001), and Joseph Ratzinger, On Conscience (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 2007).

7. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.1.980b25–26.
8. Joe Sachs, Aristotle’s “Physics”: A Guided Study (New Brunswick: Rutgers Uni-

versity Press, 1995), 252. For Hume’s doctrine of “the perceptions of the mind,” one may 
consult David Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, ed. Eric Steinberg 
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1977), section 2, “Of the Origin of Ideas,” 9–11.

9. Cf. Richard Kennington, “The ‘Teaching of Nature’ in Descartes’s Soul Doctrine,” 
in On Modern Origins: Essays in Early Modern Philosophy, ed. Pamela Kraus and Frank 
Hunt (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2004), 161–86; and Pamela Kraus, “Locke’s Discov-
ery of the Self,” Proceedings of the ACPA (1985): 149–57.

10. For rich developments of this theme, the interested reader should consult T. H. 
Green’s magisterial introduction to his edition (with T. H. Grose) of Hume’s collected works. 
As a sign of the important differences between Aristotle’s ethical thought and Hume’s moral 
theory, one could note (as Arnhart in fact does) that Hume locates temperance under the 
category of the useful (to oneself) and that Aristotle places it additionally, then finally, 
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under the sign of the beautiful or noble (to kalon) (cf. Nicomachean Ethics, 3.11.1119a18ff. 
and 3.12.1119b13ff.). More generally, one should explore the significant differences in their 
accounts of moral psychology contained in the differences between the Humean “moral 
sense” which “projects” and Aristotelian aisthêsis which discriminatingly perceives the beauti-
ful meson (mean) and between Humean “new creation” and Aristotle’s “second nature.”

11. All of the phenomenologists I mention below self-consciously base their de-
scriptions and analyses upon human experience. For example, Erwin Straus’s anthropo-
logical approach consists in “relating the basic forms of human experience to man’s upright 
posture.” Erwin Straus, “The Upright Posture,” in Phenomenological Psychology (New York: 
Basic Books, 1966). For Robert Sokolowski, “Phenomenology is the study of human expe-
rience and of the ways things present themselves to us in and through such experience.” 
Robert Sokolowski, Introduction to Phenomenology (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000).

12. Similar queries could be addressed to his (largely tacit) conception of science. 
I am far from confident that he has adequately addressed the issues that would have to be 
resolved in order to connect Aristotle’s complex philosophical conception of epistēmē with 
Darwin’s scientific search for a vera causa, or verae causae; not to mention the conundra 
involved in the phrase “ethical science.” For some of the issues connected with the first, 
see Christian Illies, “Darwin’s A Priori Insight: The Structure and Status of the Principle 
of Natural Selection,” in Hösle and Illies, Darwinism and Philosophy, 58–82. As for the 
complexities involved in the notion of ethical science, Aristotle clearly indicates his aware-
ness of its distinctive character and status among the epistēmai. Cf., inter alia, Nicomachean 
Ethics, 1.3.1094b12–14 and 1.4.1095b2–4.

Arnhart mentions a youthful desire on his part for “a comprehensive study of the 
whole” and the possibility that we might “see Darwinian biology as a comprehensive sci-
ence that would unify all the intellectual disciplines.” In this connection, he reports he was 
inspired by Kass. He has not followed Kass in worrying about the genetic fallacy in such 
efforts, as well as the need for a genuinely phenomenological beginning of the science of 
man. For helpful discussions of both these features, see Richard F. Hassing, “Darwinian 
Natural Right?” Interpretation 27.2 (Winter 1999–2000): 129–60, esp. 130, 139–42.

13. Straus, “The Upright Posture”; Hans Jonas, “The Nobility of Sight,” in The Phe-
nomenon of Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966); Sokolowski, Introduction to 
Phenomenology; and Sokolowski, Phenomenology of the Human Person (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2008).

14. Here is how Straus lays out his agenda in “The Upright Posture”: “This writer’s 
interest is in what man is and not in how he supposedly became what he is. Paleontology 
tells us what man or what his ancestors once were but not what man actually is. Even if one 
concedes to paleontology that it has discovered the living or extinct ancestors of man, it 
has little to say about how the change to modern man came about or about what its final 
result was. Looking from man to the hominids or the other primates, we see what man no 
longer is. Looking from the other primates to man, we see what the other primates are not 
yet. Any explanation of the causes of evolution demands a knowledge of both the old and 
new forms. . . .

“With all due respect for the accomplishments of those early ancestors, we should 
not forget to investigate our own situation. Man is not only the end of a long development; 
he also represents a new beginning. One may doubt if old rocks will reveal all the secrets 
of human existence” (140).
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15. Jonas, “The Nobility of Sight.” I also would have liked to consider, with Arnhart, 
Jonas’s famous essay, “Tool, Image, and Grave: On What Is beyond the Animal in Man,” in 
Mortality and Morality (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1996), 75–86. The 
title indicates Jonas’s interest in articulating “the human difference” by reflecting upon the 
phenomena of tools, pictures, and tombs, which are coterminous with the human. Jonas, 
for example, provocatively writes that “metaphysics arises from graves” (84).

16. Plato, Theatetus 149a.
17. Plato, Apology of Socrates, 39c–d. Cf. 1 Peter 3:15; also Romans 14:12.
18. Translations of the Nicomachean Ethics are taken from Joe Sachs, Aristotle’s 

“Nicomachean Ethics” (Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 2002). Cf. “So as was said, 
courage is a mean condition concerning things that are confidence-inspiring or fright-
ening in the circumstances stated; it chooses something and endures it because it is a 
beautiful/noble [to kalon] thing, or because not to do so would be a shameful thing” (NE, 
3.7.1116a10–11).

19. Actually, it is quite important for understanding Aristotle’s ethical thought to 
note accurately the presence, number, and absence of pathē in the discussion. For a pen-
etrating illustration of this (as well as one model of how to read the Ethics dialectically), see 
Ronna Burger, “Ethical Reflection and Righteous Indignation: Nemesis in the Nicomachean 
Ethics,” in Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, ed. John P. Anton and Anthony Preuss 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1991). Burger’s full-length analysis of the Ethics is tellingly entitled 
Aristotle’s Dialogue with Socrates: On the “Nicomachean Ethics” (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008).

20. Here is another more revealing juxtaposition of Arnhartian paraphrase and 
comment and the Aristotelian original. First, Arnhart: “The more intelligent animals tend 
to be the more social or political animals, and human beings are the most intelligent be-
cause they are the most political” (italics added). The causal accent is put on man’s political 
nature, with the degree of his intelligence its consequence. This is in keeping with Arnhart’s 
Darwinian thesis that animals’ and humans’ intellectual development is consequent upon 
their sociality and its evolutionary development. To bolster the foregoing claim and to 
ascribe it to Aristotle’s thought, Arnhart references “Pol, 1253a7–18.” The passage to which 
he refers reads as follows: “That man is much more a political animal than any kind of 
bee or any herd animal is clear. For, as we assert, nature does nothing in vain; and man 
alone among the animals has speech [logos]. The voice indeed indicates the painful and the 
pleasant, and hence is present in other animals as well; for their nature has come this far, 
that they have a perception of the painful and pleasant and indicate these things to each 
other. But speech serves to reveal the advantageous and the harmful, and hence also the 
just and the unjust. For it is peculiar to man as compared to the other animals that he alone 
has a perception of good and bad and just and unjust and other things [of this sort]; and 
partnership in these things is what makes a household and a city.” Aristotle, The Politics, 
trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). Aristotle’s own accent is 
upon the naturally bestowed human capacity for logos that enables human political (and 
domestic) association, and in the passage human articulate speech (logos) is contrasted with 
animals’ sub-logos “voice.” Aristotle’s own emphasis thus tends to reverse the causality. As 
such, it runs counter to Arnhart’s Darwinian-inspired gloss.

21. The fuller passage in Thomas reads as follows: “Manifestum est autem quod 
unumquodque est appetibile, secundum quod est perfectum; nam omnia appetunt suam 
perfectionem” (It is clear that each thing is desirable insofar as it is perfect; for everything 
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desires its perfection). The reader will notice that “perfect” (perfectum) and “perfection” 
(perfectio) enter the picture, which is a dimension not discussed by Arnhart. Perfection is 
very much a metaphysical category in Thomas’s thinking, involving act and potency, esse 
and essence, and final causality, not to mention the subtle interplay of divine and natural 
causality, as other passages in Question 5 indicate.

22. Central to Arnhart’s moral theory is a doctrine of “desires” (or “instincts” or 
“instinctive desires”). Unlike Aristotle and Thomas, however, he does not philosophically 
analyze this important feature (these distinctive features) of organic being, of human na-
ture, and of being. There are no distinctions in Arnhart among orexis, epithumia, and erôs, 
as there are in Aristotle. For Arnhart, desires are the subjects of cataloguing (and for in-
dividual arrangement or ordering), not wonder and reflection. Both Jonas and Kass, how-
ever, make “appetite” or “felt need” central to their accounts of the adventure of life, of the 
distinctive nature of organic being.

23. On the transcendentals, see An Introduction to the Metaphysics of St. Thomas 
Aquinas, trans. and ed. James F. Anderson with a new introduction by W. Norris Clark, S.J. 
(New York: Regnery Publishing/Gateway Editions, 1997), 45–98, esp. 72–87.

24. Cf. Robert Sokolowski, “The Metaphysics of the Christian Distinction,” in The 
God of Faith and Reason (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005).

25. St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s “Nicomachean Ethics,” trans. C. I. 
Litzinger, O. P., foreword by Ralph McInerny (Notre Dame, IN: Dumb Ox Books, 1993), 4.

26. In laying out these alternatives, I hope to have avoided the tertium non datur fallacy, 
i.e., proposing, as exhaustive, binary alternatives (“Have you stopped beating your wife?”).

27. “Responsibility is obviously associated with freedom, but etymologically it is also 
related to truth, because it carries the overtone of answering to something. To be respon-
sible is to respond in an appropriate way to something that shows up, and it also implies 
that we take the trouble to find out what the truth is, to find out what we must answer 
to. Truth seems to imply and demand responsibility and responsibility seems to demand 
truth.” Robert Sokolowski, “Freedom, Responsibility, and Truth,” in Freedom and the Hu-
man Person, ed. Richard Velkley (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 
2007), 39 (cf. 48–49).

28. Arnhart’s attitude toward Leo Strauss and toward those he generically calls 
“Straussians” is worth noting. Here too I found that Arnhart’s Darwinian Conservative 
readings too often distort, rather than reveal, others’ thought. For example, in a footnote, 
Arnhart refers to “Leo Strauss, ‘Note on the Plan of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil,’ 
in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 
174–91.” He then continues the note, applying what he takes to be a Straussian interpre-
tive key to Strauss himself: “That this essay on Nietzsche is the central chapter in this book 
on ‘Platonic political philosophy’ is significant for Straussians—indicating that Nietzsche’s 
atheistic religiosity is the peak expression of Strauss’s Platonism.”

Unfortunately, though, Arnhart fails to cite Joseph Cropsey’s foreword to the collec-
tion, which puts matters in a different light. At the time of his death, Cropsey tell us, Strauss 
was working on an essay on Plato’s Gorgias for the collection. This would have changed the 
number and location of texts. In the Strauss-intended collection of sixteen texts, Nietzsche 
would have shared middle billing with “Jerusalem and Athens.” The dialectical center and 
central interlocutors would therefore be rather different. I leave it to the reader to ponder 
the sweeping claim made by Arnhart that “most of the Straussians are atheists,” a claim of-
fered without a shred of evidence.
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29. Arnhart states: “The dubious character of Timaeus’s mythic presentation of his 
cosmology and the absence of any Socratic questioning of his claims has led some Strauss-
ian scholars, such as Joseph Cropsey and Catherine Zuckert, to conclude that Timaeus 
does not speak for Plato or Plato’s Socrates.” Arnhart does not tell us in what the “dubi-
ous character” of Timaeus’s presentation consists. Given that he reports Timaeus’s “mythic 
presentation,” it would have been relevant to note that Timaeus himself purports to offer 
“an ‘iconic’/likely account [eikôs logos]” as well as “an ‘iconic’/likely story [eikôs muthos]” 
(29d). Ambiguity is contained in the letter of the dialogue.

30. In addition he asks: “if Plato did not intend to endorse Timaeus’s cosmological 
myth, we must wonder why he wrote it in such a way that it would be taken seriously by 
many, if not most, readers.” I suggest he read Plutarch’s Life of Nicias for one plausible an-
swer to the question. See David Lowenthal, “Leo Strauss’s Studies in Platonic Political Phi-
losophy,” Interpretation: A Journal of Political Philosophy 13.3 (September 1985): 297–320. 
I would also recommend Paul Stern’s study Socratic Rationalism and Political Philosophy 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1993) for its treatment of Plato’s “Platonism.” Stern plausibly argues 
that Plato both anticipated “Platonism” as a way some would take his thought and put it 
forth as an element of many dialogues for pedagogical and practical reasons. The care-
ful reader then has the task of thinking about its function in the dialogue, as well as its 
intrinsic merits.

31. I say “willfulness” because it is an interpretive decision unjustified by adequate 
reasons on the decider’s own account. Arnhart has been exposed to Strauss-inspired inter-
pretations that take the question of how to read Plato with appropriate seriousness. He, in 
contrast, chose to locate Plato in a binary system of thought, rather than entering into the 
Platonic labyrinth. Rather than trying to live with an aporia (an intellectual puzzle or knot), 
he simply cut the knot and pressed Plato into his own intellectual grid.

32. Michael Davis, “Socrates’ Pre-Socratism: Some Remarks on the Structure of 
Plato’s Phaedo,” Review of Metaphysics 33 (1980): 559–77.

33. A classical sense of irony (eirôneia) will be lacking as well (although Arnhart em-
ploys the term “irony” once). Arnhart substitutes modern categories of “sincerity” (Rous-
seau) and “mockery” (Voltaire) for irony, for dialogue, dialectics, pedagogy, and rheto-
ric—all at work in the Nicomachean Ethics. For a reading of the Ethics that is attuned to all 
of these, see Leon Kass, “Professor or Friend? On the Intention and Manner of Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics” (lecture delivered in the Hellenic Civilization Lecture Series, the Uni-
versity of Chicago, February 19, 1980).

34. He does take issue with E. O. Wilson’s Consilience flirtation with “strong” reduc-
tionism, his failure to appreciate the possibility of “emergent” organic being and proper-
ties—but only within the parameters of Darwinism itself.

35. To label Budziszewski “a divine command” theorist is as enlightening as calling 
Aristotle “the son of a Macedonian physician, who studied at Plato’s Academy.” Budziszew
ski’s most recent critique of Arnhart can be found in J. Budziszewski, The Line through the 
Heart (Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2009), 88–95. The disagreement between Arnhart 
and Budziszewski bears upon the important issue of conscience (Budziszewski’s preferred 
term) or the moral sense (Darwin/Arnhart’s preferred term, although they also speak 
of conscience).

36. On the page preceding the one from which Arnhart draws the phrase “mysteri-
ous source of being,” Kass wrote: “Human beings, alone among the creatures, can think 
about the whole, marvel at its many-splendored forms and articulated order, wonder about 



314     Paul Seaton

its beginning, and feel awe in beholding its grandeur and in pondering the mystery of its 
source.” Leon Kass, “Science, Religion, and the Human Future,” Commentary (April 2007): 
45. In the passage Arnhart cites, “being” is synonymous with “the whole,” found in the earlier 
passage, which he failed to cite. Fixating on the term “being” and using it to justify the 
ascription of “Heideggerian existentialist” to Kass’s thought reveals Arnhart’s framework 
and categories, not Kass’s.

Kass, perhaps, should not feel too badly since Arnhart even Heideggerizes Plato’s 
Socrates. Instead of Heidegger’s “truth of Being” (with a capital B—Sein), the Platonic 
Greek of the Phaedo refers to “the truth of the beings” (skopein tōn ontōn tēn alētheian; the 
phrase ta onta—the beings—is found twice more in this passage). There is a difference be-
tween Being and beings (as Heidegger himself would insist). As we will see in connection 
with his reading of Aristotle, Arnhart is more akin to a natural philosopher dealing with 
moral matters more physico than a Socratic who has taken to the oars and dialectically con-
siders human speeches as well as deeds. Merely acknowledging the need to attend to verbal 
expressions of subjective experience, as Arnhart does in connection with brain science and 
color perception, is not actually to engage in dialogue or dialectics.

37. By “Hobbes’s ‘laws of nature’” Arnhart references chapter 13 of the Leviathan.
38. Commenting on a passage in book 1, chapter 6, of his translation of the Ethics 

Joe Sachs states: “The discussion here is a dialectical beginning, and one must ask how it 
holds up at the end of the whole ten books of inquiry, especially since a different and better 
threefold distinction of goods is made at 1104b 30–31” (Sachs, p. 8, #11). See also, “This 
picks up the question that was dismissed at 1096b 30, not with the precision that would 
carry it outside the inquiry about ethics, but with a definite dialectical step forward, and 
later observations will continue the upward motion from the evidence of human action 
toward a single governing meaning of the good” (ibid., p. 25, #28).

39. As the term politikē indicates, Aristotle’s virtue ethics are connected by him 
with the polis. Arnhart acknowledges this in his own way when he speaks of “Aristotle’s 
moral and political science.” This “and political” needs to be acknowledged and thought 
through. To take one contemporary example, Alasdair MacIntyre certainly has done so. 
The polis-rooted, political cast of Aristotle’s ethical science raises many questions: How 
does Arnhart’s purportedly Aristotelian virtue ethics fit into contemporary liberal or plu-
ralistic society and within the framework of the nation-state? What stance does it take up 
vis-à-vis liberal theory and practice? The mention of MacIntyre’s name—a fierce critic of 
liberalism, of the nation-state, and of modern capitalism—indicates how serious and chal-
lenging these questions should be for soi-disant proponents of Aristotle. Therefore, when 
I use the phrase “ethical science” in connection with Aristotle’s thought, the reader should 
supply the Greek original and this enlarged sense.

40. This type of observation, however, can cut in two directions. What is sauce for 
the biologistic goose (Arnhart), however, is sauce for the more philosophical, even meta-
physical, gander as well. That is, someone with more open-minded curiosity concerning 
Aristotle’s own thought and its interconnections and coherence can look toward other texts 
(the Physics, the Metaphysics) and topics (the nature of nature and of being, of eidos or 
form, and of being-at-work) than Arnhart’s biologism does.

41. “Now this might come about readily if one were to grasp the work of a human 
being. . . . But then what in the world would this be? For living seems to be something 
shared in even by plants, but something peculiarly human is being sought. Therefore, one 
must divide off the life that consists in nutrition and growth. Following this would be some 
sort of life that consists in perceiving, but this seems to be shared in by a horse and a cow 
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and by every animal. So what remains is some sort of life that puts into action that in us that 
has articulate speech [logos]; of this capacity, one aspect is what is able to be persuaded by 
reason, while the other is what has reason and thinks things through. And since this is still 
meant in two ways, one must set it down as a life in a state of being-at-work [energeia], 
since this seems to be the more governing meaning” (chapter 7, 1097b2298a7–10). One 
notices that the accent is on human differences from animals, not continuities, much 
less samenesses.

42. “[Energeia is] the central notion in all of Aristotle’s philosophy, the activity by 
which anything is what it is. To understand any of Aristotle’s inquiries is to grasp the cen-
trality in it of being-at-work. In the Metaphysics, everything that is derives from and de-
pends upon the things that have their being only by constant activity. In the Physics, nature 
is not explainable by material but only by the formative activities always at-work in mate-
rial. In On the Soul, a soul is not a detachable being but the being-at-work-staying-itself of 
an organized body. In the Nicomachean Ethics, everything depends upon the idea of an ac-
tive condition (hexis) that can be formed by a deliberately repeated way of being-at-work, 
and that can in turn set free the being-at-work of all the human powers for the act of choice 
(Bk. II, Chaps. 2–3).” (Sachs, Nicomachean Ethics, p. 202.) Sachs dilates on the last thought 
as follows: “The characteristic human way of being-at-work is the threefold activity of see-
ing an end, thinking about means to it, and choosing an action. Responsible human action 
depends upon the combining of all the powers of the soul: perception, imagination, rea-
soning, and desiring. These are all things that are at work in us all the time. Good parental 
training does not produce them, or mold them, or alter them, but sets them free to be ef-
fective in action” (ibid., xvii). Given the centrality of energeia in Aristotle’s thought and its 
ubiquity in reality, certain disciplinary distinctions show themselves to be less than hard 
and fast: “[Energeia is] the central idea in all of Aristotle’s thinking. Here [1103b14–22] 
it ties his ethics to his whole account of nature, and to the structure of being” (ibid., xv).

43. Aristotle continues: “But also, this must be in a complete life, for one swallow 
does not make a Spring.” Arnhart includes this criterion as number one in his list of twenty 
natural desires (which, as we just saw, is not where Aristotle located it).

44. For such an investigation, one attuned to the complexities of Aristotle’s discus-
sion, see John M. Cooper, “Aristotle on the Forms of Friendship,” Review of Metaphysics 30 
(1976–1977): 619–48.

45. “And it is clear that one ought to examine virtue of a human sort, since we were 
looking for the human good and a human happiness, and by human excellence we mean 
the kind that belongs not to the body but to the soul, and we assert that happiness is a 
being-at-work of the soul” (book 1, chapter 13, 1102a15–17).

46. In addition to the topics mentioned above, one must add the practical and theo-
retical aporiai connected with pleasures (and to a lesser extent, pains) that are contained 
in book 2. While Arnhart talks at some length about pleasure, he fails to register the com-
plexities of Aristotle’s treatment. For example, he never raises the issue of the distinctive 
kinds of pleasure available to, or at work in, the virtuous agent, starting with his experience 
of temperance. Is the pleasure and satisfaction the virtuous agent experiences in the tem-
perate act merely, or even primarily, physical or sensual? If not, what does this (begin to) 
tell us about hedonē in its distinctively human form or forms? In book 2 one would find the 
beginnings, or elements, of what I would call Aristotle’s notion of “moral pleasure.”

47. Germaine Paulo Walsh, whom he cites “for this interpretation,” studied with 
Mary P. Nichols, who studied with Joseph Cropsey, who coedited the famous Strauss-
Cropsey reader, History of Political Philosophy.
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48. This particular peripety is already contained in book 1, chapter 5, in Aristotle’s 
critique and reformulation of the purpose of honor (timē). What is initially reported as 
held by some as the goal of political life, honor, under Aristotle’s dialectical tutelage 
becomes an ingredient in self-knowledge, a self-knowledge that involves one’s friends, who 
know one well and who praise one on the basis of virtue.

49. Cf. Joe Sachs, “An Outline of  the Argument of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,” St. John’s 
Review (Summer 1981): 38–46.

50. Cf. Joseph G. De Filippo, “The ‘Thinking of Thinking’ in Metaphysics 12.9,” Jour-
nal of the History of Philosophy 33.4 (October 1995): 543–62.

51. Erwin Straus, “Preface,” Phenomenological Psychology, v.
52. Ibid., vi.
53. Other passages in Arnhart’s essay make the same claim. Cf. “the real but fleeting 

happiness that we can know as embodied animal minds that must decay and die” (italics 
added). “Aristotle’s thought seems to be that my personal existence is the activity of my 
embodied mind interacting with the embodied minds of my friends.”

54. As Arnhart himself acknowledges: “Descartes’ dualistic separation of objective 
matter and subjective mind.” Cf. K. V. Wilkes, “Psuchē versus the Mind,” in Essays on Aris-
totle’s “De Anima,” ed. Martha C. Nussbaum and Amélie Oksenberg Rorty (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1995), 109–27.

55. Leon Kass, The Hungry Soul (New York: Free Press, 1994).
56. For Aristotle, the formal structure of aporetic wonder is when the mind recog-

nizes two things (the moon as eclipsed, green wheat in the spring, taciturn John talking) 
that are seen as going together as a one, but where the mind does not (yet) see the reason 
why they go together.

57. I say “one of the quintessential human koinōniai” because I would want to ac-
knowledge political community and religious community as essential human communi-
ties, too, and include them as indispensable participants in any discussion concerning hu-
man nature, human distinctiveness, human well-being and excellence, as well as human 
origins and destiny.
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