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Letter From the Ciceronian Society 

 

Fuga di Enea da Troia e San Girolamo, Federico Barocci, 1598. Wikimedia, Galleria Borghese. 

 

Pietas, the name of the new peer-reviewed journal of the Ciceronian Society, certainly 

means piety, religiosity or reverence, but in its fullest sense. It invokes the piety of Aeneas 

from the first sentence of Virgil’s Aeneid, “insignis pieta,” and in the hero’s own introduction: 

“Sum pius Aeneas.” Aeneas carries his father Anchises on his back from the destruction of 

Troy. Our journal carries out the mission of the society, which is to conserve the Western 

tradition and the religious, philosophical, political, social, and economic institutions that are 

its unique expressions. We dare not abandon them before we understand them, and to 

understand them at the highest level requires lifelong study. 

Aeneas escapes the ruins of a civilization that he thought would last forever. He is not 

alone but carries his father, and his father carries the household gods. The two are followed 

by his young son, Ascanius, comprising three generations: past, present, and future. One 

does not leave the smoking wreck of a former civilization as an individual. He carries the 

best of it with him. In our times a liturgy of courage, faith, loyalty, rootedness, and hope is 
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desperately needed. We at the Ciceronian Society are not trying to emancipate individuals 

from Western civilization. We are trying to start it anew with the seeds we carry from our 

traditions. Jesus Christ said in Matthew 13:23: “As for what was sown on good soil, this is the 

one who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a 

hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.” The name of our podcast is the Sower, 

planting and cultivating the seeds of tradition. This is part of the “long game,” or recognizing 

the necessary balance between understanding contemporary events and detachment from 

them to reflect on the fundamental questions; or, in the words of Plato’s Athenian stranger, 

to sit in the “shady spots” of “resting places along the way” that we may “encourage one 

another with speeches” and contemplate the images revealed by the sun. 

The Ciceronian Society began in 2012 as an international community of Christian 

scholars and public intellectuals committed to restoring a liturgy through the examination of 

the three core themes of “tradition, place, and ‘things divine’” and their role in the cultivation 

of a civilization built upon the principles common to Christian tradition. Peter Haworth, who 

earned a Ph.D. in political science, wanted a forum for Christian intellectuals in the social 

sciences and humanities who did not fit mainstream academic views and who found few 

panels at the larger disciplinary conferences like the American Political Science Association. 

Haworth’s efforts bore fruit when he successfully connected an interdisciplinary network of 

scholars and intellectuals distinguished by their friendship and willingness to consider ideas, 

thinkers, and interests neglected by most academic publications and organizations. The 

Society’s conservatism was favorable to Western individualism but critical of radical 

individualism. It promoted patriotism, in its deepest sense, as love for one’s immediate 

communities of church, family, kin, and self-governance and not as an apology for 

machinations of empire. It adopted the principles of private property, free trade, and sound 

currency but rejected the notion that these must be supported by uprooting entire peoples 

and destroying their identities to make them replaceable consumers better suited for 

dehumanizing controls. Instead, it was and remains dedicated to the pursuit of the true, the 

good, and the beautiful, encouraging serious reflection on questions of faith, family, and duty. 

The conferences were admittedly small. Everyone sat in on each other’s panels, and the 

discussions continued over bourbon and beer well after the program was over. 
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Philip Rieff wrote, “Piety never dies; it merely shifts from object to object.” It turns out 

that Haworth was right, and the sense of the Ciceronian Society now appears as a bellwether 

for what has followed in the almost ten years since its founding. In 2021 the American 

Political Science Association effectively banned the Claremont Institute from its program for 

its invitation to John Eastman to sit on one of its panels. The Claremont panels were among 

the most representative of political theory, as well as the best attended. Still hundreds of 

political science professors signed an open letter calling on APSA to effectively ban the 

Claremont Institute as a threat to “liberal democracy.” Claiming “security concerns,” APSA 

moved the Claremont panels online, after which the Claremont Institute pulled its panels 

from the conference and took legal action: all this despite the fact that APSA for years has 

welcomed Leftist radicals, and its quantitative political science still cannot coherently define 

male and female, much less define or defend liberal democracy. 

Pietas welcomes writers who carry the Western tradition, not just its musty books but in 

their spirits. Its editorial policy applies several principles. The foundation for any 

consideration of a submission is whether it furthers the broad mission of the Ciceronian 

Society. Our content is thus based on what our readers themselves submit. If as a reader you 

disapprove that your ideas are not taken seriously within its pages, then please submit an 

article of your own. Second is quality. We are a peer-reviewed journal, and we seek to 

provide a forum for innovative ideas, engagement with current scholarship, and true 

academic debate. Here we express our utmost gratitude to the many scholars who submitted 

their work and the many more silent reviewers in their respective fields of expertise who 

spent time to review our submissions. Third, we embrace the idea of conflicting ideas. In the 

words of Benjamin Franklin, “It is true that in some of our States there are Parties, and 

Discords; but let us look back and ask if we were ever without them? Such will exist wherever 

there is Liberty; and perhaps they help to preserve it. By the Collision of different 

Sentiments, Sparks of Truth are struck out, and political Light is obtained. The different 

Factions which at present divide us, aim all at the Publick Good; the Differences are only 

about the various Modes of promoting it.” The death of any peer-review journal comes when 

the boldest pieces are rejected by disgruntled reviewers. A telltale sign of decay is when a 

journal starts publishing innocuous and uncontroversial niche pieces. Spiritedness is an asset 
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when it befriends truth and civil engagement. And while we as editors cannot write our own 

material, we can provide a friendly forum for those who do. 

Our first issue includes four articles, including two feature articles by James M. Patterson 

and Samuel Postell. In the first, Patterson argues that southern Bishop Atticus Greene 

Haygood, a thinker unknown to most who are unfamiliar with the Reconstruction Era, 

offered a revolutionary theory of racial reconciliation. He did this not by appealing to abstract 

theories of racial identity but to black and white Southerners as bound in local community 

and in need of mutual understanding: not merely as race-bearing individuals but as brothers 

and sisters in Christ. Samuel Postell details Henry Clay’s decisions as Speaker of the House 

to show how, after the fashion of a true statesman, he used his intimate knowledge of the 

mechanisms of the institution during the Missouri Compromise to secure the common good. 

Clay’s resignation, Postell argues, was not from merely private concerns; rather he hoped to 

pass the torch of self-government to the House over which he had presided. Our final two 

pieces are interpretive essays. In the first, Michael Harding weighs in on the long-debated 

relationship between intellectual and moral virtue in Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics. After 

a helpful review of the scholarship, he provides a textual analysis to show the tension and 

harmony between philosophic wisdom and morality. In the second piece John Grant 

provides insight into the differences between Leo Strauss and Harry Jaffa’s writings on St. 

Thomas Aquinas. Grant shows how Jaffa’s views changed over time to teach a harmony 

between reason and revelation. 

Many thanks to those who submitted their articles, book reviews, and reviewer 

comments: in sum, to those who made this first issue possible. 

 

The Ciceronian Society



 

“Do We Not Owe This Debt to Africa?” 

The Anti-Jim Crow Theology of Atticus Greene Haygood 

James M. Patterson 

 

While Americans have accepted the popular narrative that white Southerners quickly 

mobilized during Reconstruction to exclude African Americans from political and social 
life, the truth is far worse. From the Compromise of 1877 until Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), 
prominent white Southerners like Bishop Atticus Greene Haygood tried to protect 
African American civil rights in the face of growing and violent white supremacy. 
Haygood’s theology was a public theology that tied issues of civil justice to the Christian 

faith. He envisioned a Christian republican order that unified both North and South and 
white and black citizens. The means to achieving this order was education and faith, 
including a recognition of the sin of slavery and redemption in rebuilding a racially 
reconciled world. A treatment of Haygood’s theology not only revives an important 
contribution in Southern political theory; it offers an alternative conception of 
integration, rooted in local communities and common faith that challenges contemporary 
accounts of reconciliation in democratic individualism. 

 
 

“In the North the whites are deterred from intermingling with 

the blacks by an imaginary danger; in the South, where the 

danger would be real, I cannot believe that the fear would be 

less.” – Alexis de Tocqueville 

 

INTRODUCTION: WHITE SOUTHERN DISSENT TO JIM CROW 

The popular narrative of American race relations after Reconstruction depicts the South as 

a white population rapidly unifying across racial lines to exclude African Americans from 

political and social life.
1

 This narrative is false. The truth, believe it or not, is actually worse. 

From the “Redemption” of the 1877 Compromise until Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), 

prominent white Southerners attempted to protect African American civil rights from what 

became the totalitarian and increasingly terrorist-enforced white supremacy.
2

 One of these 

white Southerners was Bishop Atticus Greene Haygood.  

                                                           
1

 Aziz Rana skips the “nadir” and presumes its role in his article “Race and the American Creed,” N+1 (Winter 2016), 

found at https://nplusonemag.com/issue-24/politics/race-and-the-american-creed/ (last accessed February 21, 2016). 
2

 C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877–1913 Revised Ed. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 

Press, 1951/1981), 142–74; Rayford W. Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir 1877–1901 

(New York: The Dial Press, 1954); Edward L. Ayers, The Promise of the New South (New York: Oxford University 

https://nplusonemag.com/issue-24/politics/race-and-the-american-creed/
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Haygood’s work was public theology, or an attempt to address issues of individual 

and civil justice with reference to principles of the Christian religion.
3

 Haygood’s public 

theology was republican in nature. He professed hope in a reunified Southern and Northern 

white people tasked with “elevating” freed slaves to join their white brethren in self-

government. Central to racial elevation was education, and Haygood’s work never strayed 

long from the subject. In addition, Haygood’s public theology was assertively Protestant, 

reflecting the still-robust sense of American Protestant hegemony across denominations.
4

 

Finally, Haygood’s public theology rested heavily on providentialism. The sins of enslaving 

Africans, importing them to the South, forcing them to work, using violence to suppress 

them—all of these God, over time, would not only forgive but transform into blessings for 

Americans of all races and, eventually, the whole world. This redemption did not excuse past 

sins but offered white Americans an opportunity to seek redemption by facilitating God’s 

plan for the world rather than resisting it. To persuade his readers, Haygood appealed to the 

“nehemiad,” or a narrative of the “great work” of rebuilding a racially reconciled and divinely 

redeemed South just as Nehemiah rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem. 

 By revealing these elements of Haygood’s public theology, this essay introduces the 

political theories of white Southern dissenters to the study of race in American political 

thought. First, this essay shows how Haygood spoke of racial reconciliation in terms of 

human relationships. In contemporary scholarly work, race is an impersonal force shaping 

identities and affecting relative privilege of isolated individuals. Haygood’s work provides an 

alternative by speaking in fraternal language that reveals a social bond already in place. His 

way of thinking is more fertile ground for reconciliation.  

                                                           
Press, 1992), 132-59; Jane Dailey, “The Limits of Liberalism in the New South: The Politics of Race, Sex, and 

Patronage in Virginia, 1879–1883,” in Jumpin’ Jim Crow: Southern Politics from Civil War to Civil Rights, eds. Jane 

Dailey, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and Bryant Simon (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 88–114. 
3

 E. Harold Breitenberg Jr., “What Is Public Theology?” Public Theology for a Global Society: Essays in Honor of 

Max Stackhouse, eds. Deidre King Hainsworth and Scott R. Paeth (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Co., 2009), 3–17; Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Owen Strachan, The Pastor as Public Theologian: Reclaiming a 

Lost Vision (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015). 
4

 Indeed, Haygood was conservative in matters of the Methodist faith. He strongly supported prohibition, favored 

limits on Catholic and Jewish citizenship rights, and sometimes complained that clergy deserved more deference than 

his contemporary laity offered him. Even so, he was challenged from his “right” by Holiness preachers who 

condemned him for his smoking habit; Haygood saw these Holiness Methodists as semi-Pelagians in need of religious 

discipline. See Harold W. Mann, Atticus Greene Haygood: Methodist Bishop, Editor, and Educator (Athens, GA: 

University of Georgia Press, 1965), 110–34, 160–68. 
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Second, this essay challenges the interpretation of Haygood as weak on the subject of 

“racial instinct” or “social equality.” Haygood opposed segregation and hoped for the gradual 

integration of the races, and he understood that white Americans were the ones at fault. All 

the same, white Southerners were also the ones with political and economic power, so 

Haygood spoke from his stature as a religious leader to persuade white Southerners to 

embrace social equality. 

Finally, this essay concludes by making this case by arguing against the democratic 

individualism in Jack “Skip” Turner’s Awakening to Race.
5

 Turner’s treatment of race 

alienates citizens from one another by recreating the past with “useful” histories for settling 

the root causes of inequality and racism. Haygood, though by no means perfect, understood 

black and white Southerners as bound in a local community and in need of reconciliation 

not merely as race-bearing individuals but as brothers and sisters in Christ. 

 

SHORT BIOGRAPHY AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Born on November 19, 1839, in Watkinsville, Georgia, Atticus Greene Haygood was the 

oldest of four surviving children. His father, Greene Haygood, was a successful attorney, and 

his mother, Martha Ann Askew, was the daughter of a North Carolina Methodist preacher, 

who had retired nearby. Martha Ann, who had a lifelong interest in classics, likely named 

her son after Titus Pomponius Atticus to whom Cicero addressed his essays. Haygood 

suffered from seizures as a child but recovered his health by puberty, and he had also 

acquired a deep Christian piety. Greene Haygood was a Whig by politics but Democratic in 

style, which translated to some professional success after the family moved to Atlanta in 1852. 

Atticus enrolled at Emory College in 1855 and finished in 1859, at which point he became 

a Methodist preacher. He married Mary “Mollie” Yarbrough, who was the daughter from 

another family of Methodist preachers. As an adult, Haygood shared his father’s Whig 

politics but served during the Civil War as a Confederate chaplain, at one point in service to 

Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston during the Atlanta Campaign. After the war, he 

preached at Trinity Church in Atlanta from 1866-67 and then served as presiding elder over 

the now terribly poor North Georgia Conference of Methodist churches until 1871. After a 

                                                           
5

 Jack Turner, Awakening to Race: Individualism and Social Consciousness in America (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2012). 
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few years working on Sunday schools, Haygood took over as president at Emory College in 

1874, when the college was in serious financial straits, and he managed to improve its 

situation by 1880.
6

 

In an 1880 Thanksgiving sermon, he preached about the blessings of emancipation and 

its contribution to the rapid economic recovery of the South.
7

 He expanded on this position 

in his 1881 Our Brother in Black: His Freedom and His Future.
8

 The book caught the notice 

of officials at the John F. Slater Fund, a northern philanthropic association funding 

educational endeavors for freed slaves. They invited him to serve as their agent in the South, 

and Haygood agreed. He held the position from 1883 until 1890, and during this period he 

wrote additional works defending racial equality, especially with respect to education.
9

 These 

works include his 1885 The Case of the Negro, as to Education in the Southern States, and 

his 1889 works Pleas for Progress, The Southern Church and the Negro, and A Reply to 

Senator Eustis’s Late Paper on Race Antagonism.
10

  

After parting ways with the Slater Fund, Haygood accepted a position as bishop in 

California in 1891 only to return to Georgia in 1893 in failing health and finances. He died 

in 1896. 

There is limited scholarly work on white Southern dissenters and even less on Haygood 

himself. He has benefited from two biographies, one by Elam Franklin Dempsey published 

                                                           
6

 Some details were taken from Mann, Atticus Greene Haygood. 
7

 Atticus Greene Haygood, The New South: Gratitude, Amendment, Hope (Oxford, GA: 1880). 
8

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black: His Freedom and His Future (New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1881). 
9

 In his role at the Slater Fund, Haygood took part in the ongoing debate over whether African Americans should 

pursue traditional higher education or industrial training. Haygood was, as Louis Rubin Jr. explains, convinced that 

industrial training was the better path. See Teach the Freeman: The Correspondence of Rutherford B. Hayes and the 

Slater fund for Negro Education, 1881–1887, ed. Louis Rubin Jr., (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University 

Press, 1959), xxvi–xxviii. 
10

 Atticus Greene Haygood, Pleas for Progress (Nashville, TN: Publishing House of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South, 1889); The Case of the Negro, as to Education in the Southern States; A Report to the Board of Trustees 

(Atlanta: Jas. P. Harrison & Co., 1885); The Southern Church and the Negro (Location and Publisher Unknown, 

1889[?]); A Reply to Senator Eustis’s Late Paper on Race Antagonism (Nashville: Open Letter Club, 1889). The last 

publication was part of an effort of white Southerners to oppose racial discrimination through a short-lived 

organization of public figures called the Open Letter Club, and Haygood’s essay was a response to a 1888 Scribner’s 

magazine article titled “Race Antagonism” by Louisiana Senator James Biddle Eustis. Eustis argued that races 

contained a biological instinct both for each other and for superior and inferior races. Race instinct explained the 

happier conditions for African Americans in the South, since they lived separately from and as inferiors to whites. 

Northern efforts to impose equality were, for Eustis, miserably fruitless, and he pointed to the unhappy living 

conditions of northern African Americans as evidence. Haygood’s reply summarizes findings from his longer works 

and indicates how these findings prove African American equality in learning and citizenship, although he dodges the 

difficult question of social equality. 
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in 1940 and the other Harold W. Mann published in 1965.
11

 Susan Kwilecki published an 

essay on Haygood’s life and general theological beliefs in 2012.
12

 He received due attention 

in Ralph E. Luker’s The Social Gospel in Black & White and in David Chappell’s Inside 

Agitators.
13

 A significant factor in Haygood’s obscurity is access to his work. Until the advent 

of digitizing research library holdings, finding primary sources by Haygood and other white 

Southern dissenters has been quite difficult. During the 1960s, historians C. Vann 

Woodward and Charles E. Wynes attempted to recirculate work by white Southern 

dissenters during the Civil Rights Movement in part to illustrate to contemporary 

Southerners that the fight for racial equality was their fight as well.
14

 Even so, it is easy to 

understand the reluctance of contemporary scholars to engage these figures. First, historical 

narratives centered on Northern contributions were already in place. White Southern 

dissenters appeared, then, as echoes of Northern leadership and, when the dissenters failed, 

yet another illustration of the morally decrepit South. Second, white supremacists in the 

South actively repressed figures like Haygood during their lives, making their work in the 

South both harder to find and riskier to research. In the several decades of segregation and 

Dunning School revisionism, scholars could simply write white Southern dissent out of 

history, leaving later generations ignorant of Haygood’s “betrayal.”
15

 Third, these two 

problems then compounded each other. Scholars look to Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 

David Thoreau, Frederick Douglass, Ralph Ellison, and other celebrated authors as moral 

beacons. At the same time, contemporary Southerners have inherited ignorance of their own 

tradition of resistance to white supremacy precisely in the way that white supremacists had 

                                                           
11

 Elam Franklin Dempsey, Atticus Green Haygood [sic] (Parthenon Press, 1940); Mann, Atticus Greene Haygood, 

1965. 
12

 Susan Kwilecki, “New Light on a Lost Cause: Atticus G. Haygood’s Universalizing Spirituality,” Religions 3, no. 2 

(2012): 357–68. 
13

 Ralph E. Luker, The Social Gospel in Black & White: American Racial Reform, 1885–1912 (Chapel Hill, University 

of North Carolina Press, 1991); David L. Chappell, Inside Agitators: White Southerners in the Civil Rights Movement 

(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994). Luker depicts Haygood as a conservative religious figure who 

was, nonetheless, quite liberal on racial questions. Chappell frames Haygood as one among the few post-

Reconstruction white Southerners who resisted Jim Crow and set a pattern for future, more successful white Southern 

activists. 
14

 Examples include C. Vann Woodward, A Southern Prophecy: The Prosperity of the South Dependent upon the 

Elevation of the Negro (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 1964); Charles E. Wynes, Forgotten Voices: 

Dissenting Southerners in an Age of Conformity (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University, 1967). 
15

 Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (New York: Perennial Classics, 2002), 

xvii–xix. 
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hoped. The impression left on both is that white Southerners happily glided unopposed into 

a disgraceful period lasting nearly a century.  

 The task of retrieving these figures and restoring them to the same honor belonging to 

Emerson and Douglass is no easy task. White Southern dissenters, being Southern, have a 

presumption of guilt. As shown below, Haygood embraced some ideas out of step with our 

present politics. However, whereas scholars today forgive the idiosyncrasies of Emerson, one 

wonders if Haygood could receive the same generosity. Emerson, being Northern, must 

necessarily be on the right side of History. Haygood’s idiosyncrasies and paternalistic 

language, however, might seem to reveal the true nature of a Southern racist, whose efforts 

at redemption fell short and earned him, like the rest of his section, a deserving obscurity. In 

truth, the reverse should be true. Haygood put much more at risk in during his career as a 

preacher and racial advocate. He was the one who dealt with the threats and endured 

setbacks in his career that he could have avoided had he only silenced his conscience. Finally, 

white Southern dissenters failed, and the natural conclusion would be that they failed because 

they were either half-hearted or the South too far gone. In fact, they failed because, in the 

years after Reconstruction, the North steadily withdrew interest in assisting African 

Americans in favor of investing in “New South” industries. Emboldened white supremacists 

could use the Northern weakness for industry against their flagging zeal for the principles of 

the Declaration of Independence.
16

 

 

 

REPUBLICAN EDUCATION INTO CITIZENSHIP 

Haygood treated education as the origin of free government, and free government could only 

ever be republican. “Republican” refers to a belief in popular sovereignty and self-rule as 

understood by the Founders.
17

 Haygood himself, however, presumed republican government 

                                                           
16

 Woodward, Origins of the New South, 291–320, 321–49; Ayers, The Promise of a New South, 310–38. 
17

 Federalist 39; See also Thomas Jefferson to John Taylor, May 28, 1816, which describes a republic as “...a 

government by its citizens in mass, acting directly and personally, according to rules established by the majority; and 

that every other government is more or less republican, in proportion as it has in its composition more or less of this 

ingredient of the direct action of the citizens. Such a government is evidently restrained to very narrow limits of space 

and population. I doubt if it would be practicable beyond the extent of a New England township. The first shade from 

this pure element, which, like that of pure vital air, cannot sustain life of itself, would be where the powers of the 

government, being divided, should be exercised each by representatives chosen ... for such short terms as should 

render secure the duty of expressing the will of their constituents. This I should consider as the nearest approach to a 

pure republic, which is practicable on a large scale of country or population ... we may say with truth and meaning, that 
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more than he articulated or defended it. He assumed his audience was committed to the 

same political principles of the Founding, especially since they had recently recommitted 

themselves to them at the conclusion of the Civil War. With this assumption as his starting 

point, Haygood insisted that freed African American citizens needed immediate access to 

educational resources that would instill these very same principles that white masters had 

spent years, blood, and treasure to keep from them.  

Haygood laid this charge at the feet of the church and the state but reserved special 

obligations to the churches in the North. After all, Southern states had begun educating 

African Americans but had so little revenue that it could barely afford schools at all. Haygood 

in Our Brother in Black conceded to his audience that schools in the South should be 

segregated, not out of principle but out of necessity to gain white support in the first place. 

He regarded segregation as a “fact” he could not dispense with, but he hoped to “consider 

even the weaknesses of the people they would lift up, just as wise doctors consider the 

peculiarities of their patients.”
18

 In this passage, Haygood implied that the desire for 

segregation was a “weakness.” To alleviate a wounded white Southern reader, Haygood 

recounted the admission of a Northern philanthropist on his preference for rooming in an 

inn with a white man over an African American.
19

 The intention of this passage is to leave 

aside the issue of segregation in favor of providing education at all. He demanded that the 

Southern people must educate African Americans and noted, with force, “If the best man or 

woman in the South, if the most nobly-connected member of the ‘oldest and best family,’ 

should go into the wilds of Africa, as a missionary, to teach Mteza’s people, there is not a 

human creature, with a sense or soul, who would not honor the mission.”
20

 How, then, could 

one “taboo this man or woman for teaching the negro children a Georgia village, and give a 

rational reason for the difference?”
21

 By 1889, Haygood happily pronounced, “To 

accomplish their end wisely, justly, efficiently, there must be a fair and equitable distribution 

                                                           
governments are more or less republican as they have more or less of the element of popular election and control in 

their composition; and believing, as I do, that the mass of the citizens is the safest depository of their own rights, and 

especially, that the evils flowing from the duperies of the people, are less injurious than those from the egoism of their 

agents, I am a friend to that composition of government which has in it the most of this ingredient,” Memoirs, 

Correspondence, and Miscellanies: From the Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 4 vols., edited by Thomas Jefferson 

Randolph (Charlottesville: F. Carr and Co., 1829), 4:275. 
18

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 144. 
19

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 142. 
20

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 152. 
21

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 152. 
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of race. I rejoice that every State in this Union … does now … in principle at least, use its 

school fund without distinction of race.”
22

 Haygood’s caveats were part of his hope that the 

South would make progress from first tolerating segregation to slowly integrating over time.
23

 

The Southern churches were already engaged in education. Indeed, he argued that even 

during slavery Southerners had educated African slaves better than they themselves would 

admit. This position may cause a contemporary reader to raise an eyebrow or two, but 

Haygood insisted on the recognition of efforts of church missionaries in the South, especially 

women, to teach slaves everything from learning how to read to modeling the political virtue 

necessary for free government.
24

 By no means did Haygood use these examples to exonerate 

the South; he said rather plainly, “We of the South have not been without folly and unbelief 

and sin in our attitude toward this fact of emancipation. We have been slow to accept its full 

significance, even when we fully and finally accepted the fact.”
25

 Rather, his point was to 

illustrate that the work of educating the millions of newly freed slaves was considerably less 

than many in the North—with “their long-indulged habit of looking up on the South as a sort 

of national Nazareth”—would think.
26

  

The Northern churches had a special obligation because they were rich. Southern 

schools were doing all anyone could reasonably hope in a war-torn countryside and among 

a white population that had, for centuries, sunk tremendous equity into human bondage 

instead of schools; however, the amount of education they provided was simply insufficient. 

When accounting for the failure of the South to educate African Americans, he lamented, 

“The plain truth is, [after the Civil War] we were struggling for existence” and even at the 

time of the book’s writing, “the struggle is still at its intensest [sic] point.”
27

 However, if the 

North provided the funds, the South had to work with the North to ensure the work 

continues. Haygood stated, “If all the Northern people were doing their best, the Southern 

people standing aloof in sullen silence, much might be done, but the work would be marred 

and hindered in all directions.”
28

 If the North was overbearing and the South less than 

cooperative, the one fact that Haygood stressed most was this: African Americans proved to 
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be excellent students. In The Case of the Negro, Haygood pored over census statistics 

illustrating the high rate of illiteracy among African Americans, arguing that such illiteracy 

was the result of white supremacy and demanded education if there was any hope of 

preserving republican government in the South. At the end of the report, Haygood 

concluded, “It has been a success if we consider how many of them have learned to read and 

to write; if we consider how much better they behave as free people than was expected in 

1865” and, among other reasons, “if we consider that they are beginning to appear on the 

tax books as owners of houses and little farms.”
29

 Most of all, Haygood stressed the success 

of how educating African Americans produced teachers among their number in the years 

immediately after Emancipation, “This is most important; for if it were proved that the race 

could not furnish its own educators it would be proved that the race never could be educated. 

But it has been proved that the negro race in the Southern states is capable of furnishing its 

own teachers.”
30

 Indeed, Haygood concluded, “The success of these colored principals and 

professors demonstrates the capacity of colored students to become the efficient leaders of 

education among their people when the time and opportunity have enabled them to show 

what they can do.”
31

 

Education also extended to the habits of economic independence. On this issue, 

Haygood demonstrated some of his best grasp on the effects of slavery and the changes the 

South needed to mitigate them. For Haygood, private property gave African Americans 

incentives for embracing republican government. The most insidious aspect of slavery among 

the better treated slaves, he argued, had been the degradation of work and sense of 

dependence on the masters for their needs.
32

 For this reason Haygood believed that newly 

freed slaves, rendered utterly unprepared for citizenship by their masters, embraced divisive 

Northern interlopers fomenting racial antagonism and promoting demands for reparations. 

Haygood rejected reparations, but not because there was no rightful claim to them. Rather, 

he regarded them as reinforcing the old master’s education of depending on white clemency 

and generosity.
33

 Ever the Whig, Haygood believed the best way for the new citizens to 
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preserve their independence was to secure their own private property, improve it, save 

profits, and put them toward social institutions that would continue to uplift their progeny.  

Haygood regarded private property as an education in political economy. In Our Brother 

in Black, he explained the harm annual sharecropping leases do to all parties. The most 

obvious disadvantage was not to the sharecropper but to the landowner, since the landowner 

could earn considerably more on the land if he had longer leases. How so? Haygood 

explained, “This one-year system puts both parties in a position that landlord and tenant 

ought never to occupy; namely, to give as little and get as much as possible, but without 

reference to that which is vital to the money interests of both—the improvement of the farm.”
34

 

If the sharecropper were only concerned about a year’s income at a time, then he would 

have no interest in long-term investments in the land, its improvement, or even the broader 

community in which he was a part. The economic arrangements imposed on landless freed 

slaves served more as a way of engaging in social control on which the landowners placed 

more value than ensuring economic stability and growth into the future. He said, “In the 

‘state of mind,’ restless, uncertain, and more or less suspicious, that has prevailed with our 

people, both whites and negroes, for a number of years, it may well be admitted that these 

year-by-year arrangements were all that were practicable. Very well; but what about the next 

decade, the next generation, and the next hundred years?”
35

 Even as white landowners 

perceived gains by suppressing African American economic and political independence, they 

seemed to ignore the tremendous costs they themselves incurred with suppressed income 

on their own properties and, by extension, by the suppressed revenue across Southern 

plantations.
36

 

Haygood gave an anecdotal example that served as a natural experiment. His African 

American neighbor owned some of his own land and rented on annual leases another plot 

from a white landowner. Haygood observed that the black sharecropper took much better 

care of his land because he knew he would see a long-term benefit and could pass on its 

value to his family. On his own farm, he “repaired his own fences” while “he did not touch 

the fences of the rented field, except to patch just enough to ‘turn stock.’”
37

 With the leased 

                                                           
34

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 204. 
35

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 206. 
36

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 216. 
37

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 205. 



“DO WE NOT OWE THIS DEBT TO AFRICA?” 

 11 

land, the tenant left fences un-mended because these smaller improvements did not increase 

his annual income, and he did not bear the costs for disrepair, since he could manage a profit 

without taking care of the property. If he were to repair the landowner’s land, however, he 

would bear the costs in labor. It would be better for the tenant to save that labor for ensuring 

a maximum profit on the leased land. With so many freed slaves earning income only from 

sharecropping, by this logic, Haygood concluded that the South should not be surprised at 

its considerable disrepair and poverty shared across both races. The only solution would be 

to offer sharecroppers long leases or sell underdeveloped land, especially since the latter 

often caused white landowners more problems than the land was worth. As Haygood 

remarked, “the longer the lease the less of a ‘tramp’ does the tenant become. It not only 

settles him down to systematic, intelligent work, but it tends to deliver him from the 

systemless and thriftless style of living that characterizes the man who only does ‘jobs’ as he 

can pick them up.”
38

 The entire economic arrangement was a form of Southern self-sabotage, 

both in the terms of the white Southerners seeking to control the economic fate of their black 

brothers and in terms of the South as people composed of two races. 

Indeed, this problem affected white and black Southerners alike, and, similarly, like 

many whites “many negroes are fitted to be landowners, as well as long tenants, and they will 

be if the chance be given them.”
39

 The virtues of land ownership were many. Haygood 

explained that they would make these African Americans more “happy, strong, and 

prosperous” because land ownership encouraged “industry” and “economy.”
40

 African 

American landowners would resist the “influences of communism” since owning a cabin 

“makes a man think twice before taking part in a riot” since the owner would see himself as 

a victim of a riot rather than a participant.
41

 Owning land also would drive the newly freed 

slaves to regard taxation with suspicion. As they began to pay property taxes, they would be 

“concerned about the income as well as the outgo of public money”
42

 rather than part of a 

broader mob interested in “virtual confiscation.”
43

 Land ownership made African Americans 

independent: “A man who owns a farm, be it ever so small, is not so apt to sell his vote for a 
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dollar or a dram.”
44

 In addition, ownership created stable families and established among 

them “a grand self-sustaining and efficient moral and social police” to protect against idleness 

among relatives.
45

 In sum, Haygood professed that land ownership was the “way for their 

moral, social and race development. I cannot conceive of a good man who does not wish the 

best fortune to all men of every race. I cannot conceive of a good man who would not rejoice 

to see the negroes more comfortable, intelligent, moral, useful, than they are. I should 

despise myself to have any other feeling toward any human creature.”
46

  

Finally, the African American churches provided moral and spiritual education to their 

congregations, much to Haygood’s obvious ambivalence. Haygood expressed ambivalence 

because he understood the church to concern all races and, hence, regarded the racial 

divisions between black and white Methodist denominations as unfortunate. In reluctant, 

almost anguished language, he considered theories of “racial instinct” as explanations for why 

African American Methodist clergy had sought to divide their churches into a separate 

denomination.
47

 “Race instinct” at the time was a way white supremacists explained the 

“natural” division of public and private arrangements between white and black Southern 

populations. Because, so the theory went, members of different races preferred each other, 

legal divisions were merely following an observable fact of human life. This “fact” ran 

contrary to the universal church that Haygood embraced, and his concession came not from 

an interest in white churches driving out African Americans but as one who had attempted 

to persuade the black churches to stay within the racially integrated Methodist parachurch 

organization.
48

 In other words, he only accepted the split because the African American clergy 

chose it and not because white clergy forced the issue.
49

 Moreover, Haygood treated “instinct” 

as irrelevant to the core purpose of the church, “But, so far as the duty of the white race is 

concerned, what would it matter if all the colored Christians should segregate into Churches 

of their own color as well as their own faith? Nothing whatever.”
50

 

To illustrate the possible relationships white Southerners might have with their newly 

freed and rapidly improving African American neighbors, Haygood discussed the example 
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of his butler, Daniel Martin. A passage from the chapter “The Negro as a Member of the 

Community” in Our Brother in Black is worth citing at length to illustrate the fraternal, 

religious, and social language Haygood deployed: 

 

I propose this question to myself: How must I, a white man, and my neighbor, Daniel 

Martin, a black man, treat each other? He is my neighbor living with his family near me; 

he is my friend also, in whom I can trust; more, he has been a servant in my household 

for six full years. Daniel is a citizen; more than that, he is a man; the law made him a 

citizen, God made him a man. I am as much bound by eternal righteousness to deal fairly 

with Daniel Martin in all things, as with the worthy man and cultured Christian minister 

whose garden joins mine. And, let it not be overlooked, Daniel Martin is as much bound 

as I am to deal righteously in all relations that bind us together. I may, because I have 

larger opportunity, owe more duty to him than he owes to me, but the nature of the 

obligation is the same.
51

  

 

After this, Haygood spoke of the importance for decent laws, good conscience, and fair 

treatment between Martin and him. Haygood concluded: 

 

[Daniel Martin and I] are each to do in all our dealings with each other the fair and 

honest thing. This is all there is in it. With this difference, if I wrong him, taking advantage 

of his ignorance, or weakness, or dependence, of anything peculiar to his condition that 

gives me the advantage of him, I am all the viler for using my advantage unrighteously.
52

 

 

On the surface, this language strikes the reader as paternalistic. Haygood described himself 

as Martin’s boss with duties to take care of his servant, but the relationship Haygood 

described comes from Christian scripture.
53

 In addition, Martin appeared in Our Brother in 

Black in a context that provided an explanation and a condemnation for the very cause of 

his state. Leaving aside the effects of slavery, white supremacists after emancipation had 

actively sought to deprive freed slaves of education, civic organization, and economic 
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independence. Were those opportunities afforded to African Americans, the obligation 

Haygood presently bore to Martin would, over time, shift to an equal burden shared between 

the men. Haygood’s notion of equality depended on a friendship between equals, shaped by 

a free community under fair laws and customs. In short, Haygood and Martin experienced 

equality in a personal, relational way rather than in a formal, coercive way. The result is an 

equality among independent citizens, one in which respect corresponds to Martin not merely 

as rights-bearing individual or personal identity but as freed black man serving his family, his 

community, and his God. 

 

SOCIAL EQUALITY: THE WHITE SUPREMACIST TRUMP CARD 

One should note that Haygood carefully disputed a white Southern denial of “social 

equality.” “Social equality” referred to legally enforced racial integration of social life, ranging 

from (at minimum) public-facing businesses like hotels, transportation, and public services 

to (at maximum) clubs and churches. For Haygood and other white Southern civil rights 

activists, the issue of social equality was frustrating, as they personally had no issue enjoying 

mixed racial company but were aware than many Southern whites did. White supremacists, 

on the other hand, capitalized on this more casual racism of white Southerners to warn that 

even the minimum concessions would lead to forced integration of associations, churches, 

and even mixed marriages. As a result, Haygood is careful on the matter of social equality, 

and scholars have characterized this care as ambivalence rather than rhetorical necessity. For 

example, Chappell regards Haygood’s position as part of the “second front of [white 

Southern dissenters’] defensiveness”: “So hard did they strive to avoid any hint of support 

for this dread (but ill-defined) shibboleth [of social equality] that they contradicted one 

another in their disavowals of it.”
54

 In particular, Chappell draws attention to a passage in Our 

Brother in Black, in which Haygood describes a Northern judge insisting on social equality 

as “wild and rattle-brained,” as an example of Haygood’s strategy of sidling “up to the 

prejudices of his society and enlist[ing] them in the cause of black voting rights.”
55
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To explain Haygood’s view of social equality will require some direct textual analysis of 

his writing. Haygood leaves open the possibility of social equality when he writes. For 

example, the exact text to which Chappell refers does not warrant this interpretation:  

 

Since January 1, 1881, I have been seriously asked by one of the most cultivated, 

liberal, and best known of Northern men “whether it is really true that Southern 

women, as a class, teach their children to hate Yankees.” He knew better, but he told 

me that thousands of people, all over the North, believe it. Why? Because some 

foolish man, as a sort of last shriek of baffled passion in some absurd speech has said 

as much! I told him, “No, sir; I have never seen nor heard of a Southern woman 

doing so wicked a thing.” It would be as wise in the South to believe that the wild and 

rattle-brained Federal judge who declared to me in the presence of a large company 

that “the south must accept amalgamation,” represented the constant thought, fixed 

purpose, and intense longing of every Northern man and woman. 

Among sane people, capable of attending to the ordinary business affairs of 

every-day life, this sort of folly should have an end.
56

  

 

Nowhere did Haygood reject social equality in this passage. Rather, he rejected that social 

equality was at the heart of Northern antipathy for the South. Later in the book, Haygood 

repeated Southern fears about Northern intentions to enforce social equality but, again, did 

not condemn social equality.
57

 Indeed, in this later passage, Haygood complained that the 

fight over it missed the point, “Meanwhile the poor negro suffered from both sides, ground 

to powder by these two millstones, the upper and the nether, wearing each other out with 

useless friction and all-consuming heat.”
58

 When Haygood took on the “social question” 

directly in Our Brother in Black, it was in relationship to his friend Daniel Martin: 

 

Daniel Martin never asks any thing [sic] of me as to social life that I am not willing to 

give. I respect him in his place; he respects me in my place. He is master in his house, 

(except when his wife gets the upper hand,) I am master in mine (all exceptions 

understood.) No test that brought embarrassment to me or mortification to him ever 

occurred, or ever will. Wise people never make these issues; they do not come up 

spontaneously, not once in a thousand times. In his capacity as servant, Daniel Martin 

will make fires, clean shoes, and do other such things. Were I living in New York or 

London, and Daniel were what he is, or any other man in similar relations to me, I 

should expect him to do the same things, so long as they are included in our bargain, 

and he is paid for his work. But I do not ask him to sit at the table with my guests, or 

to entertain company in the parlor after tea. He does not wish such association. Ask 
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him. He has just about the same social recognition in my house that a man of all work 

has in other decent and well-ordered households.
59

  

 

Once again, Haygood did not reject social equality. In fact, in this passage, he implicitly 

endorsed it. First, Haygood stated that Martin did not ask for anything that Haygood did not 

want to provide, but we have no evidence that Haygood was unwilling to invite Martin. 

Rather, Haygood only testified to Martin’s indifference on the matter. In their other 

arrangements, as already shown, Haygood offered Martin equal respect, all the more 

important because of the unequal opportunities afforded to Martin. In the social sphere, 

Haygood stated that he did not invite Martin to gatherings but only because Martin did not 

want to attend. Were this condition to change, it would seem, Haygood would offer, but 

Martin likely would never change his mind since, presumably, the white guests would 

probably make the experience unpleasant. Finally, Haygood’s rationale for not inviting 

Martin is out of deference to Martin and not Haygood’s white guests, once again 

demonstrating Haygood’s commitment to fraternal respect. Haygood cannot directly 

endorse social equality because, in so doing, he might alienate the very moderate white 

Southern audience he wishes to persuade; however, he leaves open the possibility of social 

equality in his writing in the hope that his persuasive efforts succeed. Alas, they did not. 

Eight years later, Haygood was bolder on the issue of social equality and twice tipped his 

hand to show his support for it. First, in Pleas for Progress, Haygood said of the issue: 

 

There never was in this world, in any nation or community, such a thing as social 

equality, and there never will be. The social spheres arrange themselves to suit 

themselves, and no laws promulgated by State or Church will change the social 

affinities and natural selections of men. Men choose the circles for which they have 

affinity, seek the companionships they prefer, and find the places that are suited to 

them.
60

 

 

Haygood could have stated what those affinities were, as he had hesitantly considered “racial 

instinct” as an explanation for the divisions within the church. Indeed, he used precisely that 

explanation in Our Brother in Black. Doing so would have likely helped Haygood make the 

rest of his case, but he refused. He left the issue of “affinity” to those who might follow it, 
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and Haygood knew that his reason was because, in his own life, he happily interacted with 

African American neighbors. He opted not to betray them to satisfy the prejudices of his 

reader. Indeed, in the pages that followed his statement on political equality, he directly 

attacked efforts to stop African American education as the result of white Southern 

ignorance, stinginess, fear and prejudice that he described as “cowardly and ignoble; it is, 

root and branch, utterly unchristian. If any think that my language is too strong, let them test 

their prejudices. Take them to Jesus Christ and ask him to approve them. Test them in light 

of the Sermon on the Mount and of the judgment day. How mean they look in that light!”
61

  

In Reply to Senator Eustis, Haygood wrote that “the social question” was something that 

“I do not now, or at any time, argue about; it is more than useless. It will adjust itself or else 

never be adjusted. But this is very clear to me: If the white man be so superior as Senator 

Eustis thinks, he has no reason to be afraid for his position.”
62

 Haygood did not explicitly 

state who ought to “adjust,” but it is clear from the text that he left the issue at the feet of 

white Americans. However, Haygood raised the issue out of necessity only to dismiss it in a 

way that implicitly condemned white supremacy but changed the subject. Even so, the logic 

of Haygood’s argument necessarily implied social equality as an eventual outcome unless 

white Southerners actively resisted it.
63

 Chappell may regret that Haygood was not more 

explicit on the matter, but historians should trust their subjects to know the limit before which 

that author might experience persecution—or worse. 

 

 

PLAIN FACTS IN THE PROTESTANT IMAGINATION 

Haygood situated the rapid improvement in the post-war lives of African American in a 

divine view of history. In keeping with his American Methodist upbringing, he had a strong 

sense of God’s providence, and the case of slavery and emancipation was merely yet another 

example of how God could redeem a person or even a nation from the gravest sins and, in 

                                                           
61

 Haygood, Pleas for Progress, 15. 
62

 Haygood, Reply to Senator Eustis, 10–11. 
63

 In this respect, he agreed with George Washington Cable, The Silent South, 34, who said of the issue, “Social 

Equality! What a godsend it would be if the advocates of the old Southern regime could only see that the color line 

points straight in the direction of social equality by tending toward the equalization of all whites on one side of the line 

and of all blacks on the other. We may reach the moon some day, not social equality; but the only class that really 

effects anything toward it are the makers and holders of arbitrary and artificial social distinctions interfering with 

society’s natural self-distribution.” 



PIETAS 

18 

 

that redemption, could usher in a renewed opportunity for doing the work of the gospel. As 

mentioned briefly above, Haygood expressed gratitude to God that so many slaves, if they 

were to be enslaved at all, came to the United States where so many masters and their families 

would evangelize them without knowing the role they played ending slavery itself. The gospel 

provided the slaves and their future generations the spiritual lives necessary to embrace 

economic independence and republican government after emancipation. These blessings 

could redeem the South, provided that white Southerners defend the civil rights of African 

Americans. Moreover, in a genuinely startling vision of Providence, Haygood believed that 

God’s plan for the black church was to evangelize the nations from which they had been 

violently kidnapped.  

 Haygood gave contemporary scholars no reason to doubt his sincerity in these claims, 

but he also proved himself a capable, if not savvy, debater. He understood that his arguments 

had strong opposition among white Southerners; hence, he needed to find an authority 

outside of his own to which he could appeal. What better authority could a clergyman have 

than God? The appeal to Providence shifted the policy recommendations away from 

Haygood’s own recommendations to the will of God operating in history and rendered 

comprehensible by human reason and divine revelation. To argue with Haygood, then, was 

to argue with God. He did not shrink from direct warnings against white Southern impiety. 

Instead, he saved this charge for last in his debates, having illustrated the plain facts available 

to an intelligent observer. 

 Haygood’s starting point was the republican individual, and he presumed this individual 

to be a Protestant. The sovereign individual conscience, in the broadly American Protestant 

view, could observe the facts of a political controversy and, upon hearing the arguments over 

those facts, came to a reasonable and spiritually sound conclusion about the best course of 

action. Haygood understood his task to introduce those facts and illustrate how they prove 

his case and not those of his opponents.
64

 His perspective is out of step with the 

contemporary, scholarly approach to facts and values. Theorists of deliberative democracy 

today often seek to place powerful constraints on moral interpretations of facts, while social 
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scientists deny that facts, empirically understood, could ever yield a moral conclusion. 

Haygood, on the other hand, lived in a thoroughly supernatural world in which the truth of 

“facts” and “values” mutually depended on divinely willed creation.
65

 God wanted 

humankind to know the truth about the world and use their divinely endowed reason to use 

that truth to better know God. These truths, moreover, operated in history to extend divine 

truth, mediated through scripture and led by the church, into parts of the world shrouded in 

superstition. Therefore, facts and values were intimately united in a divine will that operates 

in human history and tasks confessing Christians with knowledge that the nature of the divine 

will was love and redemption.  

 The opening of Haygood’s arguments always began laying out these facts before 

providing the Christian values that explain their meaning and demand for action. The 

opening chapters to Our Brother in Black provided a view of the desperate conditions of the 

South but also the rate of recovery due to educational efforts. The Case of the Negro 

contained chart after chart of Census statistics illustrating the comparative poverty of the 

South, its illiteracy, poor productivity, and the like to explain how the fates of white and 

African American Southerners are closely tied.
66

 Reply to Senator Eustis chided the senator 

from Louisiana (and, by extension, white supremacy) for his depiction of racial antagonism. 

Haygood framed his critique, again, on Eustis’s failure to grasp of the “facts leading up to the 

present conditions of life in the South—the bringing of the Negroes to this country, slavery 

and all its belongings, the War ... emancipation, enfranchisement and its consequents, all 

these are facts, not of Southern history only but of American history.”
67

 

 Inevitably, the facts white Southerners missed were facts concerning African Americans 

and their ways of life. The corollary to Haygood’s claim was that, having marshaled facts 
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authoritatively built by strict induction from the irreducible facts of experience” [Emphasis in the original]. 
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superior in number and truth, his opponents either lacked the education necessary to address 

the problem or possessed such education but sought to defraud the public on its nature and 

import. However, Haygood always assumed the former. When transitioning his arguments 

from facts to interpretations, Haygood let his opponents off the hook—pardoning them for 

their failure to secure the education they needed to make sober, intelligent decisions about 

issues of race. In Reply to Senator Eustis, Haygood commented on Eustis’s essay, saying: 

 

The facts do not warrant the Senator’s despondent view…. But it is encouraging that 

Senator Eustis wrote his article. It is a good sign. Southern people are thinking about 

this subject more than heretofore. The Senator no doubt did his best; his effort may 

induce other men in his circle to ask concerning the facts. When they find out what 

the facts are they can write so as to make a contribution of value to the discussion.
68

  

 

However, Haygood added, “no question involving the rights and wrongs of men, civilized or 

savage, white or black, was ever yet settled so that it would stay settled by any system of mere 

repression. And to those who believe in Jesus Christ it is equally certain that nothing can be 

rightly settled that is not settled in harmony with the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount.”
69

 

In addition, Haygood explained that many Southerners thought they knew the facts but, 

instead, merely harbored a grudge from the worst elements of Reconstruction. To use a 

previous example, in Our Brother in Black Haygood detailed about how many white 

Southerners believed that African Americans still expected direct financial reparations 

portioned directly from white Southern-held property. Worse, African Americans learned 

of this scheme from opportunistic, demagogic Northern preachers hoping to pick up where 

John Brown and General Sherman left off.
70

 Haygood accomplished two goals in this effort. 

First, he elevated himself as the sober judge of facts between two extremist parties of passion. 

Second, he offered both parties an honorable way to back down by conceding the “truth” in 

both positions. Southerners could air their grievances about the sense of mistreatment during 

Reconstruction while not standing in the way of civil liberties, economic growth, and the work 

of the gospel in both. 
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 The movement from facts to interpretation was a movement to combine prudence and 

revelation. As shown in the previous section, prudence, for Haygood, dictated that white 

Southerners should provide resources for improving the already rapidly improving 

conditions among their African American neighbors. Revelation, however, demonstrated 

that to do well—that is, to benefit from prudence—was also to do good. The biblical demand 

that whites treat their neighbors as themselves did not only provide spiritual salvation but also 

material progress. That progress could then be put to use for spreading the good news. When 

witnessing the virtuous cycle, Haygood drew his readers back from the South to the nation 

and from the nation to the world to reveal how God’s hand guided a nearly redeemed white 

South to raise up among its black sons and daughters a population of missionaries that would 

return for a time to their ancestral homes with the good news, mysteriously enough, their old 

captors gave them.  

 

THE GREAT WORK OF THE SOUTHERN NEHEMIAD 

Haygood placed the broader effort to educate African Americans and provide better 

education to the entire South in a biblical narrative I have elsewhere referred to the 

“American nehemiad.”
71

 The American nehemiad refers to the efforts of American and 

usually Protestant clergy to explain the relationship between church and state. There are two 

kinds of nehemiads, the “nehemiad on the wall” and the “nehemiad of the great work.”
72

 

The “nehemiad on the wall” refers to the kind of relationship articulated by Puritan divine 

Jonathan Mitchell in his 1667 election sermon, “Nehemiah on the Wall in Troublesom [sic] 

Times.” The nehemiad on the wall draws from the biblical figure’s commitment to God’s 

Law as a source for love of country, his perseverance in the face of gentile political opponents 

such as Sanballat, and the close cooperation between secular leaders and the church. The 

“nehemiad of the great work” refers to later invocations of the biblical story to explain how 

American government can cooperate with the church’s mission by protecting religious liberty 

and conforming its laws to church teaching on human equality. Whereas the nehemiad on 

the wall favored religious establishment and its close relationship with government authority, 
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the nehemiad of the great work focused on evangelization and the importance of religious 

liberty. Indeed, evangelization often demanded that government authority make radical 

changes. For example, the great evangelist Charles Finney in his Lectures on Revivals of 

Religion used the nehemiad of the great work to describe hindrances to revivals. One great 

hindrance, in his view, was the continued enslavement of African Americans in the South. 

Finney preached that slavery violated God’s laws, which meant that the South put the entire 

nation in danger.
73

 Were slavery to continue, he preached, God would “push [the nation] to 

decide.”
74

 The nehemiad of the great work, therefore, demands the same kind of cooperation 

between church and state but one wherein the government keeps the church free so that the 

church can preach the gospel and either deliver the nation to God or at least spare it divine 

wrath. 

 Haygood adopted the nehemiad of the great work. He understood his place as a 

Methodist minister as one to preach the truth to the nation in order to enlist its support in 

the great work of rebuilding the South for both white and African Americans. The newly 

rebuilt South would be like that of a rebuilt Jerusalem under Nehemiah, one in which the 

South kept to God’s Law of protecting civil liberties for all citizens and protect property rights 

to ensure their future prosperity. About Nehemiah, Haygood said that history “does not 

record a fairer, truer patriotism than his…. His friends were dispirited and unorganized; his 

enemies were strong, bold, scoffing.”
75

 Nehemiah’s rival, Sanballat, “jeered” Nehemiah and 

his “small but united and determined company” as they rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem, and 

the South had a similar experience. Haygood explained, “The South has heard this Sanballat 

voice many times since Appomattox. And Sanballat has had to help him a class of Southern 

men, as greedy as vultures and as remorseless as death, who have done nothing to rebuild 

our broken walls … [but] only to hold faster the poor and helpless of their own brethren.”
76

 

In Haygood’s providential view of history, the South experienced a just destruction and exile 

for the sins of slavery, and during these periods had learned the moral and spiritual lessons 

necessary for rebuilding the states in keeping with emancipation.
77

 The North also paid for 

its sins and would continue to by dedicating its significantly superior wealth to ensuring the 
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uplift of its old foe. In Reply to Senator Eustis, Haygood tellingly called public schools the 

“Great Work of Negro Education Done by the South.”
78

 Haygood informed white audiences 

about how the black churches of the South confronted their own problems with the resources 

at their disposal.
79

 The only hope for rebuilding the once exiled Southern people would be 

for each of them to observe God’s law anew to avoid just punishment and, instead, 

experience the material and spiritual blessings from following the gospel.  

 Haygood’s Southern nehemiad of the great work was part of an even greater divine plan. 

At the end of Our Brother in Black, Haygood prophesied that educating and evangelizing 

African Americans was part of God’s plan to bring the gospel to their ancestral homelands. 

Haygood expanded on this vision: 

 

This Great preparation that is to “make straight the way of the Lord” is being helped 

forward every day and hour; it is helped forward every time a negro is taught a truth, 

or is lifted up, or in any way is placed in a better position to make a man. It is helped 

forward every time a negro school is established, a negro church built, a negro family 

toned up to better thinking and better living. In a word, every good thing that has 

been done, that is being done, and that may yet be done for the negro here, is helping 

him to get ready for the moral conquest of a continent.
80

  

 

Though the South’s black brothers and sisters came to America in bondage, they would 

return, for a time, to Africa free in body and spirit. Indeed, Haygood observed, “Some of 

the loftier spirits among them are already looking with longing eyes and burning hearts to the 

home of their fathers.”
81

 If white Americans, especially Southerners, sought redemption for 

African slavery, God would bless them not only with reconciliation at home but with a new 

continent brought to salvation by the hands of their former slaves. What would be a more 

fitting form of redemption for white slave-owners? What better use of newfound freedom 

for the emancipated slaves? In a lengthy exhortation, the preacher offered, “Every dollar 

consecrated to giving them the Gospel while they were slaves, and since they were made free; 

every sermon preached to them; every lesson taught them; every good book printed for 

                                                           
78

 Haygood, Reply to Senator Eustis, 9. 
79

 The available copies of Haygood’s essay lack publication information, but it is estimated to have been published in 

1889. See above, note 9. 
80

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 247. The quotation comes from Isaiah and spoken by John the Baptist. See Isaiah 

40:3, Malachi 3:1, Matthew 3:3; John 1:23. Coincidentally, Martin Luther King Jr. invoked the same language in his 

famous “I Have a Dream Speech” speech in 1963. 
81

 Haygood, Our Brother in Black, 245. 



PIETAS 

24 

 

them—all has been helping toward the salvation of a continent” and, if this salvation comes, 

the sins of the old masters would find redemption, “And when the day of God declares all 

things, although it may appear that thousands of slave owners in the old days … did not realize 

their sacred relation to this great race movement toward the cross of our common Lord, yet 

will it be found that thousands did recognize and discharge, to the best of their ability, their 

duty to these sons of the strangers.”
82

 By the end of Our Brother in Black, Haygood 

completely adopted the voice of a prophet, pronouncing: 

 

Do we not owe this debt to Africa? Her sons helped mightily to clear the forests 

before the march of our population. Their toils have added untold millions to the 

wealth of our country. Their hands have helped to build up great cities and great 

highways in all our States. They, at least, are not to blame for the horrors and 

exasperations of our fratricidal war. They deserve everlasting honor for their heroic 

patience and Christian waiting during the fiery trial of their faith. Modern times have 

not given to the world a sumblimer [sic] expression of a steadfast faith in the all-wise 

providence of God.
83

  

 

 The great work of education for African Americans brought together Southern whites 

and their former slaves as brothers and sisters. Once so related, they could look north to 

those who emancipated them and rebuilt the South as brothers and sisters. The nation, so 

united, could look out to the world and seek, through faith, brothers and sisters among the 

population the South once plundered for labor. Haygood’s vision was one of always 

broadening the scope of significance to illustrate that individuals are tied in a network of 

relationships as fraternal equals under God’s providence. The task of each individual was to 

find salvation in God and, once saved, to bring it others. This view of human relationships 

assists a persistent problem in political theory, that of democratic individualism. 

 

FAITH AND THE LIMITS OF DEMOCRATIC INDIVIDUALISM  

What relevance does Haygood have to the study of race and American political thought? Is 

he merely a historical curiosity, or perhaps a curious outlier among a sea of white supremacy? 

No, Haygood had faith in the efforts to rebuild the South on robust protection of African 

American civil liberties, and he hoped to persuade those within his denomination to 
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reimagine white Southern religious identity as part of an integrated, universal, missionary 

church. The concepts Haygood deployed drew from the fraternal bonds necessary for 

republican government and grounded in the Christian religion. Therefore, individuals were 

not isolated, autonomous objects floating from one purpose to the next. On the contrary, 

white and black Southerners were part of a broad Southern family. They were, as the title 

said, brothers. However, contemporary scholarship on race and American political thought 

stresses theories that separate individuals into isolated selves who regard others as threats to 

autonomy and, worse, as bearers of privilege that the state must coercively remove. Such a 

vision of race necessarily promotes discord among individuals who compete for political 

authority to punish the other.  

Alexis de Tocqueville famously worried about the problem of individualism in America. 

For all their faults, the old European aristocracies provided all of their subjects with a 

hierarchy that provided a sense of place and purpose. Even as peasants suffered under great 

constraints to liberty, they nonetheless felt a sense of belonging by virtue of ancient 

relationships.
84

 Tocqueville explained, “As each class [within a democracy] comes closer to 

the others and mixes with them, its members become indifferent and almost like strangers 

among themselves. Aristocracy had made of all citizens a long chain that went from the 

peasant up to the king; democracy breaks the chain and sets each link apart.”
85

 Americans 

lived in constant motion and with little time to reflect. While the absence of a formal 

hierarchy provided Americans greater individual liberty, they suffered from a lack of place 

and purpose.
86

 Individualism left each American to her own physical and spiritual resources, 

and these resources were never enough. In the absence of individual strength, these 

Americans could eventually look among their number to find another who would be strong 

for them. Hence, as Tocqueville concluded, the equality that grounds democratic 

individualism might be the cause of its own eventual undoing. Tocqueville explained: 

 

Despotism…sees the most certain guarantee of its own duration in the isolation of 

men, and it ordinarily puts all its care into isolating them …. [A] despot readily 

pardons the governed for not loving him, provided that they do no love each other. 

He does not ask them to aid him in leading the state; it is enough that they do not 
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aspire to direct it themselves. He calls those who aspire to unite their efforts to create 

common prosperity turbulent and restive spirits, and changing the natural sense of 

words, he names those who confine themselves narrowly to themselves good citizens.  

Thus, the vices to which despotism gives birth are precisely those that equality 

favors. These two things complement and aid each other in a fatal manner. 

Equality places men beside one another without a common bond to hold them. 

Despotism raises barriers between them and separates them. Equality disposes them 

not to think of those like themselves, and for them despotism makes a sort of public 

virtue of indifference.
87

 

 

In short, democracies tend toward equality, and equality tends towards despotism. Somehow, 

contemporary American political thought has missed this critical—if not central—issue at the 

heart of Tocqueville’s oeuvre. 

In Awakening to Race, Jack Turner has argued that the solution to the Tocquevillian 

problem is a deepening in the resources of the self. By charting the thought of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Frederick Douglass, Ralph Ellison, and James Baldwin, 

he concludes that the most essential of these resources of the self is self-trust as first defined 

by Emerson and articulated best, in Turner’s view, by Baldwin. As Turner explains, 

“Baldwin’s deployment of the idea of self-trust ... [is] politically insurgent: self-trust enables 

the oppressed to heed the evidence of their own senses against prevailing ideologies that 

downplay their oppression.”
88

 As a result, self-trust: 

 

…leads the individual to dedicate himself to the principle of equality. Urging him to 

acknowledge his own inner wildness and internal contradictions, self-trust acquaints 

him with both individual infinitude and human fallibility. The lessons of infinitude, 

on the one hand, and fallibility, on the other, force the individual to recognize the 

miraculousness of every person’s existence and the impossibility of ranking human 

beings. If each individual’s infinitude does not by itself constitute a type of human 

equality, then it at least counsels us to accept equality as the most responsible 
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operating assumption. Assuming otherwise might tempt us to grade human being in 

ways that insult their infinitude.
89

  

 

Under these conditions, Turner believes one can move from self-trust to self-creation. Again, 

grounded in his reading of Baldwin, he describes self-creation as “transforming given 

materials—the body and mind history has begotten—into a work of art.
90

 Self-creation is the 

point at which encounters with other individuals offers the possibility for a “long, hard look 

at one’s connections to others,” but these connections must provoke a political response that 

drives self-trusting, self-creating individuals into self-examination that then produces a 

“Baldwinian conversation” of face-to-face encounters to found a “polity that will for the first 

time in history guarantee everyone equal effectual freedom” and “redefining the very terms 

of both personal and national self-understanding.”
91

 To reach this end, however, requires 

recognition of historical privileges among whites and their relinquishment, what Turner calls 

“self-correction.”
92

 Again, the purpose of looking outside the self is to become acquainted 

with the history that shaped the self, “Historical consciousness helps citizens inventory the 

ways history has unjustly distributed advantages and disadvantages, and determine where they 

sit within that historical distribution. It also enables them to track the genealogy of their social 

identities and stay alert to how those identified may be implicated in others’ degradation. 

Finally, appreciation of relinquishment as a virtuous act encourages citizens to give up 

advantage in accordance with justice.”
93

 Once Turner’s refounding commences, selves would 

no longer need to know history but autonomously self-create out of separate infinitudes. 

Presumably, once autonomous, these isolated selves would no longer even have reason for 

conversations, since they were merely of instrumental value for perfecting individual 

autonomy.  

 Turner’s solution is Tocqueville’s nightmare. Far from solving the problem of 

individualism, Turner actually illustrates it. Turner’s constant use of the “self-” prefix 

illustrates how shorn of human relationships democratic individualism necessarily becomes. 

Turner would have us look only to thinkers who deny or strongly limit the relationships 
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individuals naturally have with their parents, the communities into which they were born, 

and the religious traditions that shaped the world around them. The “miraculousness of 

existence” is the result; the world seems almost impossible to understand except as an act of 

divine will.
94

 However, the miraculousness is not the result of insight but the avoidance of it; 

Turner rejects the supernatural and its grounding of human relationships. Finally, Turner 

describes the human person as a “mind and body” delivered by “history.” This definition 

precludes consideration of natural human relationships by strangely presupposing that 

history—and not relationships between persons—are responsible for the conception and birth 

of children. It is a strange theory that writes these out of consideration and attributes them to 

an unseen force. It is also something that Tocqueville anticipated and explicitly rejected.
95

 

Marital relationships between spouses lead to parental relationships with children, and these 

families relate to each other as neighbors. These were precisely the kinds of relationships 

that Haygood sought to demonstrate and reveal as essential to a racially harmonious South. 

White and black families grew up next to each other as neighbors, and the social lives they 

already shared were grounds for a post-war South. 

Turner also misunderstands history when treating it as merely a chronicle of grievances. 

When he discusses history, he intends for it only to inform isolated selves of their relative 

advantages and disadvantages. Moreover, Turner admits that this view of history is simply 

one of a “usable past” intended to “unsettle our present thinking” or “combine historical 
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fidelity with interpretive flexibility.”
96

 In other words, Turner redefines history as unequal 

privilege because this view supports his prior political commitments, and yet he makes no 

case for these commitments or why they should dictate the version of history he self-

consciously bends. Histories in the South are replete with relationships among individuals 

hoping to redeem wrongs of the past by forging better relationships for the future.
97

 Haygood 

illustrated such possibilities in his account of Daniel Martin. Between them, equal respect 

was the result of the protection of civil liberties, economic independence, and personal 

improvement. One does not need to sign on to Haygood’s faith or African missionary vision 

to see how drawing white and African Americans Southerners together reduces the need for 

the implied state coercion in Turner’s argument. For Turner, privilege redistribution clears 

the way for the greatest autonomy of self and purest potentiality for its creation. However, 

precisely this condition—and this very way of thinking—was what drove Tocqueville to fear 

for America. Americans most of all had to regard each other as relational beings. They had 

to preserve their familial, civic, and religious bonds. These bonds provided the physical and 

spiritual resources that individuals by themselves would always lack. Strong families, 

friendships, and communities ensured equality by preserving free and local institutions, as 

well as situated the individual within a life filled with purpose and place. In light of Haygood’s 

treatment of black and white Southerners as “brothers,” Tocqueville’s language has an even 

more profound importance for race relations: 

 

Under democratic laws children are perfectly equal and consequently independent; 

nothing forces them to come together, but also nothing draws them apart; and as they 

have a common origin, are raised under the same roof, are the objects of the same 

cares, and are not distinguished or separated by any particular prerogative, one sees 

the sweet, childlike intimacy of the first years arise easily among them. With the bond 
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thus formed at the beginning of life, there are scarcely any occasions to break it, for 

fraternity brings them together daily without hindrance. 

It is therefore not by interests but by community of memories and free sympathy 

of opinions and tastes that democracy attaches brothers to one another. It divides 

their inheritance, but it permits their souls to intermingle.
98

 

 

 Despite his many faults, Haygood provides a better example in his thought than 

Emerson, Thoreau, or Baldwin ever could. Haygood did not regard the past as “usable” but 

as shared among South and North, black and white. The meaning of this past depended on 

how each of these populations chose to treat each other in the present and future. Haygood 

called for these relationships to be fraternal. To preserve democratic fraternity required a 

common purpose that redeemed the sins of the past and introduced blessings and trust 

across populations. As a Methodist preacher, Haygood clearly understood that purpose to 

be preaching and keeping the gospel. In so doing, he affirmed precisely the role of religion 

that Tocqueville observed. When speaking about issues of racial reconciliation, Haygood 

did not speak in abstractions of “privilege” but in shared obligations among his white and 

black neighbors. Haygood hoped that his reader would recognize in Martin a fellow African 

American in his or her own life and regard such person with respect and care rather than 

suspicion or grievance.  

 As it turns out, scholars on race in American political thought may skip the history of the 

white Southern dissenters for that of Jim Crow because the dissenters are not usable for their 

political purposes. The study of American political thought, however, demands more than 

pursuing our own political ends; it requires contemplating attempts to meet the principles of 

the Declaration of Independence.
99

 Haygood represents a failed movement to keep those 

principles for the men and women his family once enslaved. His efforts earned him little 

love among his former friends and fellow Georgians. Four generations after Haygood’s 

death, Mann—his biographer—sought to explain Haygood’s “Negrophilia” as the result of 

epilepsy, heresy, and moral weakness. He too made a “usable past” out of Haygood’s life to 

minimize and ridicule Haygood’s efforts at educating and integrating African Americans. 

However, Haygood earned great admiration among African American populations across 
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the South. His stewardship at the Slater Fund kept institutions like Fisk University open, 

which in turn provided the United States with one of the greatest minds of African American 

political thought, W.E.B. DuBois. Haygood’s life earned respect and admiration among his 

black brothers and sisters. His death brought out their tearful lamentations, despite 

Haygood’s tarnished reputation.
100

 In his own small, fallible way, he had helped former slaves 

find their way into the communities, churches, and schools that would keep the hope of 

racial reconciliation alive after Jim Crow.
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“The Watchful and Faithful Sentinel” 
 

Henry Clay and the Missouri Compromise 

Samuel Postell 

 

Many scholars have referred to the first and second Missouri Compromises, but the Missouri 

Crisis spanned two Congresses and had three key acts, and the question was constantly 
shifting ground throughout the congressional debates. The three key acts were the Tallmadge 

Amendment, Maine’s application for statehood, and Congress’s nullification of the article in 
Missouri’s constitution that prohibited free blacks from entering in and traveling through the 
state. Henry Clay played the role of statesman in all three acts by using his institutional 
position and authority to promote compromise and ensure union. He saw the House of 
Representatives as the key to republican self-government, and he sought to strengthen its 
influence as the leader in the creation of national policy. Clay believed that empowering the 
legislature necessitated building coalitions, instituting rules that promoted deliberation, and 
utilizing his power to ensure that debate did not devolve into disunion. Clay’s leadership 
throughout the Missouri crisis helps us better to understand the role of statesmanship and 
republican self-government. 

   

INTRODUCTION 

Although Henry Clay was revered for putting an end to the Missouri crisis, it is unclear what 

role he played to solve the controversy. David Heidler and Jeanne Heidler write, “Actually, 

Clay never publicly spoke for or against the Missouri Compromise, and he was in fact 

doubtful that it would calm rancor or long quell disunion.”
1

 Merrill D. Peterson argues that 

Clay was “extolled as the author of the first Missouri Compromise, a title he did not 

deserve.”
2

 While James Tallmadge and John Taylor from New York made a principled 

argument for gradual emancipation of slavery and stopping its spread and Jesse Thomas put 

forth the amendment that extended the Northwest Ordinance and made possible Northern 
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acquiescence of the bill, at the close of the crisis everyone believed that Clay played the most 

important role in warding off civil war and quelling sectional strife.  

Clay is rightly considered the key actor in the Missouri Crisis, yet scholars have struggled 

to isolate the actions he took to direct its course. The extent of Daniel Walker Howe’s 

treatment of Clay’s role is that he “and the Senate Republican leaders busied themselves 

behind the scenes.”
3

 It is known that Clay urged “equitability” and begged both northerners 

and southerners to prioritize the good of the whole rather than the good of the section to 

which they belonged, but less well known are the measures that he took. This article first will 

show how Clay orchestrated the compromise by focusing on institutional mechanisms, such 

as his use of the prerogatives of the Speaker. Clay delayed consideration of the questions that 

would intensify debate, and throughout the first months of the 16th Congress he isolated the 

Maine and Missouri questions by placing them in committee and keeping them out of the 

chamber. He also placed the question outside of the Committee of the Whole in order to 

prevent factious passions from intensifying. Clay also used institutional means for the nobler 

end of achieving union through compromise. Rather than debating on the floor in order to 

advance his own sectional stance on the Missouri question, he organized coalitions or 

prevented their formation through his power of committee assignments. To prevent sectional 

alliances from taking root, he jumbled opposing coalitions in committees. 

Clay’s use of committee was part of his broader effort to harmonize the factions within 

the House around the objective of union through mutual compromise. Like George 

Washington, Clay most feared the development of sectional parties and the role that they 

could play in dividing the union. Parties were realigning in the Era of Good Feelings, and 

northerners were becoming inflexible and intemperate as they committed to the moral 

principle of abolition.
4

 The Southern coalitions were haphazard and their own principles 

were ambiguous. This led Clay to fear that a partisan line would be drawn across the union 

and that southerners would become unified and uncompromising in their defense of slavery 

in order to combat denunciation.
5

 During the crisis this fear became a reality for Clay, so he 

sought to divide the Northern coalition against itself by allying himself with the more 
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moderate northerners such as Hezekiah Niles (discussed below in section three).
6

 He also 

attempted to offset the steadfast northerners with veteran Southern congressmembers such 

as Philip P. Barbour and William Lowndes (discussed below in section two). 

 

A TALE OF TWO FACTIONS 

The act that forever changed the complexion of the union and set off the initial sirens of 

disunion was the introduction of the Tallmadge Amendment relating to the Missouri 

Territory at the end of the day on February 14, 1819. The Committee of the Whole was 

“busily occupied until half past four o’clock in maturing the details of this (Missouri) bill, and 

discussing propositions for its amendment.”
7

 The speeches of the day went unrecorded, but 

the key actors were John Scott (Democratic-Republican – MO), George Robertson 

(Democratic-Republican – KY), Elijah Mills (Federalist – MA), William Henry Harrison 

(Democratic-Republican – OH), Richard C. Anderson, Jr (Democratic-Republican – KY)
8

, 

Henry Clay (Democratic-Republican – KY), Joseph Desha (Democratic-Republican – KY),
9

 

James Tallmadge (Democratic-Republican – NY), and Philip Barbour (Democratic-

Republican – VA).
10

 After discussing various amendments for the conditions of Missouri’s 

application, Tallmadge proposed an amendment which would declare free all blacks born 

in that territory after its admission into the union, and provide for the gradual emancipation 

of all those currently held in bondage. The motion “gave rise to an interesting and pretty 

wide debate,” and was supported by Tallmadge, Arthur Livermore (Democratic-Republican 

– NH), and Mills, but opposed by Clay, Barbour, and James Pindall (Federalist – VA).
11

 

However, the session adjourned before any questions could be taken up. 

The next day Clay made a significant move: he did not occupy the Speaker’s chair. He 

left the chair because he wanted to participate in the debates over Missouri’s admission on 

the first day in order to frame the question. Clay’s move was a significant break with custom. 

He believed, and it was tacitly understood, that when acting as Speaker a member ought to 
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avoid speaking on the floor and participating in debate. Although the Speaker had the 

authority to cast a tie-breaking vote, he was to refrain from the partisan debates of the 

chamber in order to lead the House in a fair and objective manner through the rules of 

parliamentary procedure. This custom was important to the House in its early years because 

the Speaker, wielding the power of enforcing the rules, organizing committees, and ordering 

the questions that would be moved and taken up could easily silence opposition to favor the 

majority that elected him. Early in his speakership and leading up to the War of 1812, Clay 

remained in the chair and guided deliberation in the House by organizing coalitions through 

committee appointments and utilizing the rules of order to create the circumstances for 

debate. Nonetheless, vacating the chair became typical behavior for Clay throughout the 

Missouri Crisis. He sought to utilize all the tools at his disposal for quelling the sectional 

question.  

When Clay was first elected Speaker (1811–1815), he had several advantages that he did 

not have by 1819.
12

 Many members were newly elected and young, and they understood that 

they needed strong leadership to empower the House to act. They were joined in a common 

cause of war against Great Britain in order to cement American independence, and they 

hardly contested the Speaker’s powers to appoint and utilize the rules of order to steer the 

House. Despite his tendency to utilize his power to bend proceedings to his liking, Clay’s 

authority as Speaker had only been questioned within the chamber on one occasion. After 

his return from negotiations of the Treaty of Ghent, John Randolph accused him of using 

his power to stack committees.
13

  

After his return from Britain, it became clear to Clay that he would have to rely on 

different modes of organizing and leading the House. Rather than stifle his opposition 

through utilizing the motion to the previous question and placing members on committees 

in order to silence them, he would have to lead the House on the floor through the powers 

of persuasion rather than pure manipulation. The reason for this change in leadership is 

likely related to the deterioration of parties and the resurgence of sectional coalitions by 
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1819; Clay could no longer rely on the allegiance of a select group of members because 

coalitions had become sectional.
14

 

In 1819, the coalitions that Clay built had deteriorated through lack of maintenance. 

Away at negotiations, he could not maintain the cohesion of the coalition that he had fostered 

and united leading up to the War of 1812. Furthermore, the single aim of war that animated 

the members was no longer an issue. Nationalism had united that coalition but no longer 

expressed itself as a matter of going to war with Britain. Instead, National Republicans sought 

protectionist policy through tariffs and internal improvements. President James Monroe 

followed James Madison in objecting to the constitutionality of National Republican 

economic policy, and thus the Republican party split into the Nationalist and Democratic 

wings. Additionally, many in Clay’s old coalition objected to policies that would make 

Congress the driver of the American economy.  

Not only had Clay diminished cohesion by encouraging economic policy which favored 

the manufacturing interest of the country, but he also divided his own coalition by attacking 

Andrew Jackson and Monroe over the Seminole War. Moreover, many of the members of 

this coalition could not decide if their efforts in urging war were a great success or a 

monumental failure. And the new issue of slavery in the territories strained the old alliance 

leading into the Missouri Crisis. As James Sundquist argues, when a cross-cutting issue is 

introduced, parties tend to realign as they address the new issue.
15

 Thus by 1819, rather than 

remain in the Speaker’s chair and steer the Committee of the Whole while guiding the 

younger members outside of the chamber, Clay understood that he needed to speak on the 

floor in order to once again lead the efforts of partisan realignment. According to Howe, 

“What the Missouri Compromise really prevented was not the rebirth of the Federalist Party 

but the breakup of the Republican Party along sectional lines.”
16

 

Clay’s attempt to vacate the chair and speak on the floor aimed at disturbing the 

realignment of coalitions on a purely sectional basis while also making possible a realignment 

upon the principles of union. Throughout the Missouri Compromise he attempted to 

alienate the extreme northerners who wanted abolition at all costs and the southerners who 
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threatened secession if slave property were not protected everywhere. He understood that 

the reformation of parties and coalitions hinged upon the members from the West like 

himself. Both North and South, he knew, would come to rely upon the West to win a 

majority in Congress, and he understood that this afforded him significant power to 

contribute to realignment. Rather than allow the West to act as a tool to the aims of the 

sectional coalitions that were taking root, Clay hoped that he could use his own section to 

moderate each and preclude the formation of sectional parties. In alienating the two extreme 

wings of each coalition, Clay attempted to draw more moderate members who believed in 

union into a new coalition. 

When the Tallmadge Amendment was referred to the Committee of the Whole, it was 

supported by four men—Taylor, Mills, Livermore, and Timothy Fuller (Democratic-

Republican – MA)—and opposed by four—Clay, Barbour, Pindall, and John Holmes 

(Democratic-Republican – MA). The initial support and opposition for the bill reveals its 

future course. The initial supporters illustrate the archetype of the Northern House member 

throughout the crisis: unified upon principle and unwavering in his condemnation of slavery. 

Taylor and Fuller were the first speakers in support of the amendment. They advocated the 

principled grounds for gradual abolition in Missouri and restriction in all territories west of 

the Mississippi.  

In his opening speech, Taylor attempted to articulate the constitutional grounds for a 

congressional recognition of a territorial application for statehood. Fuller supplemented 

Taylor’s argument by referencing the principles of the Declaration of Independence. Both 

attacked Clay’s unrecorded argument. Livermore supported the amendment because it 

accorded “with the dictates of reason and the best feelings of the human heart.”
17

 At the close 

of the day he urged, “An opportunity is now presented, if not to diminish at least to prevent, 

the growth of a sin that sits heavy on the soul of every one of us.”
18

 The House voted to 

include the Tallmadge Amendment in a vote of 79–67.  

Despite Tallmadge’s introduction of the amendment which defined the debates of the 

15th Congress (1817–1819), his fellow New-Yorker John Taylor (not to be confused with 

John Taylor of Virginia) was the most outspoken of all of the supporters of the amendment, 
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and in many ways the most interesting. Taylor became Speaker following Clay’s resignation 

in the 16th Congress (1819–1821). Although he cast his vote more often than Tallmadge in 

the 15th Congress, his DW-Nominate score shows that he allied with his party to the same 

extent that Tallmadge did, but, more importantly, he was as unwavering with regard to slavery 

as Tallmadge himself.
19

 Taylor gave the first speech in support of the Tallmadge 

Amendment. He attacked the southerners in the House for adopting principles that violated 

the Constitution and republicanism.  

Although Tallmadge gains most of the credit for bringing on the Missouri Crisis, Taylor 

had been kindling the fires of sectional strife long before Tallmadge introduced his 

amendment. Earlier in the session Taylor played an important role in the debates over the 

admission of Arkansas, in which he attempted to abolish slavery in the deep South instead 

of restrict it. While chairing a committee on the Arkansas Territory, he proposed an 

amendment to outlaw slavery in the territory that was rejected in the House.
20

 The Arkansas 

Bill in 1819 showed that compromise was possible; some northerners saw the impropriety 

of uncompromising abolitionism.
21

 

But over time Taylor moderated—or at least cloaked—his opinions on slavery as he 

gained leadership within the House; perhaps his role throughout the Missouri Compromise 

even tempered his passions regarding slavery. Just months after he chaired the committee 

on the Arkansas Territory, Clay appointed Taylor to chair another committee on slavery in 

the territories. This committee was dissolved on December 28, 1819 due to its inability to 

reach a compromise on the Missouri question. Despite this, Taylor went on to win the 

speakership on the twenty-second ballot at the beginning of the second session of the 16th 

Congress, becoming Clay’s replacement.
22

 William Lowndes of Georgia, a member of 
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Taylor’s Committee on the Territories, was his opponent, and he attributed his loss 

specifically to his stance on slavery.
23

  

Until his election as Speaker, Taylor had been the leader of the anti-slavery forces in 

Congress. He had served as whip, making the motions, keeping track of absentees, and 

sounding out votes for the roll call. Paradoxically, upon election he “soared away to the 

Olympian heights of objectivity.”
24

 Taylor did everything in his power to remain objective 

and nonpartisan. In a letter to his wife dated February 20, 1821, Taylor mentioned that his 

constant aim was impartiality.
25

  

Just as the support for the Tallmadge Amendment presents the archetype of the 

Northern coalition, the initial opposition to the amendment illustrates the division 

characteristic of those who argued for Missouri’s right to determine the laws of their own 

Constitution. The Annals of Congress note that “this debate (which was quite interesting) 

involved two questions; one of right, the other of expediency. Both were supported by the 

advocates of the amendment, and generally opposed by its opponents.”
26

 The senior 

Southern members such as Barbour did not argue the propriety of slavery but rather made 

complicated arguments regarding the legal relationship between the 1803 treaty with France 

and the Northwest Ordinance, the sovereignty accorded by the Constitution to new states, 

and the propriety of diluting slavery by allowing it to expand westward. They attempted to 

show that the Northwest Ordinance did not extend to the Missouri Territory and that 

Congress had no authority to determine state laws.  

Holmes and Clay exemplified the agreement upon the importance of union that led to 

the eventual Northern acquiescence to compromise. Pindall, the Federalist, went so far as to 

put forth an Anti-Federalist reading of the Constitution to support state sovereignty, arguing, 

“The Federal Constitution is a national, or rather international compact, in which the 

relations of sovereignty between the respective states and between those states and the general 

government are prescribed, adjusted, and limited.”
27

 What was most clear, however, was that 

the new Southern coalition that began to shape after Missouri’s application for statehood 

lacked cohesion, and a new coalition would have to form in order to combat the fervor of 
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their Northern counterparts. Most frightening was the potential for unwavering sectional 

coalitions to develop and define the new era of party politics.  

One of Barbour’s most forceful arguments and one that reveals what was truly at stake 

during the debates over Missouri was that regarding the “prohibition” of southerners from 

the territory west of Mississippi. He began his argument, “In short, such were the feelings of 

the Southern people toward their slaves, that nothing scarcely but the necessity of the master 

or the crime of the slave would induce him to sell his slave.”
28

 Barbour’s rhetorical appeal 

attempted to humanize the southern slaveowners, but in doing so he revealed the real 

difficulty of Missouri’s admission. What Barbour first revealed, and what Clay had to balance 

throughout the Missouri crisis, was the Southern feeling that if slavery were prohibited in 

Missouri, then the federal government would be dishonoring the Southern people and 

robbing them of the equal protection of their property in all quarters of the union supposedly 

accorded by the Constitution. A federal amendment that forced emancipation on the people 

of Missouri would be tantamount to prohibiting southerners from enjoying the privileges of 

the land west of the Mississippi. Further, such policy would be a legal admission that the 

Southern way of life was unjust, dishonorable, and even sinful. Under such conditions, how 

could southerners consider themselves equal citizens of the Union? As a westerner who 

sympathized with the northern disdain for slavery, understood the southern argument for 

self-government, and above all desired the preservation of union, Henry Clay was charged 

with reconciling northerners’ passions with southerners’ feeling that they had been slighted 

and dishonored.  

It is very difficult to enter the mind of Clay during the debates over Missouri, and scholars 

are divided over his approach. Clay’s two great speeches went unrecorded and scholars are 

left to allusions to his argument by other members of the House and his objections to the 

members who hoped to misconstrue his argument in their favor. His argument was twofold: 

he hated slavery and hoped for gradual emancipation, but he nonetheless opposed 

Tallmadge’s amendment for gradual emancipation in Missouri. David and Jeanne Heidler 

have recently argued that Clay was at his “moral nadir” during the Missouri Crisis: he equated 

enslavement to factory labor, utilized the lullaby argument that widening the scope of slavery 

would render the slave condition more tolerable (the “diffusionist” philosophy that has been 
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attributed to both Jefferson and Clay), and cast the deciding vote to allow slavery to remain 

unrestricted in the Arkansas territory.
29

 Others have argued that Clay was not truly 

responsible for the Missouri Compromise because he did not pen any of the amendments 

that comprised it.
30

 However, Clay’s approach is best understood as a way to balance divided 

coalitions throughout the Missouri Crisis in service to the preservation of the Union. 

Clay’s positioning must be seen in context of his earliest works on slavery. In 1798 he 

wrote the Scaevola papers to urge his fellow citizens of Kentucky to amend the state 

constitution. Clay’s primary reason for doing so was to add a clause ensuring gradual 

emancipation. He argued: 

 

Can any man truly be happy and contented when he sees near thirty thousand of his 

fellow beings around him deprived of all the rights which make life desirable, 

transferred like cattle from the possession of one to another; when he sees the 

trembling slave under the hammer surrounded by a number of eager purchasers and 

feeling all the emotions which arise when one is uncertain into whose tyrannic hands 

he must next fall; when he beholds the anguish and hears the piercing cries of 

husbands separated from wives and children from parents; when in a word all the 

tender and endearing ties of nature are broken asunder and disregarded; and when 

he reflects that no gradual mode of emancipation is adopted either for these slaves 

or their posterity doubling their number every twenty-five years. To suppose the 

people of Kentucky, enthusiasts as they are in the cause of liberty, could be happy 

and contented under circumstances like these, would be insulting to good sense.
31

 

 
Although much had changed from 1798 to 1819, Clay’s understanding of federalism had 

not. In one of the last acts of his life in 1849, he advocated the same position to amend the 

Kentucky constitution to include a provision for gradual emancipation.
32

 Despite the seeming 

contradiction between his ethical understanding of slavery and his political action throughout 

the Missouri Crisis, Clay held onto the optimism that the people of the states were capable 

of self-government without encroachments from the federal government. According to 
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Howe, “Clay let it be known that he hoped they would adopt a gradual emancipation plan of 

their own, (although) there was never any chance of this.”
33

  

Clay’s support for gradual emancipation in Kentucky in 1798 and opposition to the 

Tallmadge Amendment in 1819 may be traced to his unchanging view of the Constitution 

and federal power. He believed that there was no precedent for Congress to affix conditions 

outside the Constitution for the future government of a state. Each territory had the 

constitutional authority to write and ratify a constitution, so long as it did not attempt to 

subvert the federal Constitution and so long as it secured a republican form of government. 

Although “some slavery restrictionists also argued that the constitutional duty to ‘guarantee 

to each state in this Union a republican form of government’ created a presumption against 

the introduction of slavery into new areas,” that reading of the Constitution was unconvincing 

to Clay.
34

 His understanding of the Constitution explains the contradiction between his 

argument that Missouri could write slavery into its constitution and his role in striking down 

the section in their constitution prohibiting free blacks from travelling through the state. 

Although Missouri was still a territory, Clay agreed with the members who urged that 

Congress did not have the authority to affix conditions to the writing of a state constitution 

which would operate as municipal law once that territory had become a state. However, Clay 

believed that the Federal government could prohibit a state from banning free blacks—

citizens with the right to freely travel—from entering its land because the federal government 

must protect the rights of citizens of one state from abuses in another.  

 The above considerations introduce the broader question of Clay’s 

statesmanship: his view on whether the representatives elected by the people of a state, many 

of whom had an anti-slavery constituency, were incapable of supporting national policy dear 

to their own principles because one section of the country claimed a right in the property of 

owning other men. Clay’s statesmanship throughout the several compromises reveals the 

complicated mode whereby he reconciled moral principle with union and a strict 

construction of the Constitution. The day after the vote on the Tallmadge Amendment, John 

Scott of Missouri argued, “If the citizens of Pennsylvania or Virginia enjoyed the right, in 

their own state, to decide the question whether they would have slavery or not, the citizens 
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of Missouri, to give them the same privilege, must have the same right.”
35

 If this right were 

not reserved to a citizen of Missouri, “discontent and murmurings would prevail against that 

general government who had deprived him of this equality.” It was true, as many southerners 

argued, that the Constitution granted Congress only the power to ensure that the states ratify 

a constitution that preserved the “republican form.” The reservation of this right to the 

people of Missouri was not only a legal necessity but also a prudential one. 

To Clay, the first and most essential step to settling the crisis that threatened to divide the 

nation was to assure all citizens from all states that they had a vested interest in the general 

government and union. This served two purposes: first, if emancipation were ever to be 

effected, it must be done under this Union and no other; second, maintaining the Union was 

essential to the American experiment. If America failed to reconcile these differences of 

faction, then it could be said that deliberation and choice among free people was impossible 

and only accidental agreement or the sheer force of majority will could determine the future 

course of the Union. To put this in Lincoln’s later words, Clay’s failure to preserve union 

would prove that government “of the people, by the people, for the people” through 

representative bodies would perish from this earth.  

 The acceptance of Missourians’ right to decide upon the laws which governed their state 

was a legal and prudential necessity, and given the composition of the Senate it could not be 

avoided, but the real challenge of the Missouri Crisis was to mollify the arguments coming 

from the North that alienated the South and brought threats of secession. As will be discussed 

in the next section, the tactic that Clay used throughout the remainder of the Missouri debates 

was to divide the Northern coalition, rendering the abolitionist faction a minority while also 

alienating the Southern section that preferred civil war to compromise. By alienating the 

extreme wings of each sectional coalition, Clay hoped to gain a bare middle majority 

dedicated to compromise and union and capable of admitting both Maine and Missouri 

without creating a civil war in the process. He believed that through this process, the pivotal 

western coalition could avoid the creation of sectional parties and ensure a dedication to 

union among the majority. 
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BALANCING COALITIONS FOR COMPROMISE 

The 15th Congress ended with Thomas Cobb’s admonition to Tallmadge that “the Union 

will be dissolved. You have kindled a fire which all the waters of the ocean cannot put out, 

which seas of blood only can extinguish.”
36

 Although the Tallmadge Amendment had passed 

the House, the Senate rejected it overwhelmingly 31–7. Over the summer the question of 

Missouri’s admission and the Senate rejection of the Tallmadge Amendment generated a 

number of northern petitions demanding that Congress outlaw slavery in Missouri alongside 

southern threats of secession if such a condition be accepted. By the time the 16th Congress 

convened both sides were primed for battle.  

 In 1819 a large majority of the House of Representatives still came from free states, while 

the Senate was composed of a bare majority of southerners. Thomas and Edwards of Illinois 

frequently allied with the southern members in the Senate, and other allies included 

northerners such as James Lanman of Connecticut and John Parrott of New Hampshire. In 

the House on December 8, Massachusetts Representative Holmes presented a petition from 

Maine asking for admission. Although the Maine admission bill became a lynch-pin in Clay’s 

arrangement to gain northern acquiescence of Missouri’s admission, the bill was initially a 

curse that heightened tensions rather than promised a solution.  

 The Maine question was not immediately taken up. Instead, it was urged that Congress 

reach a solution to the question before the end of January in order that Maine prepare for 

statehood. It is clear that Clay understood that the Maine bill would impinge upon the 

Missouri question. Throughout the first half of the first session, he held the opinion that 

Maine could in no way enter the union without Congress first promising the admittance of 

Missouri. Rather than immediately grappling with the Maine question, and thus exciting the 

passions that accompanied debate upon the Missouri Bill, Clay gave John Taylor of New 

York the floor in order that he propose a select committee to consider restricting slavery in 

the territory west of the Mississippi. It is likely that, more than expecting a solution to come 

out of Taylor’s committee, Clay saw the Committee on Slavery in the Territories to be the 

mode by which he would shut the slavery question out of the chamber and likewise busy 

Taylor. He often used this tactic to silence John Randolph in the earlier congresses, tying 
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him to the international affairs committee with young warhawks who would overpower him 

while providing the illusion that Randolph had some authority in the matter and satisfying 

his desire to be heard.  

The members appointed to the Committee on Slavery in the Territories were Taylor, 

Livermore, Lowndes, Barbour, Fuller, Harden, and John Cuthbert (Democratic-Republican 

– GA). Taylor and Livermore were two of the strongest supporters of the Tallmadge 

Amendment throughout the 15th Congress, but they were the only restrictionist members 

on the committee. Lowndes and Barbour were senior members from the South. Cuthbert 

was a Georgian like Lowndes. Harden was from Kentucky and someone whom Clay could 

trust as an ally—reelection to Congress in Kentucky was in large part contingent upon being 

in the Clay’s company. Thus Clay hoped to use the proposed committee to bide time while 

the Senate prepared a Maine bill for the House and to avoid busying the House with the 

debates that would distract it for almost the entirety of the second half of the session. 

Clay employed this tactic for two reasons. He wanted to focus on Andrew Jackson’s 

conduct in the Seminole War, which he took as the most serious threat to free government. 

Without a declaration of war from Congress, Monroe had given Jackson authority to put 

down Indian tribes on the border of Florida. Jackson raised an army, invaded Florida to 

burn Indian villages, and marched on Pensacola. There he captured and imprisoned two 

subjects, one English and another Spanish; he prosecuted them by military tribunal and 

sentenced them to death. Clay also needed to address the economic depression that followed 

the Panic of 1819. This was of greater concern to constituents than the Missouri Crisis, which 

was only of pressing interest to the Washington community and abolitionists in the North.
37

 

The American System was already on Clay’s mind, and addressing the economy was more 

important than plunging headlong into the Missouri debate. Throughout Madison’s 

presidency Clay tried to expedite manufactures and internal improvements, but first Madison 

and then Monroe vetoed Clay’s internal improvement measures. After the Missouri 

Compromise had come to a close, Clay resigned as Speaker to attend to his finances because 

of the effects of the depression. As dear as union and reconciliation was to Clay, he hoped 

to support measures to improve the economic situation of the country before the Missouri 

question would again hold Congress in thrall. Clay also understood that it may be too early 
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for debate upon the Maine question, which would entail speaking of Missouri, and that would 

inevitably reintroduce the slavery question. If the Senate had not yet made clear that it would 

not accept Maine without Missouri, the Northern restrictionist rhetoric could fan into a 

conflagration of disunion oratory. Clay understood that if he did not postpone the Missouri 

debate until he had the tools for compromise before him, then the question would fester, 

agitate the proceedings, and enflame animosities over slavery across the entire union perhaps 

to the point of civil war. 

At first it seemed as if Clay’s plan would work; after he announced the committee, Taylor 

immediately moved to postpone the Missouri question until the first Monday of February.
38

 

But Taylor’s motion was met with arguments from Scott of Missouri, Anderson of Kentucky, 

Lowndes, and Livermore, and the postponement was shortened to the second Monday in 

January. On December 28 Taylor rose to have the Committee on the Territories dissolved 

because “the committee had found that, after a free exchange of opinions, they could not, 

consistently with their ideas of public duty, come to any conclusion, or agree to any report 

which could promise to unite in any degree the conflicting views of the House on this 

question.”
39

 After his motion was agreed to, he immediately proposed that the House 

consider, not at present but at some future time, a “bill prohibiting the further introduction 

of slavery in the territories of the United States west of the river Mississippi.”
40

 But after the 

committee was dissolved, the debates that were once confined within committee were thrust 

upon the House. Lowndes immediately replied to Taylor, “It surely ought not to be expected 

that the House would pass without discussion a resolution expressed in such terms as the 

one before them.”
41

 Lowndes rejected the “phraseology” of the resolution because it seemed 

to be written in terms that only authorized the House to consider restriction. Livermore 

urged that the resolution “pledged neither the house, nor the members individually, to vote 

on any bill reported in pursuance of it, if adopted.”
42

 The former Committee on the 

Territories could not even agree upon the proper “phraseology” of a bill to speak of the 

territories at a time in the distant future! The House finally voted to postpone the resolution 

in question.  
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On December 30 the House finally considered the Maine bill, and Clay used a different 

stratagem in order to shape the distant Missouri question. He vacated the Speaker’s chair for 

the debate, and in the first speech on the bill he said that he “was not yet prepared for this 

question” before considering the constitutional questions regarding Congress and statehood 

with Maine.
43

 Clay “wished to know … whether certain doctrines of an alarming character—

which persevered in, no man could tell where they would end—with a respect to restriction 

on the admission into the Union of States west of the Mississippi, were to be sustained on 

this floor.”
44

 He asked that the House clarify “the conditions which Congress had a right to 

annex to the admission of new states; whether, in fact, in admitting a new State there could 

be a partition of its sovereignty.”
45

 He urged that “on this subject … there should be a serious 

pause; the question should be maturely weighed.”
46

 Thus Clay used the call for Maine’s 

admission as an opportunity to refine the House’s understanding of its constitutional powers 

regarding statehood. He hoped that by clarifying these questions, or at least getting members 

to think seriously about them, he could create a principled foundation for compromise. 

Agreement on the Constitution and the powers of Congress surrounding the admission of 

Maine could be transposed on the looming Missouri debates. Clay believed that the 

Northern members would oppose the same restrictions on Maine that they were advancing 

with respect to Missouri. By reaching agreement on the constitutional questions of territorial 

application in the less controversial case of Maine, he could bind the Northern members of 

the House in a pledge of faith to compromise in the case of Missouri.  

But Clay did more than urge a pledge of good faith through a discussion of constitutional 

principles; he also began to induce the northerners to consider the conditions that could be 

imposed upon Maine if they continued to use the power of the House to create conditions 

for Missouri. He proposed questions on the apportionment of representatives: if conditions 

could be imposed upon Missouri from the northerners in the House, could the southerners 

in the Senate impose conditions upon Maine which reduced the representation of the state 

of Massachusetts? Would this force some Massachusetts representatives to return home and 

wait until the next election, running against their colleagues with whom they now shared the 
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chamber? Would the people of Massachusetts still agree to cede the territory which would 

become the state of Maine under such conditions? If the House would not accept that 

Missouri enter the union on an equal footing with the original states, then the Senate would 

not accept Maine. If Missouri were again denied the opportunity to submit her constitution, 

would she proceed with her threats to form a state without approval from Congress? If the 

House continued to block Missouri’s application, they not only would make a mockery of 

federal and congressional power but also would potentially lose the opportunity of gaining a 

state of Maine while having to acquiesce in accepting a state of Missouri. And if this were the 

case, then they would lose the opportunity to match Missouri’s entry with a free state of their 

own, thus losing their opportunity of maintaining equality in the Senate. Clay hoped to make 

clear to the northerners that they had much to gain from mutual compromise; the 

southerners were not the only ones who had something to lose when it came to the admission 

of new states.  

Holmes, who would become a senator from Maine, responded to Clay by asking, “Will 

any one say that we ought not to be admitted into this Union? That unless we will agree to 

admit Missouri into the Union unconditionally, we ought not to be admitted! I hope the 

doctrine did not extend quite as far as that.”
47

 Clay quickly stood, interrupted, and firmly 

answered, “Yes, it did.”
48

 Although gentle in framing the Maine question for the House and 

hoping to gain the sympathy of the members, Clay used the Maine and Missouri questions 

to make clear to the factions of the House that neither could gain what it desired, despite 

numerical strength within that assembly, unless it pledged to compromise.  

Clay’s tactics as Speaker show his view of the importance of equity between the sections 

as a means to compromise. In his speech against Clay, Holmes remarked, “The honorable 

speaker, in his remarks, has said that equality is equity. So it is.”
49

 Clay hoped to prepare each 

faction to compromise as much as necessary for each side to receive equitable benefit from 

the admission of states. The powers of the federal government should not be used as a tool 

for the majority to exact its will at the expense of the minority. Despite his agreement with 

northerners on the justice of gradual emancipation, he combatted them because their 

strength as the majority fed their desire to justify bending the Constitution. In doing so Clay 
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hoped to fend off both majority tyranny and the formation of sectional parties. He 

understood that northerners in the House could not accomplish any of their aims because 

the southerners had a majority in the Senate.  

 

THE SPEAKERSHIP AND STATESMANSHIP  

After Clay’s speech and the reintroduction of the Maine and Missouri questions, a slew of 

states petitioned Congress over the admission of Missouri. The House did not attend to the 

bill that tied Missouri and Maine statehood and extended the Northwest Ordinance until 

February 1820, but the chamber nevertheless became a venue for sectional argument. The 

passions of the House regarding the Missouri question were inflamed by the opinions of 

Northern constituencies. In January a petition from the state of New Jersey reached the 

House floor urging that “to admit the territory of Missouri as a state into the union, without 

preventing slavery there, would … be no less than to sanction this great political and moral 

evil.”
50

 It continued, “even if it could be made a doubtful question, yet inasmuch as Congress 

have a clear right to refuse the admission of a territory into the union by the terms of the 

Constitution, they ought, in the present case, to exercise that absolute discretion, in order to 

preserve the political rights of the existing several states.” While the Northern states 

expressed abhorrence and intolerance toward the spread of slavery, it was questionable 

whether Congress had the proper authority to prevent its extension into Missouri, and if it 

did, whether it was prudent to do so. Clay was still not ready to speak of Missouri. He wrote 

to his friend John Crittenden in January, “No body seems to think or care about any thing 

else.”
51

 To Adam Beatty he wrote that it was “a most unhappy question, awakening sectional 

feelings and exasperating them to the highest degree. The words civil war and disunion are 

uttered almost without emotion.”
52

 While New Jersey’s proposed restriction resonated with 

Clay, he wrote to another friend, “I think the Constitution perfectly clear against the 

proposed restriction.”
53

 All the while, Clay remained optimistic: “I incline to believe that it 
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will yet be arranged by a compromise. At all events you know I never despair of the 

Republic.”
54

 

 On January 27 the Missouri question was again brought to the floor, and John Taylor of 

New York gave the opening speech discussing the restriction of slavery west of the Mississippi 

River. Samuel Foot (Democratic-Republican – Connecticut) had motioned to consider the 

proposition that would “prohibit the further introduction of slavery west of the Mississippi … 

the territories in that quarter would be placed on the same footing as the ordinance of 1787 

had placed the Northwest Territory.”
55

 The time that Taylor had spent with the southerners 

in the Committee on the Territories had worn him down; his rhetoric was much more 

compromising than it had been a year earlier. Like many northerners, he was beginning to 

understand the steadfast aversion to restriction in the Senate. In his speech, Taylor went so 

far as to endorse a strong fugitive slave law and even claim that “in the event of domestic 

violence … the whole strength of the nation is bound to be exerted, if needed, in reducing it 

to subjection.”
56

 Although he offered the olive branch, he did so begrudgingly and recognizing 

slavery as a sin. He quoted Washington’s compromise letter to Congress, pointed to the 

“spirit of amity and mutual concession,” and pleaded that “the bond has been executed, and 

we will faithfully perform all its conditions; we yield without grudging, to the slaveholding 

States all the political advantage they have a right to demand.” The difficulty was that Taylor 

did not imagine that the slaveholding states had “a right to demand” the extension of slavery 

into the North, nor did he see his compromise as one of amity and mutual concession.  

Other northerners who were opposed to the extension of slavery had become weary of 

the Missouri question’s monopolization of the chamber and began to work toward 

conciliation. By early 1820, it had become clear to many northerners in the House that the 

Thomas Amendment, which barred “slavery and involuntary servitude, otherwise than in the 

punishment of crimes” in all territory “north of thirty-six degrees and thirty minutes north 

latitude” would prevail over the Tallmadge Amendment. If the southerners in the Senate 

would not budge on Missouri’s right to form its own constitution, then many northerners in 

the House reasoned that a restriction on slavery in the remaining Northwest Territory would 

be sufficient to quell their consciences and convince their constituents that they had taken a 
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stand against slavery. In the Register, Hezekiah Niles delivered one of the most eloquent 

calls for compromise: “I am severely opposed to the idea, generally, of drawing a line within 

the U. States—it would seem to establish different interests, and to create the worst sort of 

parties that we can possibly have … but, as the principle of compromise was adopted at the 

formation of our Constitution, perhaps we may resort to it again with equal success.” He held 

onto the hope that the Senate might refine the bill and pass it to the House in a form more 

conducive to compromise. He argued that this question, above all others, ever required from 

the Congress “a reigning in of the passions, a cool judgment, a generous forbearance.” If ever 

there were a time, Niles argued, “it is now that the patriot should come forth, balance 

contending interests by the public good, and give stability to the Republic.” 

The typical Northern and Southern arguments pinballed back and forth in the coming 

days. Some northerners wavered in their dedication to restriction, but others strengthened 

their cries. On February 4 Daniel Cook of Illinois argued, “Missouri may come … from the 

wilderness, with her locks wet from the dews of the night, and knock, and knock, and knock, 

at your door for admittance, till she falls with weakness, and unless she comes in the white 

robes of freedom, and with a pledge against the future evils of slavery, with my consent she 

will not be admitted.”
57

 The next day Henry Meigs from New York submitted a preamble 

and resolution that declared slavery “an evil of great and increasing magnitude” and called 

for a naval force powerful enough to “annihilate the slave trade,” “the emancipation of slaves 

in the United States,” and a provision on colonization.
58

 Joseph Hemphill of Pennsylvania 

delivered a speech that appeared more an invitation to war than a deliberation on the 

territories. He ended by asking, “will the high-minded state of Virginia be disposed to break 

up the union on this occasion—Virginia that has enjoyed the highest honors of the nation, 

both in war and in peace? Will the other slaveholding states join in the contest? What is 

there to justify such a calamitous event? Wherein are we betraying our country? Do we not 

stand on the grounds of our ancestors?”
59

 While many of the northerners wavered and sought 

reconciliation, and while Clay and Niles attempted to draw the members of the House toward 

compromise, the representatives from Pennsylvania attempted to bind the anti-slavery 
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coalition by arguing that the southerners had no choice, short of civil war, but to accept 

restrictions on Missouri’s admission.  

On February 7 Henry Clay “rose and expressed a wish to address the committee on the 

highly important question” the following day. The next day “Mr. Clay rose and addressed 

the committee nearly four hours against the right and expediency of the proposed 

restriction.”
60

 Although many argue that his February 8, 1820 speech on the Missouri 

question was the greatest speech he ever delivered, it was not recorded in any of the 

newspapers at the time, nor was an account written by any of his colleagues in the House. 

This is striking when contrasted with the general opinion that Clay had relentlessly set his 

sights on winning the presidency. Resolving the Missouri Crisis would win him national fame, 

and recording the speech that he spent so much time in preparing would certainly bolster his 

case. But Clay did the opposite. He did not want his argument recorded and he prevented 

others from doing so; in the House, almost every speech on the Missouri crisis was firmly 

set in the record except for Clay’s. Clay did so, we submit, because he wanted to minimize 

the nation’s attention to the issue that threatened to break up the union, and he wanted the 

House to understand that the welfare of the Union transcended the petty wishes of any 

individual to rise to fame within it. Clay not only wanted his words to urge disinterested 

compromise for the good of the whole, but his actions as well. This is the distinctive mark of 

a statesman: he hopes to lead not only by persuasion, but also by action.  

According to one account, Clay’s plea brought many of the members to tears. Another 

account states that “everyone felt the electricity of his mind … his elocution was so rapid, his 

argumentation so restless, and his manner so vehement and impetuous, that I believe none 

were unmoved, and but few retired unconvinced.”
61

 But Clay also applied a strategic rhetoric. 

We know that he directly addressed the representatives from “unambitious Pennsylvania … 

the keystone of our federal arch,” pleading, equivocating, and even threatening to raise an 

army to defend Missouri’s right to statehood for the sake of compromise.
62

 Days later, 

rebutting Clay, Louis McLane of Delaware asserted that “this was a single arch; it is rapidly 

becoming a combination of arches.”
63

 Although Clay purportedly aimed to convince the 

                                                           
60

 Annals of Congress, House of Representatives, 16th Congress, 1st Session, 1170. 
61

 Kentucky Reporter, March 1, 1820. 
62

 Annals of Congress, House of Representatives, 16th Congress, 1st Session, 1,173. 
63

 Annals of Congress, House of Representatives, 16th Congress, 1st Session, 1,173. 



“THE WATCHFUL AND FAITHFUL SENTINEL” 

 53 

Pennsylvania members, it is more likely that he hoped to shame them. His plea disarmed 

the other Northern members and drove a wedge even further between the unionists and 

restrictionists. He successfully convinced a bare majority to follow him in pursuing union at 

the expense of the restriction of slavery.  

Clay spoke directly to the members of Pennsylvania in an attempt to draw out a response. 

The next day Pennsylvania’s John Sergeant took the bait and was tasked with matching Clay’s 

call to union with cold arguments to northerners who needed to maintain their position and 

die on the hill of restriction. Unless Sergeant could match Clay’s appeal, he would lose his 

already slim and wavering majority. Sergeant’s speech presented the choice of either 

defending union or “a great moral principle”; by choosing the latter, he pitted Pennsylvania 

against those to whom they ought to have been appealing. Although Sergeant deprecated 

Clay’s “repulsive gesture” to the Pennsylvania representatives, his indignation offended the 

other members who would not hold fast to their moral principle. Sergeant even argued that 

the corruption of the moral principle for which he fought was the true reason that a revolution 

would occur. Attacking McLane’s advice to avoid the enterprises of “ambitious men” he 

counseled, “It is not by vigorously maintaining our great moral and political principles, in 

their purity, that we incur the danger. If gentlemen are seriously desirous to perpetuate the 

blessings of that free Constitution under which we live, I would advise them to apply their 

exertions to the preservation of public and private virtue upon which its existence, I had 

almost said entirely, depends.”
64

 Sergeant repeated the same argument that the members had 

heard before: that restriction was a great moral principle in the spirit of the Northwest 

Ordinance and that Congress had the constitutional authority to impose it. But the speech is 

most important for revealing Sergeant’s own apprehensions that his restrictionist coalition 

was beginning to fall apart. And he made matters worse by counseling his own allies in front 

of the entire chamber to maintain the purity of his moral principle.  

Weakening the restrictionist coalition was not enough. To pass the Missouri 

Compromise, Clay resorted to the greatest series of parliamentary tricks of his career. The 

debates continued along the same lines throughout February. Before the House could come 

to any consensus, the Senate passed the Missouri Bill as a package on February 17 that 

included the admission of both Maine and Missouri and the Thomas Amendment restricting 
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slavery north of the latitude 36°30′ (except in the state of Missouri). But upon receiving the 

bill, the House voted it down. It became clear that the House would not accept the 

compromise in one stroke. Clay’s true challenge was absolving the northerners who did not 

want to admit to their constituents that they had given up the great moral principle of 

restriction. After the bill failed in the House, Clay organized a joint committee between the 

House and the Senate, and he selected himself as a member. At the end of committee 

deliberations he made each member of the House pledge that he would vote to pass the bill. 

When the committee returned to the House, Clay separated the three bills that had passed 

the Senate but been struck down by the House. Each bill was passed individually by a slim 

margin on March 2, and the House sent them to the Senate. However, Clay’s work was not 

yet done. After the vote, Randolph rose in the House and asked that the vote be 

reconsidered. Clay announced that it was late and that the motion would be postponed until 

the following day. The next day Randolph again rose to have the vote reconsidered, but Clay 

ruled him out of order until the routine business had concluded. Meanwhile, Clay signed the 

Missouri Bill and had the clerk deliver it to the Senate for a vote. When Randolph rose once 

more, Clay announced that the bill could not be retrieved: the vote was final, unless the 

members would like to take an additional vote on the propriety of revoting. However, the 

House declined to take any further action on Missouri after the bill left Clay’s desk that 

morning. On March 6 President Monroe signed the bill and the Missouri Crisis was finally 

averted. Although Monroe put the final nail in the coffin of the crisis, it was clear to all that 

Henry Clay was the “great Pacificator.”  

 

COMPROMISE AS THE GREAT MORAL PRINCIPLE 

Without Henry Clay’s leadership in the House of Representatives, it is arguable that America 

may have experienced the still-birth of self-government. Regarding the Missouri Crisis, 

Thomas Jefferson famously claimed, “We have the wolf by the ears; and we can neither hold 

him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.” In short, 

Jefferson fretted over America’s ability to preserve itself, and he had good reason to fear the 

break-up the union. The traditional modes by which the republic had quelled conflict did 

not comport to the Missouri Crisis. It was only through the new mode of congressional 



“THE WATCHFUL AND FAITHFUL SENTINEL” 

 55 

deliberation—instituted, led, and organized by Henry Clay—that America could escape the 

crisis without bringing on civil war.  

 Legislative statesmanship was so essential in this particular episode because the legislature 

was the only branch that could adequately deal with slavery in the territories. And from the 

Missouri Crisis onward the legislature was the only branch to successfully deal with the issue. 

It was the only branch capable of considering a variety of different opinions, consulting a 

variety of different coalitions, and adequately embracing “equitability” among them. If Clay 

had not taught the nation to govern itself throughout the crisis, there would be no model for 

future crises over slavery. 

At close of the session, Henry Clay made clear that he would give up the Speaker’s chair 

and likely decline reelection to the House. On May 15, 1820, Henry Warfield of Maryland 

moved that although it was customary to “delay the expression of that opinion until the 

termination of that period for which he was elected, yet he was induced on this occasion, to 

depart from that course, having distinctly understood that it was the intention of the speaker 

to decline the duties of the chair at the close of the present session.”
65

 In his closing speech, 

Clay remarked that he addressed them for “probably the last time from this place” and that 

he would carry “into retirement… a great recollection of all your kindnesses.”
66

 However, 

Clay’s final act as Speaker was not merely an act of thanks; he hallowed the chamber as the 

last best hope for deliberative self-government. He closed the first session: “I shall regard 

(this House) as the great depository of the most important powers of our excellent 

constitution; as the watchful and faithful sentinel of the freedom of the people; as the fairest 

and truest image of their deliberate will and wishes; and of that branch of government where, 

if our beloved country shall unhappily be destined to add another to the long list of 

melancholy examples of the loss of public liberty, we shall witness the last struggles and its 

expiring throes.”
67

 It was a melancholy message to end the first session of the 16th Congress 

that had so nobly achieved compromise and averted war. Rather than simply thank the 

members to whom he claimed he was indebted, he set forth a challenge. Clay reminded his 

listeners that the American experiment may fail if the factions in the House continued to 

neglect the welfare of the whole for the sake of the parts.  
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Although it is true, as some claim, that Clay planned to retire because of the debts he 

had incurred, his resignation of the speakership was not merely done out of a desire for 

retirement and necessity to attend to “indispensable private duties”; rather he hoped to pass 

the torch of self-government to the House over which he presided with the memory of 

Missouri fresh in their minds. Like Madison, Clay understood that “enlightened statesmen 

would not always be at the helm”: if the American experiment were to endure then the 

people would need to learn to moderate themselves rather than have moderation imposed 

upon them. Although Clay was happy to quell the threats of disunion and avert the Missouri 

Crisis, he understood that if the nation were to learn to self-govern, he must give up the helm. 

He hoped that in giving up the speakership he would give the members of the House the 

opportunity to reconcile the strife that had arisen throughout the Missouri Crisis. 

Clay’s leadership provides an important example of enlightened statesmanship in times 

of crisis and charts a course for the enlightened statesman in Congress in times of weak 

presidential power and a fractured party system. His role in the Missouri Compromise 

demonstrates the importance of the virtue of prudence and the means by which the moderate 

statesman may order impassioned coalitions on divisive partisan issues.



 

On Aristotle’s Defense of Philosophy in Ethics X.7–X.8 

Michael Harding 

 

In what follows, I intend to work through Aristotle’s presentation of the philosophic life 

in Nicomachean Ethics, X.7 and X.8. The fundamental interpretive rift among scholars 

centers on this: is the praise of theoria at the end of the Ethics in contradiction with Aristotle’s 

previous, extensive discussion of and praise for moral virtue? Does Aristotle argue for the 

union of moral and intellectual virtue, or does he hold that theoria is in some sense separable 

from moral virtue? 

Before turning to our analysis of Aristotle’s text, it is worth briefly laying out some of the 

fundamental alternatives. Among mainstream scholars, Martha Nussbaum finds the view that 

Aristotle elevates “a Platonic quasi-divine intellect centered life” to be “at odds with the 

general anthropocentrism of Aristotle’s method.”
1

 Against this, Nussbaum argues for “a view 

of the human good … in which intellectual activity is one of many intrinsic goods.”
2

 Similarly, 

J. L. Ackrill has argued that Aristotle “does not tell us how to combine or relate” the claims 

about the superiority of theoria and the discussion of moral virtue in the earlier books of the 

Ethics, and that that the tension present in the closing chapters of the Ethics reflects a failure 

to completely clarify how Aristotle understands human nature.
3

  

Others find a complete and consistent account in the Ethics, whereby there is no conflict 

between the closing claims about the superiority of the theoretical life and the earlier, more 

extensive discussions of the virtue of character. W.F.R. Hardie simply notes that the two are 

reconcilable: “that eudaimonia embraces non-theoretic activities is made clear … in VI and 

X.”
4

 On this account, the philosophic life includes the goods of the moral life (i.e., friends, 

family, and citizenship); as Hardie archly notes, he does not “find in X an ‘intellectualist’ 

doctrine in the sense of a fanatical self-dedication to metaphysics, a dedication which can do 
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without the virtues and satisfactions of the family man and citizen.”
5

 Similarly, Richard Kraut 

rejects the view that there is a conflict in the Ethics as well: the conflict between the life of 

moral virtue as second best and the life of theory as best is more apparent than real, and the 

moral virtues are conducive to the philosophic life.
6

 For Kraut’s Aristotle “the philosophical 

life is the life of a good person, that is, someone who has and exercises the ethical virtues.”
7

 

We should, he writes, “take the life in accordance with understanding and the life in 

accordance with practical virtue as two aspects of the one life that Aristotle is urging us to 

lead.”
8

 Perhaps, but the difficulty remains: Aristotle, as will be seen, does not simply say that 

the contemplative man is virtuous. He says that he chooses to do the things that have to do 

with moral virtue, which is not the same thing.
9

 

There’s another possibility, one which I find comes closer to what Aristotle seems to be 

saying, but nonetheless misses out on an important qualifier. Andrea Wilson Nightingale 

writes on the non-utilitarian aspect of theoria in the Ethics: 

 

if theoria has no bearing on virtuous praxis, then the theoretical philosopher does 

not have to be an exceptionally good person (and, correlatively, he need not practice 

theoria in order to engage in virtuous action). In fact, even if the theoretical 

philosopher does practice some virtues to live well overall, he will organize his life 

around the pursuit of a noetic activity that is neither practical nor political. As a private 

theoros, Aristotle’s philosopher is not obliged to report back to people on his findings 

or to justify his activity in practical terms. In fact, qua theorist, he does not interact in 

the social or political world. Theoretical wisdom, in short, is essentially amoral.
10

 

 

Nightingale’s view, as presented here, seems too radical. Ronna Burger notes in Aristotle’s 

Dialogue with Socrates that “an individual living the contemplative life, to whatever extent he 

does associate with others, will choose, we assume, to act in accordance with virtue—which is 

not the same as acting out of a virtuous disposition; thus, he too will need external goods to 

live as a human being.”
11

 This is not to say that theoria is amoral in any simple sense; rather, 
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it is to say that the one who lives a life devoted to contemplation nonetheless, still, lives a 

human life. One does not live “qua theorist,” one lives as a human being.
12

 It is precisely this 

embodiment of the contemplative soul as a rational and political animal that seems to be 

neglected in Nightingale’s account. 

At the root of these disagreements, Aristide Tessitore finds that there is “a deliberate and 

ultimately consistent tension in Aristotle’s ethical teaching” and, further, that much of the 

debate about this comes from the assumption that the Ethics is “best understood as a 

philosophic exposition in the very specific sense that it is intended to present philosophers 

with a systematic account of the best way of life, one that can and should be analyzed in light 

of the current philosophic discussions on this subject.”
13

 Tessitore suggests that  

 

the Ethics takes its bearings from and is addressed to morally serious persons. 

Moreover, it is simultaneously addressed to two distinct types of morally serious 

persons: those who are not and never will be philosophers and those who are 

potential philosophers…. Aristotle’s study is directed not only to those who are 

attracted to moral goodness, but also and perhaps especially to those legislators, or 

at least potential legislators, with some experience of politics.
14

 

 

I am sympathetic to this view. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle is really taking up the 

question of the best way to live, and the two strongest candidates for this way of life are the 

political and the philosophical, action and theoria. The point of the Ethics is that both of 

these ways of life have dignity, but that one is nonetheless superior to the other. In the 

following, we will work through the difficulties in the text, always with recourse to Aristotle’s 
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own writings, to demonstrate that he is unequivocally praising the philosophic life as best, 

while nevertheless granting the political its proper dignity and due. 

The seventh and eight chapters of Nicomachean Ethics X are extremely important for 

understanding Aristotle’s intention. It is in these chapters that Aristotle begins to make 

explicit some of the more radical claims that were implicit earlier in the Ethics. Both of these 

chapters are worth considering at length, as they are ultimately concerned with the final 

presentations of eudaimonia and theoria in the Ethics. Opening the chapter, Aristotle writes 

that if eudaimonia: 

 

is being at work in accord with virtue, it is reasonable that it would be in accord with 

the most powerful virtue. And, this … would belong to the best part. Now, whether 

this is intellect or some other part that by nature seems to rule and lead and have a 

conception about things that are beautiful and divine and to be either divine itself or 

the most divine of the things in us, the being at work of this part in accord with its 

own proper virtue would be complete eudaimonia (1177a10–17). 

  

Previously, it seemed as though being “merely” moral would be sufficient to achieve 

eudaimonia. Now, however, Aristotle says eudaimonia in the complete and most 

authoritative sense is grounded on an activity of the part of the soul he named the 

epistemonikon (1139a5–15). Recalling book VI in this regard, phronesis was the excellence 

of the logistikon; here, Aristotle implicitly downgrades it, just he had in VI.7 (1141a20–b1). 

Much of what Aristotle has written prior about happiness and pleasure in book X has aimed 

at identifying the relationship between the two, and providing us with a principled way of 

distinguishing among pleasures.
15

 He continues to do so here in X.7, offering a justification 

for the view that philosophical pleasures are superior, linking eudaimonia to the highest 

activity of the most authoritative part of the rational part of the soul. The distinctively human 

activity proves to be contemplation, i.e., philosophy. If eudaimonia is activity in accordance 

with the virtue of the best part of us, on this account it would be an activity of the intellect. 

The philosophic life would be the happiest life. This line of argument was intimated in IX.8, 

when he noted that one who is truly a lover of the self “takes for himself the things that are 

most beautiful and good, and gratifies what is most authoritative in himself, and obeys it in 
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all things” (1168b29–31). Here Aristotle makes it explicit and presses the claim more 

forcefully. Similarly, in I.5, Aristotle had raised the possibility that the life devoted to 

contemplation could stake a claim as the life of eudaimonia. At that point, he did something 

peculiar: he said that he would drop consideration of the contemplative life, and instead he 

replaced it with the life of moneymaking. The happiness of the non-philosophic, but still 

moral, person, now proves to be eudaimonia in a secondary sense. The highest and most 

complete eudaimonia is the that of the philosopher, because the philosopher puts into act 

that which is the most divine thing in the human being, the intellect.  

 According to Aristotle, “this way of being at work is the most powerful,” because 

 

the intellect is the most powerful of the things in us. And, the things with which the 

intellect is concerned are the most powerful of the things that can be known. It is also 

the most continuous, for we are more able to contemplate continuously than to act 

in any way whatever. And, we believe that pleasure must be mixed with eudaimonia. 

And, by general agreement, the most pleasant of the ways of being at work in accord 

with virtue is that which goes along with wisdom. At any rate, philosophy seems to 

have pleasures that are wonderful in their purity and stability. And, it is reasonable 

that the way of life of those who have knowledge is more pleasant than those who are 

seeking it (1177a20–25).  

 

Aristotle’s discussion here (from 1177a26–b7) is concerned with the self-sufficiency of 

philosophy. Philosophic pleasures have a wonderful purity and stability, so the conclusion 

that those who pursue philosophic rather than bodily pleasures are happier is a reasonable 

one. Similarly, notes Aristotle those who attain such pleasures live happier lives than those 

who merely pursue them. Sophia, or the pursuit of sophia, philosophy, proves to be superior 

to the other virtues because of the self-sufficiency characteristic of both the pursuit and the 

possible acquisition. The wise, he says, can contemplate even when alone, although they can 

contemplate better with others. Contemplation proves to be the activity that is most akin to 

eudaimonia in that it’s loved for its own sake and nothing comes from it; as Aristotle 

demonstrated in book VI, the epistemonikon engages in neither production nor action. 

Moreover, contemplation does not require much in the way of equipment. The wise person 

is capable of contemplating even when alone, though it is easier to perceive the highest in 

others—thus the contemplative life is improved by friends, but it is a good life even in the 

absence of friends.  
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 But there is still a need to consider the political. The claim that Aristotle rejected about 

politics and honor in I.5 nevertheless had some kind of plausibility. This passage, in book 

X, stretching from 1177b7–27, returns to political life or political action. Virtuous praxis is 

found most pre-eminently in politics and war. These actions are unleisured; they are not 

pursued only for the sake of what they bring. This points us to a permanent political problem. 

In general, human beings want the co-incidence of political power and wisdom or sophia. 

But those who pursue, and ultimately acquire power are unleisured, while contemplation 

and sophia require leisure. The ironic solution in the Republic is the suggestion that you 

have to force the philosophers to become kings, or force kings to philosophize. Aristotle has 

a simpler solution, at odds with the superficial teaching of the Republic (but perhaps not so 

at odds with the actual teaching of the Republic).
16

 Aristotle’s solution is the recognition that 

the wise have to educate the ruling class. Philosophers won’t hold power. They need leisure 

in order to philosophize. But if the philosophers educate those who hold power, though the 

result will never be a perfect coincidence of political power and wisdom, one can come 

closer: the philosopher can improve the regime incrementally.
17

 The philosopher’s education 

of the gentlemen is of crucial importance, for both the polis and philosophy itself. If politics 

and war concern action, and virtue in regard to these things involves political and military 

actions that are preeminent in “beauty and magnitude” (1177b18), but such actions are both 

unleisured and for the sake of something else, then the life devoted to such actions cannot 

be the life of eudaimonia.
18

 If the ones who engage in these actions are unleisured, and the 

actions they perform are instrumental to some other end rather than ends-in-themselves, this 

points toward some other way of life, i.e., the contemplative or philosophic life, as the highest 

or best or happiest life for the human being. The happiest life, then, is dependent on the 

perfect activity of the epistemonikon. Aristotle’s analysis of our moral and political lives, 
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while treating them with the utmost seriousness and dignity, nonetheless points toward a way 

of life that goes beyond and is superior to such lives.  

 But, as Aristotle immediately notes, there’s an obvious objection here: 

 

such a life would be greater than what accords to a human being for it is not insofar 

as one is a human being that he will live in this way, but insofar as something divine 

is present in him. And, to the extent that this surpasses the compound being to that 

extent also the being at work of it surpasses that which results from the rest of virtue. 

So, if the intellect is something divine as compared with the human being, the life 

that is in accord with the intellect is divine as compared with the human life 

(1177b25–30). 

 

The philosophic life seems too high for a human being and is possible only insofar as the 

divine is present in a person. If the intellect is divine, Aristotle says, in comparison to the 

human things, then the life in accordance with the intellect is the most divine life. And, if this 

is so, he says, we should contemplate the eternal things and live our lives in accordance with 

intellect. The wise man is now distinct from the moral man: the moral virtues, concerned 

with action, are therefore political virtues, but the truly happy life is the life according to 

participation in the divine, i.e., the life lived according to nous.
19

 Even if intellectual pleasure 

is lesser in terms of quantity, it is greater in terms of quality and is appropriate to what he 

calls the “governing and better part,” i.e., the part human beings think of as most being 

themselves (1178a3).
20

 Aristotle aptly notes at the end of the chapter that “what is appropriate 

by nature to each being is best and most pleasant for each. And so, for a human being, this 

is the life in accord with the intellect if that most of all is a human being. Therefore, this life 

is also the happiest” (1178a5–8).  

 Now, at the end of chapter seven, Aristotle can state the superiority of the philosophic 

life and philosophic activity more directly, because his audience of gentlemen (or self-

proclaimed great-souled men) have, hopefully, been transformed by his argument. They are 

not in the same condition they were at the start of the argument. They are receptive to the 

argument Aristotle is giving in favor of the theoretical life as being the highest kind of life. 

There’s one last point to consider in this chapter. Aristotle writes that: 
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If the intellect is something divine as compared with a human being, the life that is in 

accord with the intellect is divine as compared with the human life. But one should 

not follow those who advise us to think human thoughts since we are human and 

mortal thoughts since we are mortal. But as far as possible, one ought to be immortal 

and to do all things with a view toward living in accord with the most powerful thing 

in one self. For even if it small in bulk, it rises much more above everything else in 

power and worth (1177b30–1178a1).  

 

Now, what does it mean to say that one ought to be immortal? For Aristotle, human beings 

are complexes of body and soul, and bodies die. How is it that the mortal compound can be 

immortal? Elsewhere, he speaks of a drive toward immortality that manifests in the 

reproductive act, but he goes further and claims it ultimately manifests in all activities 

undertaken by living things.
21

 Here, his scope is narrower. What Aristotle means is that you 

can be “immortal while you are alive.”
22

 The mortal intellect, which is the most divine thing 

in the human being, can contemplate the immortal or unchanging things. One participates 

in immortality through the contemplation of the whole. Further, Aristotle notes, “each 

person would even seem to be this part,” i.e., the epistemonikon, “if it is the governing and 

better part. It would be strange then if someone were to choose not his own life but that of 

something else” (1178a1–3). The distinctively human life proves to be the life of the 

philosopher—it is the life of the activity of the epistemonikon. Other ways of life are in a 

sense just as subhuman as the life of sensual pleasure proved to be in I.5. Aristotle’s claim is 

similar to the famous Socratic claim about the unexamined life.
23

 The distinct, and most 

completely human way of life is this philosophical life. “What is appropriate by nature to 

each being is best and most pleasant for each. And, so for a human being, this is the life in 

accordance with the intellect, if that most of all is a human being” (1178a7–10). 

While X.7 focused on the superiority of the activity of the epistemonikon, X.8 focuses 

on the relation between theoria and the other virtues. It’s here that Aristotle reiterates, in a 

surprisingly open way, the superiority of the contemplative. The eudaimonia achieved in 

accord with virtue of character is “happy in a secondary way” (1178a9–10). The most 
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complete eudaimonia is found via the life of intellectual virtue (and, ultimately, the most 

complete virtue of the highest part of the rational part of the soul: the virtues of the 

epistemonikon, which come together to establish sophia). Here, phronesis once again 

emerges as occupying a lower position, as it did in book VI, wherein Aristotle noted that 

phronesis and politics are only the highest thing if the human being is the highest thing; 

shortly thereafter he notes that the human being is not the highest or best being in the kosmos 

(1141a21–1141b1).
24

 Further, the right thing in matters relating to virtue of character will 

always be dependent upon phronesis and these things are related to matters that have to do 

with the status of the human being as a kind of complex of soul and body. The virtues or 

excellences of the compound (i.e., of the rational animal), are going to be of a human sort. 

Phronesis is linked to virtue of character: the sources of phronesis are dependent upon virtue 

of character while the right thing belonging to virtue of character is dependent upon 

phronesis (1178a15). These may also be entangled with the passions that are coequal with 

the compound being, but the virtues of the compound are of a human sort. Thus, the life 

and the eudaimonia that are in accord with these are human as well. But, he says, the 

happiness that belongs to the intellect is separate from this other human, all too human 

happiness that grounds itself in the other virtues. The eudaimonia characteristic of the 

intellect seems to be separate and distinct from this secondary eudaimonia. Aristotle writes 

that this most complete eudaimonia: 

 

would seem to have little need of external props or less than virtue of character has. 

For both, there is a need for necessary things and let it be equal, even if someone 

involved in politics goes to more trouble about his body and things of that sort since 

it would differ to a small extent, but for their activities, there will be a great difference. 

For the generous person will need money for performing generous acts. And so will 

a just person for paying back what is due. And, a courageous person will need strength 

if he is to accomplish any of the things that go with his virtue. And, a temperate person 

will need opportunity, for how else will he or any of the others be manifest. It is also 

a matter of dispute, whether the choice or the actions are more determining of virtue 

since it is present in both. It is clear that the completeness of it would consist in both 

together, but for the actions, many things are needed and more of them to the extent 

that the actions are a greater magnitude and more beautiful. But for someone who 

contemplates, there is no need of such things for his being at work, rather one might 
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say they get in the way of his contemplating. But insofar as he is a human being and 

lives in company with a number of people, he chooses to do the things that have to 

do with virtue and will have need of such things in order to live a human life 

(1178a25–b8). 

 

 Thus, the eudaimonia of the philosopher has little need of external props or equipment. 

That doesn’t mean it has no need of them, however – the philosopher is after all a human 

being. Obviously, the activities of the other virtues require external goods or “equipment” to 

be enacted (cf. 1099a30–b5). Contemplation-as-such doesn’t require such things. In fact, 

beyond a certain bare minimum, they might even get in the way of the proper activity of the 

epistemonikon. Aristotle concedes that there is a difficulty in regards to the question of 

whether choices or actions are more determinant of virtue, since “it is present in both” 

(1178b1), but notes that for praxis “many things are needed, and more of them to the extent 

that the actions are of greater magnitude and more beautiful” (1178b2–3). None of this 

should come as any surprise to us, as Aristotle had introduced us to and worked through 

these difficulties earlier in the book. But immediately thereafter he says something shocking: 

“for someone who contemplates there is no need of such things for his being-at-work; rather, 

one might say they get in the way of his contemplating. But insofar as he is a human being 

and lives in company with a number of people, he chooses to do the things that have to do 

with virtue, and thus will have need of such things in order to live a human life” (1178b4–8). 

In other words, the contemplative or philosophic type engages in the actions of moral virtue 

out of choice, and out of human nature, and out of a need to live with other human beings 

(after all, the philosophic man is still a man, and thus a political animal). What Aristotle has 

not said is that the contemplative or philosophic soul is characterized by the unity of reason 

and desire that characterized the virtuous as opposed to the merely continent or self-

restrained. Aristotle’s emphasis here is on choice and the need to live in community, and 

thus on the need to do “the things that have to do with virtue.” But doing the things that have 

to do with virtue is not the same as being virtuous. Thus we are forced to ask ourselves 

whether or not the contemplative is, or can be, truly virtuous – or does the contemplative 

merely do the things of moral virtue because such actions are practically necessary for the 

contemplative? The suggestion seems to be the second.  

 Nietzsche’s account of the philosopher in Genealogy of Morals proves to be helpful 

here, though we need not follow him all the way. There, Nietzsche writes that “la bête 
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philosophe... instinctively strives for an optimum of favorable conditions... Thus the 

philosopher abhors marriage, together with that which might persuade to it—marriage being 

a hindrance and calamity on his path to the optimum.”
25

 The philosopher appears externally 

to be an ascetic, according to Nietzsche, not because the philosopher rejects pleasure as bad 

or low, but because the philosopher pursues something higher, the pursuit of which would 

be hindered by pursuing other, lower pleasures.
26

 For Nietzsche, the philosopher benefits 

from a  

 

voluntary obscurity, perhaps; an avoidance of oneself; a dislike of noise, honor, 

newspapers, influence; a modest job, an everyday job, something that conceals rather 

than exposes one; and occasional association with harmless, cheerful beasts and birds 

whose sight is refreshing; mountains for company, but not dead ones, mountains with 

eyes (that is, with lakes)... we philosophers need to be spared one thing above all: 

everything to do with ‘today.’ We reverence what is still, cold, noble, distant, past, 

and in general everything in the face of which the soul does not have to defend itself 

and wrap itself up.
27

  

 

From the outside, the philosopher looks like the virtuous man, the ascetic or the temperate, 

but in actuality, there is just one desire that outstrips all other possible desires. In Twilight of 

the Idols, Nietzsche brings up a story that is told by Cicero in the Tusculan Disputations in 

which the Persian physiognomist Zopyrus comes to Athens and encounters Socrates. 

Zopyrus claimed to be able to identify the character of the soul by examining the appearance 

of the face. Upon encountering the famously ugly Socrates, Zopyrus pronounced him “a pit 

of all bad appetites.”
28

 Everyone present laughed at Zopyrus: they’d never seen Socrates 

indulge in any vice. Socrates, too, just laughed and said, “you know me, sir.” In other words, 

Socrates confesses to being a pit of all bad appetites. It’s not that Socrates isn’t moved by 

these bad appetites; rather, there is another appetite or passion that outstrips them all: the 

Socratic desire for knowledge allows him to dominate these other bad appetites. While 
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Nietzsche and Aristotle do not have identical teachings, they have both discerned that the 

philosophic life involves a certain kind of detachment. The philosopher cannot be indifferent 

to the community, since the philosopher is dependent upon the community. But the 

philosopher is also incapable of the simple commitment to virtue that characterizes the many. 

The philosopher sees not just the beauty or nobility of moral virtue, but the complex ground 

upon which it sits; more importantly, the philosopher recognizes the superiority of 

contemplation over praxis and thus over both phronesis and politics. We may laugh at 

Thales for falling into a hole while contemplating the heavens, but in truth, when he chose 

to be concerned with the practical things, he succeeded: his contemplative activity gave him 

the knowledge necessary to profit off a bumper crop of olives.
29

 

 Returning to Aristotle’s argument, we can continue to discern the distinction between the 

second-order happiness of the merely moral, and the higher-order happiness of the 

philosopher. Aristotle had previously referred to the intellect and the activity thereof as being 

divine. Here, in X.8, he clarifies what he had meant by this in his discussion of the gods 

(1178b10–23), which serves to further support the claim that “complete happiness is a 

contemplative activity” (1178b8). It seems to be “ridiculous,” he suggests, to say that the gods 

perform acts of justice or courage or generosity or temperance. In other words, the gods do 

not engage in praxis, and therefore do not engage in the things of moral virtue. The things 

involved in praxis are “small and unworthy of the gods, but surely everyone supposes that 

they are alive at any rate and are therefore at work, for they are surely not asleep like 

Endymion.” But when someone who is living is “deprived of acting and still more of making” 

(1178b20), nothing remains save contemplation or theoria. The being-at-work of a god, 

which is “surpassing in blessedness,” can only be a contemplative activity, “and therefore 

among human activities, the one most akin to it would be the most happy” (1178b3–25). So, 

the only activity left for the gods (if there are gods) is contemplative; therefore, the 

philosophic or contemplative life is the most divine life and the happiest life.  

 As a consequence, we have to reconsider a claim Aristotle had made much earlier in the 

book. It seemed, on the basis of the psychology that emerged over the course of the first 

three books, that animals (and children) could not participate in eudaimonia because the 

psychological process described in III.1–4 was inaccessible to them. Now we are seeing that 
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the inaccessibility of eudaimonia has less to do with practical reason or the logistikon and 

more to do with theoretical reason.
30

 Non-rational animals (whether by nature or by 

incomplete development) cannot engage in this sort of activity due to the difference in terms 

of the powers of the soul. “For the gods,” he writes, “the whole of life is blessed” because the 

only activity they can engage in is contemplative, “and for human beings it is so to the extent 

that there is in it some likeness to such a way of being-at-work” (1178b24–26). So eudaimonia 

“extends as far as contemplation does,” and insofar as a being is capable of contemplation, 

that being is capable of eudaimonia—Aristotle is now explicit on this point. Eudaimonia is 

some sort of contemplation, but he also recognizes that this requires some degree of external 

prosperity, “since nature is not self-sufficient for contemplating” (1178b33). One needs 

health, food, and “other attentions to be present” (1179a1); admittedly, one needs them less 

than one would for other ways of life. One does not “need many things or grand ones” to 

achieve eudaimonia if eudaimonia is a consequence of contemplation moreso than anything 

else (1179a1–5). 

 Of course, there is a danger of misinterpretation here. Upon recognizing that the highest 

human activity is contemplative, one might easily conclude that the philosopher has no 

concern with the political. The greatest recent statement of such a view comes from 

Nietzsche, whereby when Aristotle comments that the only things outside the city are either 

beasts or gods, “he left out the third case: you can be both—a philosopher.”
31

 The temptation 

for the philosopher, whose activity transcends praxis and the political (as Aristotle has so ably 

shown), is to think that oneself also transcends politics. This was, at least in part, the charge 

in Aristophanes’s Clouds: Socrates doesn’t recognize the degree to which his own 

contemplative activity depends upon the political community. We should also recall the 

discussion of phronesis in VI.8 of the Ethics; there, Aristotle noted the temptation to think 

that phronesis, as something involved with one’s own good, involved pursuing that good 

without concern for the wider community of which one is a part. But to do that is forget one’s 

own nature a political animal. The phronimos cannot be indifferent to the polis. The 
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philosopher (who at this point seems to be differentiated from the phronimos),
32

 too, has to 

have an interest in the polis if for no other reason than that philosophy needs a minimal 

degree of external prosperity to be able to engage in its own characteristic activity.
33

 The 

philosopher has an interest in the political precisely because the philosopher wants to 

philosophize, and therefore to maintain the conditions under which such activity is possible. 

We saw just prior that complete eudaimonia doesn’t require the possession of many goods, 

or even particularly grand ones. “Self-sufficiency,” writes Aristotle, “does not consist in excess 

any more than praxis does” (1179a4). One need not be a ruler to do the noble or the 

beautiful in action. One can act virtuously on the basis of moderate means as well.
34

 Thus 

Aristotle suggests that Solon has “beautifully” said that the happy “are those who have been 

supplied with external things in measure, who have performed the most beautiful deeds … 

and have lived temperately, for someone with moderate possessions is capable of living as 

one ought” (1179a10–18). Anaxagoras, too, suggests that the many will simply not be able to 

recognize such eudaimonia “since they judge by externals, perceiving these alone” (1179a18). 

So, Aristotle appeals to the authority of these earlier thinkers to bolster his own view, but 

then, immediately undercuts it by noting (as he did in the consideration of Eudoxus earlier) 

that while the harmonization of various arguments “have some trustworthiness,” nevertheless 

“the truth in matters of action is discerned from deeds and from life” (1179a20). 

Consequently, such logoi must be examined for harmonization with deeds, and must be 

rejected despite their evident beauty and flattery of philosophy, if they do not harmonize with 

action. But instead of turning to an examination of the philosophic life as such, Aristotle 

instead notes that the person active with and concerned for the intellect, and who “is disposed 

in the best way toward it” (see his earlier discussion of gratifying the highest part of oneself) 

would also be most dear to the gods (1179a27). He qualifies this—as he must, given his earlier 
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comments about the gods—noting that if the gods have some care for mortals, then it is 

“reasonable” that they “delight in what is best and most akin to them,” which would 

necessarily be the intellect (1179a28). Additionally, and still “reasonably,” they would “do 

good in return to those who love and honor this most,” i.e., those who place the intellect at 

the highest position and gratify it most of all. Such a one would be wise, and “most dear to 

the gods,” and therefore the wise person is the happiest (1179a30–33). The one active in the 

intellect is the one whose activity is most like that of the gods, and therefore most loved by 

the gods, and therefore most happy. The philosopher, then, is the only who can possess 

complete eudaimonia.



 

Jaffa’s Thomism and Aristotelianism After Seventy Years 

John Grant 

 

This paper examines Harry Jaffa’s 1952 work Thomism and Aristotelianism in light of Jaffa’s 

later work and Strauss’s philosophic project. This perspective reveals tensions between 

Strauss’s understanding and that of the mature Jaffa. In Thomism and Aristotelianism, Jaffa 

partially follows Strauss’s treatment of Thomas Aquinas, particularly in his critique of the 

alleged conflation of reason and revelation in Thomas’s treatment of Aristotle and his 

doctrine of natural law. Jaffa also follows Strauss in defending and promoting classical (in this 

case Aristotelian) political science from contemporary positivism. I think Jaffa and Strauss 

both intended to attack contemporary social science while making sure not to be confused 

with contemporary neo-Thomists. 

But Jaffa does not simply follow Strauss in Thomism and Aristotelianism. I believe that 

critical elements of Strauss’s overall approach are missing from Jaffa’s argument. Professor 

Jaffa does not address the historical contexts or specific theological-political situations in 

which Aristotle and Thomas wrote, and he manifests no real interest in the question quid sit 

deus that is necessarily the fundamental question in any investigation of the meaning of the 

natural law. Jaffa’s understanding of Thomas and the idea of the natural law in Thomism 

and Aristotelianism is hence incomplete. Strauss on the other hand evidenced a great deal 

of awareness of the theological-political context and a concern for relating the nature of God 

to the natural law in his treatments of the problem of natural right and natural law. 

Jaffa’s later work (e.g., his books on Lincoln and a number of shorter pieces) 

demonstrated a more robust awareness of the key philosophic questions in the same vein as 

Strauss’s treatments of the idea of the natural law. In these works Jaffa does address the 

importance of the historical context for understanding the theological-political problem (and 

hence the meaning of the texts under consideration), and the question quid sit deus has a 

prominent place in his later writings. 

The principal theme of Thomism and Aristotelianism is the defense of the possibility of 

classical, particularly Aristotelian,) political science against two main opponents: 

contemporary positivistic and relativistic social science on the one hand and what Jaffa takes 

to be the conflation of reason and revelation in Thomism on the other. Professor Jaffa 
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reserves most of his efforts for his attempt to demonstrate that Thomas does not adequately 

distinguish faith from reason. 

Jaffa was certainly taking his bearings from the work of Leo Strauss, his great teacher, or 

at least a partial view of Strauss’s arguments. Jaffa did not, at least in Thomism and 

Aristotelianism, adopt Strauss’s full perspective on Thomas or on how one should read texts 

or properly understand the nature of political philosophy. Professor Jaffa never offered any 

kind of comprehensive reconsideration of Thomism and Aristotelianism or Thomas, but I 

think his later works demonstrate a much closer affinity to Strauss’s understanding of the 

proper philosophic approach. To borrow a distinction employed by Strauss in Thoughts on 

Machiavelli, to be precise we must say that in Thomism and Aristotelianism Jaffa followed 

Strauss’s exoteric teaching; Jaffa’s later work adheres much more closely to Strauss’s 

philosophic or esoteric intention. 

To elaborate on Jaffa’s debt to Strauss’s teaching: Thomism and Aristotelianism was 

published in 1952. Strauss’s Natural Right and History was published in 1953; a number of 

the chapters had been published separately between 1950–1952. It is obvious that some 

critical arguments from Natural Right and History are very much in the foreground of 

Thomism and Aristotelianism. First, the critique Jaffa offers of contemporary social science 

is a prominent theme in Natural Right and History. Second, Jaffa follows and expands upon 

a number of Strauss’s remarks on Thomas. I should say he follows the thrust of Strauss’s 

remarks: he does not seem to note that Strauss had criticized Thomas tentatively, at least on 

the issue of synderesis or the natural inclination to seek what is good and avoid what is evil. 

Strauss’s critique of Thomas in Natural Right and History can be boiled down to two key 

points: first, Thomas conflates reason and revelation. Strauss goes so far as to say that in the 

Thomistic doctrine theology absorbs the natural law; hence the natural law is no longer 

grounded in the unassisted human reason or philosophy. In other words, Thomas doesn’t 

really have a natural law doctrine; his teaching is dependent on revelation. The natural law is 

not known by the unassisted human reason. Second, Thomas’s natural law teaching is alleged 

to be rigid and dogmatic: it denies the flexibility necessary to proper statesmanship. 

Surprisingly, given his harsh criticism of the early modern philosophers in Natural Right and 

History (among other places) Strauss even praises the early modern philosophers, 

Montesquieu in particular, for rebelling against Thomism to restore the independence of 
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philosophy from theology and some latitude to statesmanship; this latitude is allegedly denied 

by the inflexibility of Strauss’s Thomas. The early moderns are closer in spirit to the classics 

than Thomas! 

Jaffa follows and expands on Strauss’s criticism of Thomas on these points. He 

maintains, with Strauss in Natural Right and History, that Thomas confuses reason and 

revelation, especially regarding synderesis and the natural and supernatural ends of man.
1

 He 

also argues that the Thomistic natural law is inflexible when compared to Aristotelian natural 

right.
2

 

Jaffa also follows Strauss in Thomism and Aristotelianism concerning two general points 

relating to Thomism. First, Strauss indicates that contemporary followers of Thomas fail to 

relate Thomas’s thought to the two issues of utmost importance in our day: the conceptions 

of science and history which dominate recent thought. Strauss argued that contemporary 

neo-Thomists failed to address the problems of positivism and historicism.
3

 Failure to 

recognize the power of these ideas leads to an inability to understand past thinkers (including 

Thomas) as they understood themselves; if we don’t confront the dominant thoughts of our 

time, we tend to adopt unthinkingly those thoughts and distort the thought of the past.
4

 Not 

reckoning with the leading thoughts of one’s time also precludes the rebirth of authentic 

philosophy; we must dig our way out of what Strauss called, in Persecution and the Art of 

Writing, the “pit beneath the cave” by reading old books and understanding those old books 

in the way their authors intended them to be understood. If we do not do this, we will mistake 

pseudo-philosophies for genuine philosophizing.
5

 Jaffa was trying to understand Aristotle and 

Thomas as they understood themselves; he certainly offers a vigorous defense of Aristotle in 

light of contemporary social science in Thomism and Aristotelianism. Jaffa did seek to 

liberate his mind from the dominant positivism of the day; as we will see, his effort would 
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have borne more fruit had he also sought to grasp the historical context necessary to grappling 

with the theological-political problem in general and the question quid sit deus in particular. 

Jaffa’s spirited attempt to prove that Thomas conflates reason and revelation and 

disentangle reason (or Aristotle) from the clutches of revelation is also very much related to 

a part of Strauss’s project. Strauss maintained that “in our age it is much less urgent to show 

that political philosophy is the indispensable handmaid of theology than to show that political 

philosophy is the rightful queen of the social sciences … even the highest lawcourt in the land 

is more likely to defer to the contentions of social science than to the Ten Commandments 

as the words of the living God.”
6

 Strauss admits that it may be necessary to argue that 

philosophy is the handmaid of theology—hence reminding us of the importance of context; 

at the time Strauss and Jaffa thought it was necessary, due to the circumstances, to focus on 

the independence of reason from both social science and theology. We will see that Jaffa 

altered his emphasis on this point in later years—more on this in a moment. This 

reorientation was philosophic. 

Jaffa in Thomism and Aristotelianism follows Strauss’s argument closely in a number of 

ways; but it is very important to note that he does not simply follow Strauss on Thomas or 

Strauss’s larger view of how to read texts or understand the nature of political philosophy. 

First, Strauss offers us a strikingly different portrayal of Thomas’s natural law doctrine in his 

chapter “On Natural Law” in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy when compared to the 

discussion of the same subject in Natural Right and History. In this essay, Strauss does not 

argue that Thomas conflates reason and revelation; synderesis is not even mentioned. There 

is also no allegation that the Thomistic natural law doctrine is inflexible or denies the 

necessary latitude for proper statesmanship. It may not be too much of an exaggeration to 

posit that Strauss proffers a thin and tendentious account of Thomas in Natural Right and 

History; in “On Natural Law” the reader encounters a richer, nuanced, and neutral or honest 

treatment.  

The young Professor Jaffa did not take account of the theological-political context in 

Thomism and Aristotelianism. In other words, he simply compared the pertinent texts of 

Aristotle and Thomas without taking into account the difference between the polytheistic, 

post-Sophistic Enlightenment world inhabited by Aristotle and the medieval world 
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dominated by the idea of the Biblical God. The older Professor Jaffa takes the historical, 

political-theological context much more seriously, thus making it possible to comprehend 

fully the Aristotelian dictum that all natural right is changeable.
7

 To put it simply, the young 

Professor Jaffa did not ask himself if Aristotle would have written the Ethics in the same way 

if he was writing in the 13
th

 century A.D. 

Strauss often wrote in the same manner as the young Jaffa—it is enough to consider the 

comparison of ancients and moderns in the title essay of What Is Political Philosophy? or 

the bulk of Natural Right and History. In these works, the texts and arguments of the authors 

are generally treated in abstraction from the very different theological-political situations in 

which they lived and wrote. But Strauss was careful to note the importance of the theological-

political context: he even discusses the importance of context in Natural Right and History. 

For example, he points out that the idea of the City of God diminishes the importance of the 

best regime, and Christianity makes the study of natural law independent of an investigation 

in the nature of the best regime possible.
8

 The importance of context is the theme of the 

chapter “Maimonides’ Statement on Political Science” in What Is Political Philosophy? In 

that place Strauss explains the Maimonidean teaching on the distinction between the Greek 

world, where human beings were governed by laws made by wise men, and the medieval 

world, where men are governed by divine law. 

The historical context and the relation of that context to the theological-political situation 

is absolutely essential to the possibility of the natural law: Strauss notes that the key to the 

natural law doctrine is a conception of divine providence which supplies divine sanctions for 

obedience and disobedience to the requirements of virtue.
9

 This is the critical distinction 

between the classical natural right doctrine and the idea of natural law. The advent of 

monotheism and a cosmopolitan political context make a cogent natural law doctrine 

possible. By way of contrast, the Stoic natural law doctrine is not coherent, because there is 

no divine lawgiver who enforces the natural law; god is only a corporeal principle. 
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Professor Jaffa, in Thomism and Aristotelianism, evidenced no interest in the relation 

between natural right and natural law when seen in the light of the radically altered 

theological-political situation of Thomas’s day. 

The young Professor Jaffa also shows little concern for the question “quid sit deus” (what 

is a god?) in Thomism and Aristotelianism. Jaffa was aware that the Thomistic natural law 

doctrine requires a divine lawgiver, but he does not investigate what kind of deity would be 

required for the existence of a coherent natural law teaching. For instance, a willful God, a 

God “who shall be what he shall be,” cannot be the lawgiver who promulgates a natural law, 

which is by definition a law knowable to the unassisted human reason. A God who is beyond 

good and evil would be unknowable aside from His particular deeds and ordinances, and 

those deeds and ordinances would be unpredictable or changeable. Jaffa was content with 

demonstrating the fact that there was no divine lawgiver in the case of Aristotelian natural 

right: this was enough to show the apparent incompatibility of Thomas and Aristotle. A 

neglect of the theological-political context led Jaffa to fail to see the full meaning of the 

Aristotelian teaching that all natural right is changeable; in other words, what is right by nature 

will have a different “look” in different contexts. 

Strauss, on the other hand, was deeply concerned with the question “quid sit deus” 

throughout his career. This is evident in his early Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, his lecture 

from late 1940’s “Reason and Revelation,” and his very late book Socrates and Aristophanes. 

The older or mature Jaffa altered his understanding of the nature of political philosophy 

and the proper way to interpret texts to follow the way of thinking of his teacher much more 

closely. This is not to say that Jaffa changed his approach due to the study of Strauss’s books; 

I know of no evidence that Jaffa carefully studied the relevant texts of Strauss. But how Jaffa 

arrived at this new, superior understanding is not important—the important point is that he 

did so. 

The critique of the Thomistic natural law doctrine from the perspective of Aristotle in 

Thomism and Aristotelianism was incomplete because Jaffa had not read Aristotle as literally 

as he did in his later career. In his mature work, the idea that natural right is changeable is 

linked to the theological-political problem explicitly, particularly in chapter 2 of his magnum 

opus, A New Birth of Freedom, where Jaffa provides us with a fascinating examination of 

the theological-political history of the West through a discussion of authors such as Dante 
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and Shakespeare as a necessary background to elucidating the meaning of the social compact 

theory of the American founding. The whole chapter is an extended analysis of the relation 

between natural right and theological-political context. We also see evidence of Jaffa’s turn 

to the importance of historical context in his claim that Aristotle would have written 

something very much like Locke’s Second Treatise if Aristotle had lived in the seventeenth 

century.
10

 This is very far from the decontextualized treatment of texts and philosophic 

doctrines in Thomism and Aristotelianism (not to mention Natural Right and History).  

Jaffa’s late work also manifests his deep concern with the question “quid sit deus,” a 

concern not evident in Thomism and Aristotelianism. Jaffa’s arguments in essays such as 

“Leo Strauss, the Bible, and Political Philosophy” about the Biblical God, and how revelation 

and reason both disagree and agree, are profound. One might compare the foregoing work 

with Strauss’s “Progress or Return” to see the similarity in approach of the mature Jaffa and 

the mature Strauss; of course Jaffa’s moralism was more overt than Strauss’, but that 

moralism was profoundly philosophic. Jaffa understood that in our time the philosophic 

defense of what is often termed traditional morality is more philosophic than the skepticism 

appropriate to a Socrates. As Rousseau understood well, the Socratic rationalist will appear 

under the guise of a Cato in the appropriate circumstances.
11

 Needless to say, Jaffa’s moralism 

was often not appreciated by his interlocutors. Walter Berns specifically attacked Jaffa’s 

spiritedness as unphilosophic. 

Jaffa’s thought experiment, in “Who Owns the Copyright to the Universe,” about the 

possibility of a contemporary natural right doctrine that depends neither on modern science 

(e.g. evolution) or monotheism is another example of a deep engagement with the 

theological-political problem. 

The later Jaffa was less concerned, which is not to say that he had no concern, about the 

conflation of reason and revelation. Rather than aiming to demonstrate clearly the boundary 

between the two, Jaffa wished to focus on how they can and should work together against 

their common enemy—modern nihilism. Nihilism denies the possibility of either reason or 

revelation possibly providing an authentic account of how one is to live; the mature Jaffa was 

interested in defending the idea that both reason or Socratic rationalism and the Biblical 
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revelation provide us with sound guidance about how to live. This concern is different from 

that of the young Jaffa and the leading “East Coast” Straussians, who consistently dwell on 

the incompatibility between reason and revelation. This contrast is evident if one compares 

the late Jaffa’s treatment of revelation and morality with that of Thomas Pangle in his Political 

Philosophy and the God of Abraham. 

The radical character of the mature Jaffa’s defense of the Biblical revelation can be seen 

in his New York Times review of the Bartlett/Collins translation of Aristotle’s Ethics. Jaffa 

took this occasion to emphasize, contrary to the argument he made in Thomism and 

Aristotelianism, the harmony of reason and revelation in general and Aristotle and Thomas 

in particular. The difference between Aristotelian magnanimity and Biblical humility is 

minimized; Professor Jaffa goes so far as to suggest that Aristotle’s conception of nature 

“requires a supernatural correlate, the afterlife.” 

Jaffa helps us to see the proper understanding of the philosophic endeavor for genuine 

knowledge: sometimes we must look at things (e.g., reason and revelation) together, and 

sometimes we must look at them apart in order to comprehend fully the different aspects of 

what Plato called the ideas or the permanent problems. Serious students of political 

philosophy and the study of the American regime are indebted to Harry Jaffa for the rich 

insights of his works as well as the deep understanding of the permanent problems.



 

Sorrows of Empire 

 
William Batchelder 

 

Review: Scott Horton, Enough Already: Time to End the War on Terrorism (The 

Libertarian Institute: 2021), paperback, 332 pp., $19.99. 

 

“As many as three million Iraqis, Afghans, Pakistanis, Somalis, Libyans, Syrians, and 

Yemenis have been killed in these wars. Their countries have been completely destroyed. 
The famines in Somalia and Yemen are on Bush, Obama, and now on Trump as well…. 
More than 37 million people have been internally and externally displaced by the wars, more 
than in any crisis since World War II.”  
—Scott Horton (293) 

 

“Massihiyeh ala Beirut, Allawiyeh ala taboot!” (Christians to Beirut, Alawites to the grave!) 
—Chant of CIA-backed Sunni rebels in Syria (200) 

 

“solitudinem faciunt, pacem appellant” (They make a desert, and they call it peace.) 
—Tacitus, The Agricola, Book 30 

 

Scott Horton emerged from pirate radio to become one of Libertarianism’s most colorful 

public intellectuals. He has completed over 5,000 foreign policy interviews with journalists, 

academics, and activists for his podcast, The Scott Horton Show, and for Antiwar Radio, 

which is carried by Pacifica on the West Coast. He is editorial director at Antiwar.com and 

the director of the Libertarian Institute. Enough Already is his second book. Horton has also 

published Fools Errand: Time to End the War in Afghanistan (2017) and Hotter than the 

Sun: Time to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (2022).  

Enough Already is bookended by thematic chapters. It opens with “Causing Problems,” 

an overview of US interventions in the Middle East before 2001. The final two chapters 

survey the disastrous consequences of the War on Terror, both for America and for the 

Middle East. Chapters Two through Twelve offer factually-dense overviews of the various 

theatres of the War on Terror, presented in roughly chronological order. One of the benefits 

of the book is that Mr. Horton separates the Afghanistan and Iraq wars into distinct phases, 

each with their own causes and consequences, and assigns each phase its own chapter. 

Another is that he offers succinct chapters on the lesser-known theatres of the war, from 

Pakistan to Somalia, Libya and Mali. He dedicates a chapter to both the Arab Spring and to 

the Syrian Civil War which followed. By placing these chapters in chronological order, 

Horton demonstrates how US involvement in one conflict has often led directly to the next. 
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Enough Already is a polemical work, offering dense detail in the service of what this reviewer 

discerns as a four-part anti-imperialist argument:  

 

1. No facet of the War on Terror has been justified to begin with, and every conflagration 

after 2003 has been caused, in part or in whole, by prior US intervention(s). 

2. The wars have failed everywhere they have been tried because victory is impossible. 

3. The protection of the American people has never been the principal object of the 

architects of these wars.  

4. The human costs of the war on terror have been so high as to invalidate the entire 

undertaking. 

 

The first theme woven throughout the fourteen chapters of Enough Already is that no 

facet of the War on Terror has been justified. Horton argues convincingly that the 

justifications offered to the American people for the Afghanistan and Iraq invasions were 

either distortions or outright lies. The wars which have followed Afghanistan and Iraq largely 

resulted from the chaos caused by these earlier US interventions and have also been 

presented dishonestly to the American people.  

Terrorist attacks in the US or Europe have often been presented as the reason the US 

must continue the War on Terror; Americans are told we must “fight them over there so 

that we do not have to fight them here.” Horton argues that this is exactly backward, and that 

the West experiences terror attacks largely because of decades of “fighting them over there,” 

either openly or covertly. To make this argument, Horton first addresses the notion, 

commonly found on the American right, that there is some intrinsic defect in Islam which is 

to blame for terrorist violence. He reminds the reader that there are well over a billion 

Muslims in the world. If terror were intrinsic to this creed, there ought to be considerably 

more violence than there is. Those willing to use violence to achieve one or another form of 

“political Islam” are, in fact, a tiny fraction even among the minority of Muslims we would 

consider “fundamentalist.”  

Horton argues that the origins of “Islamic” terrorism are political. Terrorist violence is 

“blowback”: a term the CIA first coined in 1954 in an after-action report on the coup against 

Mossadegh in Iran (15). “Blowback” has come to mean terrorist violence inflicted on 
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American citizens prompted by US government actions overseas which the average 

American knows nothing about. Blowback has been compounded by what foreign policy 

experts have termed “backdraft,” which Horton defines as “the short-term consequences of 

overt policies blowing up right in our face” (271). Horton argues that the overwhelming 

majority of terrorist attacks against the US and its allies are not some peculiar expression of 

Islam, but “blowback” or “backdraft” prompted by US foreign policy. 

Both the behavior of the United States government and the terrorists’ own explanations 

of their actions support Horton’s arguments. If the US government truly believed that Islam 

was the source of the terrorism problem, that the Muslim world “hates us for our freedom,” 

and that the individualistic modern culture of Americans inevitably provokes Muslim 

violence, then why would the United States attack the secular Ba’athist regimes in Iraq and 

Syria? Before the Afghanistan invasion, the Taliban had offered to turn Osama bin Laden 

over to a neutral nation. Why did the US refuse to negotiate with the Taliban regime in 

Afghanistan, which had never sought to export its fundamentalist form of Islam, while 

remaining closely allied to the Saudi despotism, which is the world’s chief exporter of 

Wahhabist Islamic fundamentalism? Why did NATO fly as the air support for the Libyan 

Islamic Fighting Group in 2011 while Hillary Clinton publicly crowed over the death of 

Muammar Gaddafi, an Arab Nationalist?  

Those who have carried out attacks against the West have taken pains to point out that 

their motives are political. Osama bin Laden’s 1996 “Declaration of War Against the 

Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy Places” is largely concerned with US 

foreign policy. Ramzy Yousef, bomb-maker for the first attack on the World Trade Center, 

Faisal Shahzad, the attempted Times Square Bomber, and Omar Mateen, the Pulse 

Nightclub Shooter, each blamed either American occupations of Islamic countries or US 

violence against Muslim civilians for their attacks. None have ever claimed to have been 

provoked into an attack by American “freedoms.”  

The principal argument of Enough Already is that the War on Terror has failed in every 

theatre, and that its many failures have each had the effect of further expanding the war. In 

the weeks after 9/11, the active members of al Qaeda could have fit comfortably into a 757; 

twenty years later, there are tens of thousands of militants, active in at least a dozen countries, 

pledging loyalty either to Ayman al Zawahiri, bin Laden’s late successor, or branding 
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themselves as ISIS. Bin Laden had hoped for precisely this catastrophic failure of US policy. 

The al Qaeda mastermind was a veteran of the Mujahedeen insurgency against the Soviet 

Union in Afghanistan. He wanted to repeat the Afghan experience of the 1980’s, luring a 

new “far enemy,” the United States, into a never-ending bloody quagmire in the Middle East. 

Once the weakened and chastened Americans gave up, bin Laden reasoned, they would 

withdraw their troops from “the Land of the Two Holy Places,” Saudi Arabia. With the US 

military gone, it would be far easier to overthrow the corrupt or secular Middle Eastern 

regimes he hated and replace them. According to bin Laden’s son, Omar, the 2001 attacks 

were a provocation; he told Rolling Stone that his father was thrilled when George W Bush 

took the bait. 

Horton goes to great pains to prove how each action in the war on terror has had the 

effect of adding another theatre to the war. On the individual level, General Stanley 

McChrystal described this as “insurgent math”: for every terrorist killed, 10 more take his 

place. On the regional level, one can see again and again the awful cause and effect. To give 

only three of the worst examples:  

 

 The 2003 toppling of the secular regime of Saddam Hussein effectively handed Baghdad 

to the Shiite majority in Iraq. Organized Shiite political movements, SCIRI (the Supreme 

Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq) and the Da’wa Party, had ties to the Shiite regime 

in Iran. The sectarian cleansing which followed the US occupation strengthened Iran’s 

hand in the region, while displacing the Iraqi Sunnis into less desirable areas of Iraq, 

particularly the Anbar province in the west. Veterans of the Sunni insurgency which 

followed this displacement ultimately formed the backbone of the Islamic State. ISIS, in 

its time as a territorial entity, comprehended both Western Iraq and Northeastern Syria. 

So, ISIS metastasized into most powerful faction in the Syrian Civil War, while proving 

far more dangerous to the rest of the world than the Assad regime has ever been. 

 

 When the Obama administration and NATO toppled the Libyan regime, Gaddafi’s 

displaced Tuareg mercenary soldiers attempted an insurrection in Mali. The Tuareg 

failed, but an Islamist insurgency followed, fueled in part by stray Libyan weapons. This 

caused the collapse of a fragile democratic government and the destruction of much of 
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the ancient monument of Timbuktu. The Mali insurgency then metastasized: “the 

terrorists and the wars against them have spread from Libya to Tunisia and Mali, and 

from there into Mauritania, Nigeria, Chad, Niger, Cameroon, Central African Republic, 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Burkina Faso” (176).  

 

 Meanwhile, the “rat line” the CIA established from Benghazi and that runs from Libya 

through Turkey to Northern Syria sent jihadis and equipment to anti-Assad rebels, most 

or all of which ended up not with “moderate rebels” but in the hands of bin Ladenite 

groups or ISIS.  

 

Even supposing there was some “smart” way for the Global War on Terror to have been 

conducted, one can be confident that US elites would never have discovered it. Horton 

reminds us that George W. Bush reportedly had to ask what a Shiite was mere weeks before 

his invasion of Iraq. Once the US foreign policy elite realized how much influence they had 

given Iran in the region by toppling Saddam Hussein, the next overreaction began: “Bush 

had brought Iran’s power in the region up two pegs by installing their best friends in Baghdad, 

so now, realizing his error, he would try to take them down a peg by weakening or 

overthrowing Iran’s ally in Damascus” (181). 

Assad’s brutal response to the arrival of the Arab Spring in Syria gave America and its 

Gulf State allies their chance. America’s one-party national security state, in the persons of 

Obama’s Secretary of State, John Kerry, and the chief Republican hawk in the Senate, John 

McCain, advocated massive spending on the Syrian uprising while unsuccessfully searching 

for “moderate rebels” in Syria who would serve as Western proxies against the Assad regime. 

McCain had himself photographed with the Northern Storm Brigade in Syria in an attempt 

to promote them as the “moderates.” These same men, veterans of the recent Sunni 

insurgency against the American occupation in next-door Iraq, kidnapped Steven Sotloff, a 

Western journalist, and sold him to ISIS. The reader with a strong stomach can see what 

happened next on the internet. 

In the Syrian civil war, American money and weapons, wherever they started out, 

invariably ended up in the hands of the worst bin Ladenites. The leading establishment 

journal, Foreign Affairs, tried to spin this unpleasant truth by running an article on “The 
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Moderate Face of Al Qaeda” (190). As the carnage in Syria intensified, John Kerry was 

secretly taped in a meeting in London admitting “we thought we could manage” the Sunni 

extremists (215). What Obama and Bush, McCain and Kerry actually managed to do was to 

create ISIS. Horton writes, “The preposterous war propaganda of the Bush Administration 

and the wildest daydreams of Osama bin Laden … had actually come true. The terrorists had 

carved a new Islamist caliphate the size of Great Britain out of the sands of Western Iraq 

and Eastern Syria. [ISIS “caliph” al Baghdadi] could never have done it without the assistance 

of the United States of America in the hands of George W. Bush and Barak Obama” (202). 

If the war on terror only metastasizes and never ends, what possible motivation could 

there be for carrying on? After America’s conduct in Egypt and Bahrain during the Arab 

Spring, to say nothing of its treatment of the Islamic Courts Union in Somalia, no one can 

believe that US strategic policy is to advance popular government. Horton argues it is also a 

mistake to focus on oil. Most oil consumed in America does not originate in the Middle 

East. Whoever is in charge, there is no chance the oil would not be sold; even bin Laden 

had said of Arabian oil, “we are not going to drink it” (36). 

Instead, the War on Terror goes on because it is, in a phrase Horton borrows from the 

Vietnam era, a “self-licking ice cream cone” (60). That is to say, while the average American 

does not benefit in any way from carrying on these wars, entrenched interests benefit 

extravagantly and work hard to keep it going. The military needs a mission, and the manner 

in which the wars have been conducted has ensured that the mission continues expanding 

while high-profile commands go to low-character mediocrities like David Petraeus. Defense 

contractors lobby Congress to sell their wares, and vast fortunes are made; as of 2021, the 

war on terror has cost 6.4 trillion dollars. Mark Esper, Secretary of Defense for the ostensible 

war skeptic Donald Trump, rose to the pinnacle of the military industrial complex after 

having worked as a lobbyist for Raytheon. After 9/11, a security and spying apparatus in the 

US has grown to an unfathomable size, funded by a black budget in the billions of dollars. 

In order to vindicate the strategic or financial interests of their funders, think tankers in the 

pay of the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, or the defense contractors insist that the wars 

must go on. The counties surrounding Washington, D.C. have become the wealthiest in the 

entire United States. As it turns out, the biggest welfare queens in the world wear epaulettes 

on their shoulders and lanyards around their necks.  
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All of this has been very bad for what is left of representative government in the United 

States. There is nothing democratic about the immense influence foreign governments, 

especially those of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Israel, wield in Washington 

through their lobbyists, think tanks, and expenditures on big-ticket defense contracts. Neither 

is there anything democratic about the unaccountable permanent war faction inside the 

federal government. Horton gives numerous examples. Here are the Republican 

neoconservatives in the Office of Special Plans, some of whom had earlier worked for 

Democrat Senator “Scoop” Jackson of Washington, “stovepiping” bad intelligence to the 

White House and to allied journalists to justify the 2003 Iraq invasion. There is Democrat 

Joe Biden, advised by Anthony Blinken, rigging the senatorial hearings before the 2003 Iraq 

invasion to give a one-sided endorsement for war. Here is Hillary Clinton urging Barak 

Obama to expand the war to Libya, while at the same time and under the same 

administration, Republican Liz Cheney meddles in the democracy movement in Egypt. 

When it comes to imperialism, America is a one-party state. 

Some of the most memorable passages of the book describe the cruel absurdities of the 

War on Terror. Three stand out among many. During the “surge” in Afghanistan, the United 

States was paying billions of dollars to the Taliban to allow weapons and equipment to pass 

into Afghanistan from Iraq. The Taliban took that money and used it to buy those same 

weapons from the ill-trained enlistees of the Afghan Army, before turning them on American 

servicemen.  

In the drone program in Afghanistan and Pakistan, President Obama, who routinely 

decried ethnic profiling by American police, adopted a policy that any fighting-age male killed 

by a missile strike was to be counted an enemy combatant unless it could be explicitly proven 

otherwise. He also permitted “signature strikes,” the policy that the CIA had authorization 

to kill anyone who matched the “signature” of a terrorist’s “pattern of life” (144). The United 

States undertook a policy of “double tap” drone strikes, first striking a convey, vehicle (or 

funeral or wedding), then firing another missile at anyone who showed up to provide aid. 

This is the same bombing signature Al Qaeda used in their terror attacks: first bomb the 

victims, then bomb the first responders. 

Many grotesque ironies can be found in the Syrian Civil War. Horton writes, “The US 

was still fighting a CIA drone war in Iraq against the last of the Iraqi Sunni-based insurgency, 
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chasing them across the border into Syria where they suddenly became useful “moderate 

rebels” fighting against Assad” (191). Meanwhile, the US-allied government in Baghdad was 

sending Shiite militiamen—also experienced in resisting the US occupation from an earlier 

phase of the Iraq War—to Syria. There they would fight alongside Iranian Quds Force and 

Hezbollah to uphold the Syrian regime that American-backed rebels were attempting to 

topple. At one point in Syria, a rebel faction backed by the CIA fell to fighting with a rebel 

faction backed by the Pentagon.  

Horton insists that the human cost of the war on terror has been far too high. He 

describes the catastrophic impact of the US invasion of Iraq: “It can hardly be overstated: 

America destroyed Iraq … At least a million people were killed because of the war, certainly 

more in the aftermath. The Assyrian and Chaldean Christian communities that had been 

living in Iraq for 2,000 years have been virtually eradicated. There were almost a million and 

a half Iraqi Christians before the invasion. Now there are 250,000 left. The Yazidis, 

Turkmen, Marsh Arabs, and other religious and ethnic sectarian groups … have been 

severely damaged in the war and may never recover” (118). Horton describes the enervation 

of a society where men, women, and children are afraid to go outside on clear days for fear 

of drone strikes. He laments the ethnic and sectarian cleansings in Iraq and Syria and the 

horrific civilian toll of the war in Yemen. While decrying the estimated three million that 

have probably been killed in the Middle East, Horton also laments the American soldiers 

lost, either in combat or to suicide upon their return. 

One defect of Enough Already is that the tsunami of detail—focused almost entirely on 

American policies, their implementation, and the horrific failures that follow—never allows 

the reader to contemplate deeply the human toll. Hopefully, someone will take up the task 

of documenting the lived experiences of the survivors of over two decades of US and allied 

military devastation of the region. One hopes that memoirists in Baghdad, Saada, Aleppo 

and elsewhere will hold up a mirror to westerners about the real costs of the War on Terror 

to the terrorized civilians on the ground. One hopes some Gen X or Millennial Wilfred 

Owen will emerge from the American ranks to help us understand the experiences of our 

veterans. 

Another defect of Enough Already is the lack of footnotes. Horton very frequently refers, 

in the body of his text, to the sources of the articles, interviews and public statements he 
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excerpts. But, even granting that this is a polemical work, it is frustrating not to be able to 

check citations.  

I would conclude by suggesting that Horton’s work should prompt a further difficult 

reckoning for readers of Pietas. In the Middle Eastern context, it is the actions of our 

government which are proving most destructive to “tradition, place, and Things Divine.” The 

chaos resulting from American foreign policy has done irreparable harm to fragile ancient 

societies in our own, Christian, tradition. The US invasion destroyed the Christian minority 

community in Iraq. In their attempt to overthrow Assad, the US and its allies backed jihadis 

in Syria who displaced, forcibly converted, and murdered men, women, and children in the 

oldest Christian communities in the world.  

We ought also to reflect on what has happened to the Muslim Middle East, both Sunni 

and Shiite. There can be no question that it is their societies, not ours, which are ordered 

principally around a still-functioning religious culture. While blaming Islam for terrorist acts 

in the West is an oversimplification and largely contrary to the facts, the power of Islam in 

the Middle East, as a means of resistance to American imperialism, cannot be overstated. 

Philip Rieff defined culture as “the form of fighting before the firing actually begins.”
1

 The 

strength of Islamic culture daily realized in the lives of most Middle Easterners constitutes a 

formidable obstacle to remaking their societies. Islam powerfully equips young fighting-age 

men to resist Western occupations and Western influence. American hawks like to point to 

the most extreme expression of this, the Wahhabist reactionary Islamic State. But Muslim 

young men, Sunni and Shia, took up arms against the Western presence in the Middle East 

before ISIS, and will continue to do so now that it has collapsed. The overwhelming majority 

of these young men, past and present, will not carry out the atrocities ISIS reveled in. Indeed, 

many Muslim young men fought on the ground against ISIS in the name of Islam. While he 

is little interested in culture or religion in themselves, Horton recognizes the fighting power 

of culture, writing: “Perhaps defending this nation in war is a more reasonable goal than 

overthrowing and attempting to remake someone else’s entirely alien society” (140).  

The Islamic societies in the Middle East have powerful traditions, some of which most 

Americans disagree with, some of which are even repugnant to us. Societies in the Islamic 

world are organized around a religion with which Western creeds, both sacred and secular, 
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have often had an antagonistic relationship. But after two decades of the War on Terror, 

surely only the most hardened Jacobin could still expect that American power can hope to 

reshape these societies by force? In her memoir, Samantha Power, one of the architects of 

the destruction of Libya, sought to defend her actions by writing: “We could hardly be 

expected to have a crystal ball when it came to accurately predicting outcomes in places where 

the culture is not our own” (169). Just so. Enough already.



 

The Dilemmas of Pluralism 
 

Kevin Slack 

 

Review: After Nationalism: Being American in an Age of Division, by Samuel Goldman 

(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021), 208 pp., $24.95. 

 

Sam Goldman describes his book as an “intervention in a very current debate” about 

American identity exacerbated by COVID-19 and identity politics: “an almost biblical plague 

and iconoclastic movement against racism” (4, 9). Elsewhere he has argued that the practical 

solution for the Republican Party, which he thinks is diseased with Trumpism, is a revived 

fusionist alliance between traditionalists and libertarians.
1

 Here he defends his underlying 

pluralist political theory against conservatives who would resolve the current American 

identity crisis by a “renewal of national solidarity” (5). They, he says, mistakenly aspire a 

return to the anomalous liberal postwar consensus, which itself was a departure from the 

nation’s pluralist history. Goldman retells this history through symbols, and I will recapitulate 

his thesis (those familiar with it may skip to the next section) before offering criticism. 

 

COVENANT, CRUCIBLE, AND CREED 

Goldman uses three “symbols by which Americans have tried to make sense of our 

differences—and our similarities” (2). Emerging in New England, the covenant symbolizes an 

America founded by divine providence for a chosen people, the Anglo-Puritans, who sought 

to preserve “a special relationship between the English settlers of the Atlantic Coast and the 

God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (2). It unifies by identification with a past sacred 

community, and it disproportionately colored American writing and identity for a century. 

But historically the covenant was limited by its insularity and hostility to different ethnicities 

and religions. 

The crucible is the symbol for a nation whose ideal lies not in its past but in its future, in 

the melting together of different religions and ethnicities, such as Catholic Irish and 

Germans. It originated in the Middle Atlantic and looked to the progress of Manifest Destiny 

and a new kind of man. But the melting pot rhetoric of the early 1900s had limits. Poles, 
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Italians, Greeks, and Jews qualified as white for immigration purposes, but they were 

religiously and culturally different. Anglos became “increasingly pessimistic” about the 

possibility of an “ethnically and culturally unified people” (54). Fearing their own “race 

suicide,” they capped immigration in 1924 to freeze “America’s ethnic balance” (55, 57). 

The creed symbolized American unity in abstract political principles of liberty and 

equality rather than tradition or “cultural or ethnic fusion” (52). Stated in the Declaration of 

Independence and hallowed by Abraham Lincoln, it became the “orthodoxy of midcentury 

liberalism” (65). The creed extended Americanism by replacing ethnic and religious 

identities with ‘white’ or Judeo-Christian commitments. Moreover, it promised to assimilate 

blacks and Asians in the fight for democracy against fascist and communist totalitarianism 

abroad. Americanism at home meant “individual rights, popular sovereignty, limited 

government, and preference for decentralized administration” (66). 

The engine for the construction of each of these unifying symbols, argues Goldman, was 

war: symbols followed, and did not precede, conflict. The covenant followed King Philip’s 

War and was invoked against the French in 1754 and the British in 1775. The crucible 

followed the War of 1812 and the Mexican-American War. The creed was used in the Civil 

War to settle regional conflicts and create a “professional civil service, national policies to 

promote economic growth, and other features of European states” (73). But Lincoln 

introduced a tension between a unified nation and a “city on a hill,” a secular religion and 

messianic eschatology. Woodrow Wilson’s “universal ideals” promised to make the world 

safe for democracy, a “struggle between the forces of good and evil” beyond questions of 

national interest (76). The liberals extended this crusade. Planting military bases on every 

continent, the US claimed itself different than other exploitative, racist empires; it would 

disinterestedly bring the Four Freedoms to all humanity. 

But, writes Goldman, “the search for a creedal nation was a failure” (65). America had 

always been pluralist, and the search for an un-American unity undermined American 

institutions through “political centralization, official propaganda, and the repression of 

dissent” (78). The creed promised cohesion, but the civil rights movement and defeat in 

Vietnam exposed core disagreements. Claims to universal equality conflicted with 

segregation, racism, and prejudice against Jews and Germans. Claims to universal rights 

conflicted with the suppression of anarchists and socialists’ speech. By 1972 the creed “lay 
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in ruins” (86). The disruptive 1960s brought nostalgia, or the desire for a sense of familiarity, 

in Ronald Reagan’s promise to “make America Great Again” (108). 

In chapter four, Goldman treats the culture wars of the 1990s. Conservatives pushed a 

noble lie to unify a diverse and stratified society, and the Left produced its own unifying 

myths in multiculturalism. Each used history to tell us who we are or should be, not who we 

were, and this is “a burden history cannot bear” (97). Individuals imagine what they have not 

experienced and thus confuse their thoughts for truly collective memories. Cultural 

imagination also provides selective meanings to different groups. American memory sustains 

conflict. One can either tell a “shared story of progressive triumph” or portray America “as 

a series of defeats for native populations, for blacks, for workers, and for disfavored 

immigrants”; rich white males “won freedom and equality by taking them from others” (103–

4). Conservatives reduce “history instruction to a patriotic fable” and multiculturalists 

“imagine civic education to be a massive graduate seminar” feeding utopian illusions (111). 

Still, liberals warned, absent a unifying myth to give political legitimacy, a strongman would 

provide one to rise to power in an economic recession—Goldman points to Donald Trump. 

“We live ‘after nationalism,’” concludes Goldman (119). Americans are not just divided 

into different groups; they are divided in themselves, desiring personal freedom for 

alternative lifestyles. Attempts to limit pluralism only produce “rival accounts of what 

America is” (119). Goldman rejects the covenant, whose “characteristic vision of a virtuous 

society is simply too limited to bind together a diverse people” (37). Arguments about 

nationalism are often without content, just appeals to unity. While political legitimacy for 

some nations may be ethnocentrically rooted in “an organic and previously existing 

community,” the American people is “generated and sustained by … interactions under 

specific institutions” (13). He disagrees with restricting immigration to achieve assimilation, 

citing “the growth of anti-Semitism in the 1930s” (123). Rather “the alternative to consensus 

is chaos” (119). Drawing from various authors (including the 1619 Project), Goldman 

proposes a combination of the crucible and creed. Frederick Douglass’s “composite 

nationalism”—the principle of “civil equality to the people of all races and of all creeds”—can 

be wedded to public confessions that Americans have violated their creed in imperialism, 

racism, and intolerance (125). Francis Fukuyama’s “shared values” of “constitutionalism, rule 

of law, and human equality” can accommodate recent “cultural, social, and political 
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revolutions” to produce a “way of governing rather than inherited characteristics” (124–25). 

And John Rawls’s “constitutional consensus” is “limited to ‘the political procedures of 

democratic government’” (126). “Constitutionalism, the rule of law, and civic equality” 

provide “rules of coexistence for people who otherwise don’t share much” (126). Finally, in 

Patrick Deneen’s notion of a “community of communities,” the “basic units are not 

individuals … but a variety of overlapping and sometimes contending groups that reflect and 

cultivate different conceptions of identity, responsibility, and purpose” (127). 

Goldman’s solution is not to “restore an elusive consensus” but to “strengthen institutions 

of contestation,” the “organizations and structures that express and embody disagreement. 

Political parties, labor unions, and religious communities must be allowed to pursue their 

clashing views of public policy, economic issues, and the meaning of life. It is through their 

conflict that we will discover the terms on which we can live together” (9). Turning away from 

ideological consensus, we compromise as we articulate different interests stemming from 

“organizational and communal autonomy” (10). This is the best we can do: alternatives, 

warns Goldman, that “impose a monolithic understanding of national unity risk undermining 

the legitimacy of the political system, decrease trust among members of different social 

groups, and encourage extreme, even violent measures of self-protection” (126–27). 

 

GOLDMAN’S HISTORY 

A brief historical narrative like Goldman’s must prioritize certain facts—its value lies more in 

concision and the explanatory power of its categories than in scholarly debate. But 

Goldman’s symbols as representatives of diverse groups coexisting in a pluralist kaleidoscope 

frequently break down. We find that the covenant is also the crucible, which is also the creed. 

The Federalist covenant, for example, is also an argument that Americans should become 

“a relatively homogenous nation comparable to the great peoples of Europe” (20). The 

symbols that Goldman teases apart seem to be essential components of every political order. 

Covenant means traditions that unify a people in a way of life. Crucible means sharing a 

common vision of the future. Creed means a principled defense of the regime to educate the 

next generation. Goldman’s isolated symbolics prevent him from showing their roles in a 

changing American order: its identity, institutions, and basic legal categories like citizenship. 
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It is easy to tell a pluralist story because one can always find dissenters in every age. But 

to understand the American people one must turn to public documents that reflected the 

common sense of each era. For example, in an American consensus, Federalists and 

Republicans in 1795 extended residency for naturalization from two to five years, as well as 

passed the Eleventh Amendment (not mentioned by Goldman) that affirmed republican rule 

by limiting challenges against sovereign states in federal courts. A survey of state laws shows 

remarkable similarities in local governance, religious beliefs, and marriage law—the habits of 

a people shaped by the rights and rituals of citizenship. 

A key element of the social contract is that the citizens choose who can join their body 

politic; none have a natural right to be admitted. Goldman fails to clarify that blacks were not 

US citizens: they were inhabitants or “denizens,” granted some legal rights subject to change 

or repeal. Congress voted to include only whites in the 1790 Naturalization Law, and in no 

state did blacks have complete civil and political equality. Northern states and territories both 

banned slavery and limited blacks’ civil rights. Anti-miscegenation laws were passed in 

Massachusetts (and Maine) and Rhode Island in 1786 and 1798. In the 1780s New Jersey 

and Connecticut barred the importation of slaves as a threat to “white labour.” Cities like 

Boston excluded blacks from public schools. In 1833 Connecticut prohibited the creation 

of private schools for black nonresidents to discourage the growth of the black population, 

which contributed “thereby to the injury of the people.” In 1802 Ohio both banned slavery 

and denied voting rights to black males while granting them some civil rights; to discourage 

black immigration, Ohio only permitted blacks upon proof of freedom and the payment of 

prohibitive bonds as high as $1,000. Indiana, Illinois, and Michigan banned both slavery and 

black immigration, the latter by barring their employment, voiding all contracts made with 

them, and even appropriating money for their emigration. The Indiana Supreme Court 

concluded, “The policy of the state is ... clearly ... to exclude any further ingress of negroes, 

and to remove those already among us as speedily as possible.” By 1850 blacks constituted 

less than 2 percent of the northern population and less than 1 percent in the territories. 

Rather than Goldman’s story of pluralism and more than a simple story of prejudice 

(whether Americans thought other peoples were capable of self-government) the Founders 

saw diversity as a threat to their republican way of life; it characterized British imperial rule 

over disjointed populations of subjects (not citizens). Goldman admits that there was little 
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diversity in the American Founding: a citizen body 90 percent British, 60 percent English, 

and 98 percent Protestant, with very few Catholics and Jews. Because the homogeneity of 

the American citizenry poses problems for his argument, he must play up regional 

differences, such as the New England covenant. By attributing Christian republicanism to 

New England, he can dismiss a unifying republican way of life. He spends pages on Puritan 

history, such as the Halfway Covenant, when arguably Puritanism was dead by 1730. 

Goldman identifies state-sponsored religion and equality with the New England covenant so 

he can describe it as a failed attempt “to constitute all of America as an offshoot of the Puritan 

experience” (17). But all states variously supported the Christian religion: state churches, tax-

exempt status, public prayer, prayer and Bible-reading in schools, and blasphemy laws. And 

an egalitarian agrarian empire of small farmers was achieved by selling federal lands. 

Goldman sees a break between covenant and crucible, the end of “Christian republicanism” 

in favor of “Jeffersonian democracy,” precisely when one finds growing American 

nationalism in Christian republicanism. In the Era of Good Feelings, the Federalists were 

absorbed by compromises over the role of the federal government after the War of 1812. 

Goldman’s regional crucible also breaks down: transcendentalists from New England 

(not the Mid-Atlantic states) preached the crucible’s voluntarism and rebirth. He argues that 

the Louisiana Territory committed America to “expansion, cultural absorption, and slavery” 

(32). But the Northwest Territories were an expansion, and the Constitution planned for the 

admission of new republican states. Goldman questions John O’Sullivan’s presumption that 

“Mexicans and Indians would ‘amalgamate and be lost’ in the new people being born” (48). 

But those populations were small, and largely they were assimilated, like the millions of Irish 

and Germans who assimilated during the war. Goldman describes the Nativist Party as 

inheritor of the New England covenant, when it was national, rising up in cities like Chicago 

and New York, and for good reason: Irish immigrants brought disease, soaring crime, and 

welfare costs. State laws excluded foreign paupers and criminals. Massachusetts and New 

York developed extensive systems to restrict destitute foreigners and deport them back to 

Europe. Massachusetts law restricted legal residency to US citizens; any denizen seeking 

relief at a public almshouse was subject to deportation to “any other state, or to any place 

beyond [the] sea, where he belongs.” As to slavery, the Missouri Compromise ended the 

expansion of it in 1820, but the Mexican Cession reignited the conflict thirty years later. 
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The Civil War was fought over slavery, which violated republicanism. Because Goldman 

sets aside republicanism, he incorrectly sees the Civil War as a fight against racism. But 

Lincoln understood equality to mean natural rights, which conflicted with slavery. Arguably 

he never included blacks among the citizenry, with privileges and immunities of citizenship. 

He recurred to self-deportation and colonization in his second annual message to Congress, 

in which he affirmed, “I strongly favor colonization.” And it is unclear whether his preference 

to confer voting rights in Louisiana to blacks—“on the very intelligent, and on those who serve 

our cause as soldiers”—is an appeal for national citizenship. Thus Goldman indicts the North 

on false grounds, that it should have kept an occupying army in the South. One wonders why 

he indicts the North at all, given his own pluralist commitment to “rules of coexistence for 

people who otherwise don’t share much” (126). It was Stephen Douglas, not Lincoln, who 

said that he did not “care whether slavery is voted up or voted down.” Still Goldman 

concludes, “The price of national reconciliation for whites was allowing the construction of 

a racial caste system” (52). But even to radical Republicans there was no compromise. The 

signers of the Fourteenth Amendment who admitted blacks to citizenship (while still 

excluding Asians) also segregated Washington, D.C. schools. Goldman fails to see their 

undergirding principles: they attempted to secure equal protection for the new black citizens, 

but to preserve republicanism they recognized states’ rights to determine the rights of state 

citizenship. National civil rights, ruled the Supreme Court, did not include “the social rights 

of men and races in the community” but only “those fundamental rights which appertain to 

the essence of citizenship,” such as the right to travel, equal access to “public conveyances,” 

the right to contract in business, and (with the Fifteenth Amendment) the right to vote. State 

legislatures could still restrict voting rights based on sex, literacy, and property: paupers could 

still not vote in one-fourth of states in 1938. In varying state legislation, eleven states repealed 

their anti-miscegenation laws before 1887, while thirty states (sixteen in the South) kept them. 

Thus Goldman’s history of the growth of American government as a response to the 

Civil War seems incomplete. The federal government’s first large bureaucracy, the 

Freedmen’s Bureau (created to uplift freed slaves), only operated from 1865–72. If Goldman 

looked to institutional facts like the change in the local proportion of nonmilitary 

governmental expenditures or to the merely advisory rather than lawmaking power of state 

and federal boards and commissions (like the Interstate Commerce Commission), then he 
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would see that political changes followed a crisis of faith among Anglos,
2

 who in the 1880s 

began to reject Christianity and republicanism for Social Gospel and scientific rule. The 

administrative state seems to have followed diversity: the creation of bureaucracies to manage 

the new immigrant populations. Progressive jurist Roscoe Pound argued that the “American 

common-law polity presupposes a homogeneous population, which is jealous of its rights.”
3

 

Southeastern European immigrants, he said, were incapable of self-government, so an elite 

class of WASPs must use a new sociological jurisprudence to rule them and especially their 

families: “The powers of the star chamber,” he said, “were a trifle in comparison with those 

of our juvenile courts and courts of domestic relations.”
4

 

Nor is Goldman’s idea that Americans have always been divided in themselves accurate. 

The sexual revolution was the project of a growing liberal elite that both wanted freedom 

from the older sexual strictures and saw the benefits of a new science of control over diverse 

populations. Even Leftists like Herbert Marcuse who endorsed “polymorphous perversity” 

saw its dangerous potential. But Goldman’s limited history again bends his conclusions. The 

New Left, he writes elsewhere, “discredited the left for a generation or more” by caving to 

capitalism.
5

 But the New Left that prioritized race and gender over class successfully 

implemented what he recognizes as today’s institutional religion of “antiracism.” 

 

GOLDMAN’S CENTRAL COMMITMENTS 

Goldman says his book is informed by “two central” commitments, that of a scholar who 

challenges myths, even when doing so “seem[s] uncomfortable or inconvenient,” and that of 

a patriot who believes that the US is worthy of “loyalty, celebration, and, when necessary, 

defense”—it demands special obligations of its citizens (11–12). But the commitments of a 

scholar should invite Goldman to challenge his own pluralist views. 

As to Goldman’s commitments, he is clearly against the covenant. To allow for the 

assimilation of newcomers, Russell Kirk revived the symbol in the 1950s and Samuel 

Huntington in the 1990s as an attempt to find in Anglo tradition a middle way between 
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identity grounded in European heredity and abstract creeds. But Goldman rejects the Right’s 

refocus on “national solidarity” and the folkways that bind a people. He is “skeptical that we 

can restore a coherent enduring sense of shared identity and purpose” (5), and his history 

services this end by poking holes in narratives of national unity. 

Moreover, Goldman is apparently committed to neoliberalism. The key fact of his thesis, 

the rejection of the creed in the 1960s, should spur him to reflect on the neoliberal consensus 

that replaced it. But his history altogether omits this tense partnership between corporate and 

bureaucratic elites that shared views on justice, institutions, and policies like globalization and 

open borders. He uses the word neoliberal once in the mouth of nationalists as a bête noire 

for their frights. Yet his solution simply restates neoliberal theories of justice and institutions 

while failing to point out their long-exposed and fatal flaws. For example, Rawls’s theory of 

procedural justice, constructed in the supposed absence of any common good, contradicts 

the hierarchy of goods he smuggled in the back door. Reasonable participants, said Rawls, 

could not be pro-life.
6

 Institutionally, Rawls’s “difference principle” justified the affirmative 

action implemented by administrative agencies since 1970. Yet Goldman is silent about this 

affirmation of inequality under the law. Nor does he treat the “Great Awokening,” monopoly 

capitalism’s alliance with identity politics to legitimize its rule and punish its dissenters. 

Goldman fails to treat how the covenant, glory in one’s racial past, is alive and well in 

identity politics. Calling themselves antiracists, its advocates have pushed a war on 

“whiteness” in media, academia, business, and government. The 1619 Project, in addition to 

its historical inaccuracies, peddles race hatred and hatred of the American Founding. 

Goldman elsewhere only voices cautious concern over removing statues of the American 

Founders because they remind us of a troubled past: “Canceling their stories and monuments 

prevents us from understanding why they succeeded—and failed.”
7

 Since Goldman is against 

national solidarity, one might think he favors a full-throated pluralism. Eric Kaufmann, for 

example, argues that a white identity politics, or a revived covenant for white Christians, is 

necessary to achieve a truly pluralist society. This is entirely consistent with Goldman’s 

pluralist thesis and even its logical conclusion, but he balks when confronted with it. 
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Thus Goldman is not telling a simple historical narrative; he is taking a side in a historical 

debate as to what America is and should be. He guardedly admits that consensus is possible—

in the early republic, the national origins quota, and the “unusual level of social consensus” 

in 1950s America (123). Economic nationalists aspire to revive it today. Rather, Goldman 

believes that consensus comes at too high a cost of social conformity, such as anti-Semitism 

or the “exclusion of African Americans” (6). It unjustly asks “non-Yankees to give up too 

much of their own history” (38). Jews, for example, could not hold office in Founding Era 

Pennsylvania because they could not take the oath. The Jewish response was assimilation. 

But following the Progressive Era migrations, Horace Kallen (cited by Goldman) and Alain 

Locke each formulated a theory of teaching racial pride for Jews and blacks while promoting 

the “cultural pluralism” of American identity. To preserve a “separate national existence” for 

Jews free from anti-Semitism, Maurice Samuel argued for a secular American identity 

removed from religious, moral, and ethnic traditions.
8

 “If America had any meaning,” it was 

the founding of a “state [as] purely an ideal,” and thus its duty was to secure “the most 

elementary human right, the right of asylum.” America, said Hans Kohn, “was not founded 

on the common attributes of nationhood—language, cultural tradition, historical territory or 

common descent—but on an idea, which singled out the new nation among the nations of 

the earth.”
9

 Kohn envisioned an international federation—he took Austro-Hungary as his 

model—that by representing multiple nations as subgroups could balance and manage them. 

Pluralism as Goldman’s book describes it was not present at the American Founding—it 

began in the 1920s. To stop the chaotic, destabilizing migrations, the progressives passed the 

national origins quota in the 1924 Immigration Act, which allotted 70 percent of visas to just 

three European countries. The effect was that American citizens of all races repopulated 

themselves. From 1930–50 America’s foreign-born population decreased from 14.2 to 10.3 

million, or from 11.6 to 6.9 percent of the total population. By 1960 it was only 5.4 percent. 

But this offended some minority groups. Resentful of WASP dominance and assimilation, 

they lobbied to both increase their own numbers and promote diversity. They took the lead 

fighting the national origins quota and worked for its repeal, and they lobbied for the 1965 
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Immigration Act to weaken the Anglo majority.
10

 Billed as introducing more Greeks and 

Poles, the act privileged cheap Latin American and Asian labor. Immigration policy ever 

since has been controlled not by American voters, but by special interests: Republicans who 

want cheap labor and Democrats who want votes. Each secured benefits for its own 

constituency, to the absurd effect that American diversity policy gives legal preference to the 

vast majority of immigrants who never experienced discrimination under Jim Crow. 

The outsized turn of the century migrations brought a new struggle of the ethnic orders, 

the product of which was a secular, liberal elite—lapsed Protestants, Catholics, and Jews—that 

rejected progressives’ ethnocentrism for a theory of population management that changed 

the demographics of the country to favor an unbounded importation of asylees and migrants. 

Democrats have long attributed their “emerging majority” to unimpeded mass migration and 

intentional demographic change. Goldman himself agrees this is an issue driving our politics, 

yet he is unable to address the question—he suggests such ideas belong to white racism.
11

  

In Goldman’s defense, it seems that by giving the Founders a pluralist identity he is 

diminishing the simple charge of white racism by marinating it in a European stew of religious 

and ethnic conflicts. But a more honest and sympathetic view of the Founding would 

recognize that as a sovereign people, they had the right to admit or exclude anyone they 

wanted—just as the nations of Austria, China, and Israel do today. The majority of whites 

chose to admit blacks as citizens, followed by Indians then Asians, but they stressed 

assimilation. Goldman recognizes the success of assimilation of the 1950s, but he fails to 

recognize the threat of diversity. With the rise of a globalist elite, there is no longer the 

slightest attempt to enforce immigration law. Millions of illegal aliens cross the southern 

border each year; many are transported into the middle of the country. Goldman is hard-

pressed to show how this chaotic pluralism has not undermined the representative 

institutions he proffers as a solution. 
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My harshest criticism is that, despite recognizing that a view of community is inseparable 

from its conception of justice and institutions, Goldman continues as if the two may be 

separated. This false distinction troubles the whole book. Goldman correctly suggests a 

revival of political parties to represent local interests, but here he must mean something much 

broader than common usage. A true revival of strong parties would require reclaiming 

sovereignty from the bureaucracy, purging its placeholders, and ending race- and gender-

based privileges and distributions that identity groups see as deserved graft. Moreover, it 

would require drastic action on immigration and trade policies that have destroyed local 

communities. Barring a return to equal citizenship under the law, Goldman’s institutionalism 

of “constitutionalism, rule of law, and human equality” has no grounding. He argues for a 

“way of governing rather than inherited characteristics, such as ethnic origin or family 

religious affiliation” (125), but this only seems to apply to whites. Goldman’s warnings of 

“centralized control” (which he oddly says—in the midst of COVID-19—is “not very appealing 

today,” 123) only include the Cold War and Jim Crow, which ended sixty years ago. Today’s 

pluralists laud centralized control—COVID vaccines and privileging assigned identities—but 

Goldman is silent about defunding “antiracist” curriculum or smashing corporate 

monopolies. Thus I agree with Goldman’s solution, but he seems glib about the severity of 

our problems and naive as to what kind of radical solutions they require. 

 

THE DILEMMAS OF PLURALISM 

Goldman’s political pluralism stems from what he describes as a dialectical method of 

thought. Political theory, he says, has focused too much on unifying theories or what Leo 

Strauss called “regimes,” in which a people is defined by its common work. Strauss’s view, 

he says, requires “a greater degree of coherence and stability than increased appreciation for 

equal personhood and the vast extent of modern states permits.”
12

 Goldman compares his 

own method to G.W.F. Hegel’s dialectics: negation is the engine of Hegel’s dialectic, just as 

Goldman treats conflicting opinions of American identity. But Goldman’s writings bear no 

resemblance to Hegel’s rigorous logic or absolutist philosophy. Unlike Hegel’s dialectic, 

which takes each given proposition to its logical conclusion to discover its inner 

contradictions in search of a higher truth, Goldman superficially skips about, musing on 
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various opinions to find a hypothetical middle ground. But there is no genuine attempt to 

carve along the joints of a thing and then reassemble it to understand its essence. Scott Yenor 

writes that Goldman’s “description of our present discontents is of the ‘neither-this-nor-that’ 

variety.”
13

 In Hegel’s state, rational institutions must be rooted in nation, common customs 

and mores: a “second nature” uniting affection with Immanuel Kant’s cold institutionalism. 

Goldman’s method really services a political position—a defense of the neoliberal status quo. 

The great danger, mid-century liberals said, was ideology (fascist and communist). Thus, 

the pluralist undercuts all absolutist views; he takes the divisions that occur in any political 

regime, claims they are the regime, and then labels diversity as its goal. Liberals wrote 

narratives of America as pluralist from its conception, a “nation of immigrants.”
14

 But the 

liberals avoided crucial political questions. The concept of nation, for example, is part of an 

identity that commands sacrifice. Goldman admits this sacrifice is necessary, yet he never 

dialectically advances to what our identity of citizenship for protecting equal rights would be 

or how it is formed, else citizens become subjects who are accorded various privileges based 

on overlapping and assigned group identities. But at some point, young men must die for a 

community that must be educated as more important than life itself. One fights either 

because he is defending his people or because he is a mercenary. The former is a bedrock 

of republicanism, the latter is empire; the former rules by honor and shame, the latter by 

pleasure and pain. Goldman warns that a sense of commonality risks totalitarian measures; 

fine, but he never says how his state institutions alone provide anything more than 

mercenaries. Just as friendship requires spilling much salt together, republican communities 

require an orthodoxy or common opinion. And while Goldman can appeal to toleration for 

all positions, he never states diversity’s limits—he simply trusts it has none.   

Goldman’s theory has concrete political ramifications. The progressive Vox calls him 

“one of the most influential conservative intellectuals” (an endorsement a conservative might 

be suspicious of).
15

 He writes, “Because I don’t think we ever had a regime in the classical 
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sense, I’m somewhat less worried about losing it.”
16

 Thus the statesman, whose task is to 

transcend group interest to act for the good of the whole people, has no place in Goldman’s 

view. Moreover, Goldman blurs the role of the conservative intellectual who wades into the 

changing tides of politics. Because all moralities seek to become absolute, the current 

conservative intellectual task, responding to Leftist dominance in American educational 

institutions, would seem to be to fortify conservative identities on the right. Indeed, Goldman 

must presuppose these strong identities for his fusionism to work—compromise must be 

grounded in a position of strength. By refusing to clarify a conservative identity, the pluralist 

only succeeds in demoralizing his own side by advocating its constant concessions over core 

rights—the laughable “standing athwart history and yelling stop!” Yet nowhere do I find 

Goldman taking a strong position against the rioting in the summer of 2020 and 

transgenderism. Instead he attacks MAGA Republicans by comparing them to the New Left.  

If only! The true lesson of the New Left is its successful long march through American 

institutions, including Goldman’s own, George Washington University, where students 

toppled a statue of George Washington. But where he might advise a similar long march for 

the Right, he accepts the Left’s charge of racism and attacks the Republican populist base: 

“If you project yourself as a white Christian provincial party, you’re not going to get very 

many votes among people who are none of those things.”
17

 The MAGA voters, Goldman 

says, are the last gasp of the declining demographic, “the culture and interests of downscale 

whites.” It remains to be seen whether Goldman is correct about the trajectory of the 

Republican Party—Trump’s economic nationalism did better with minority voters than any 

of Goldman’s Never-Trumpers. Thus Goldman’s warning that impositions of a national 

identity will undermine the regime’s legitimacy, decrease trust among social groups, and 

encourage extreme measures of self-protection seem backward. Rather pluralists’ paeans to 

“diversity as our strength” have destroyed the regime’s legitimacy, led to decreasing social 

trust among groups, and empowered the Left’s vicious priesthood of “diversity, inclusion, 

and equity.” All of this legitimizes a cosmopolitan corporate ruling class that sacrifices 

American history and traditions, and ultimately republican institutions and freedom, for its 

own gain. This kind of regime is not a liberal democracy; it is a despotism or kleptocracy.
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David Lowenthal was for many years a professor of political science at Boston College, where 

he taught political philosophy. His recent passing and the occasion of this review justly 

prompts a brief eulogy in these pages. His wisdom and good humor were matched by the 

quality of his scholarship and teaching. His long and fruitful career stretched from the 1940s, 

when he was an early student of Leo Strauss, to the publication of the current volume, which 

came at the end of a long and academically productive retirement. 

Lowenthal’s Slave State is slender yet engrossing, and it fittingly caps his life’s work. 

Lowenthal writes as a longtime admirer of Orwell, and as a political theorist who 

acknowledges that, while “[t]here is no positive political message in 1984,” there is 

nonetheless “a positive moral message—one often missed by commentators because ... it is 

woven into the fabric of the novel as a whole” (2). Lowenthal’s aim in this book is to show us 

that positive moral message—that humanistic teaching—along with the deeper causes of 

totalitarian tyranny (3). Lowenthal would also illuminate threatening trends in our 

contemporary Western society that have moved us closer to tyranny. 

Part one of the book discusses Orwell’s political and moral development leading up to 

his mature depiction of tyranny in 1984. Orwell was a man of the Left. At the same time, he 

was also a critic of the exuberant and unbounded hopes of so many others on the Left. 

Orwell rejected religion as merely mythological, as otherworldly. In his view, it mistakenly 

confined man’s happiness to the life to come. Orwell embraced a humanism that locates our 

happiness in this world, but that at the same time moderates our expectations of an earthly 

utopia by accepting the ineradicable imperfections of human nature. Orwell would have us 

view normal human beings, with all their flaws, as noble creatures, and he would prompt us 

to accept them as they are and as worthy of our best political and moral efforts. 

Orwell’s understanding of worldly happiness places him at some distance from so many 

on the Left who seek merely the relief of man’s estate, equally and for all. The relief of pain 

as the goal of political life threatens to turn man into a soft creature incapable of higher 
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human tasks. To be sure, Orwell is centrally concerned to see to men’s basic material needs. 

Once those are secured, he would turn their attention to those noble pursuits that place us 

above the beasts. Orwell thus situates himself between religious men who propose noble but 

mythical human ends and his fellow men of the Left who propose as their utopia what 

amounts to a dehumanizing hedonism. He recognizes that his precarious political position 

requires of him a moral teaching that is neither religious nor conventionally socialist. Orwell 

himself tells us that we need “warmth, society, leisure, comfort, … security[,] solitude, creative 

work, and a sense of wonder” (20). Some of that sense of wonder is to be experienced by 

way of nature. For Orwell, the Left’s aim to conquer nature thus threatens a source of wonder 

and also, to the extent that human nature becomes a target of that conquest, man himself. 

Politically, Orwell hopes for an end to class and national divisions that he regards as the 

sources of the exploitation of man by man. He sees hope for universal brotherhood in an 

extension of family feelings to humanity at large, even if those feelings go no farther than a 

decent respect for the rights of others. His political goal, then, is “a humanized liberal 

socialism” extended over the whole earth (29). That goal might seem to be out of reach, but 

Orwell would repurpose otherwise atavistic nationalistic impulses in order to impel men, first 

toward patriotic loyalty to a decent English society, and then toward the eventual extension 

of these sentiments to the whole world. He contrasts this gradual and peaceful approach to 

human development with the aggressive and destructive path chosen by more intemperate 

leftists, for whom power worship occupies a place in the human soul left empty by the passing 

of religious worship. 

Later in life, out of a belief that all revolutions empower the worst among us, Orwell 

came to think that any revolution would bring about tyranny. Yet Orwell was unable to stop 

calling for political reform, believing, at times apparently inconsistently, that a coming 

totalitarianism cannot be permanent, and that his proposals for reform might therefore bear 

fruit. 

In part two, Lowenthal turns to his study of the moral teaching of 1984. Lowenthal locates 

the fundamental strength of the Party in its capacity “to generate opinions and emotions that 

render the ruled either harmless to the state or its fervent supporters” (44-45). Not brute 

strength but rather a certain education constitutes the greatest source of power for the Party. 

Winston Smith comes to rebel by noticing his own dissatisfactions, the gaps between regime 
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propaganda and objective facts, and his own memory of the past. These are, respectively, 

“the bad,” “the false,” and “the good” (46). The regime thus fails at the key task of controlling 

all thoughts and reactions. Winston recovers his contact with what is natural: the love of a 

mother for her child, natural scenery, the natural sexual desire of Winston and Julia for each 

other, and the more natural cultural life of the world that has been lost to totalitarianism. 

Orwell offers us his understanding of natural social attachments in two senses: the particular 

attachments of those who know and love each other; and the broader natural sympathy men 

can express for mankind in general. 

Orwell also shows us Winston struggling to grasp truth and resist the Party’s falsehoods. 

He attempts through speech to articulate his understanding of the true, and this gets him into 

trouble as he speaks with the wrong people. Winston’s rebellion is thus rooted in his natural 

desire to satisfy his “social, intellectual, and physical needs” (52). 

Lowenthal accounts for the evil depicted in 1984 by arguing that, for Orwell, the cause 

lies with “external factors frustrating or distorting human nature” (53). Men are taught to 

hate. They are also taught an unnatural and frustrating chastity that is manipulated into the 

desire to hate. In general, by thwarting men’s natural and healthy impulses, the Party is able 

to control their souls and use them as instruments of oppression. 

The human ideal in 1984 is represented by O’Brien in his role as rebel leader. All of the 

other characters, good and bad, are measured by Orwell against this standard. It is here that 

Lowenthal properly calls our attention to a lapse in Orwell’s account of the rebel O’Brien, 

because no indication is given of how such a man can come into being, or even how it is that 

he must serve as the one model for all mankind (57). Lowenthal accounts for the natural 

attraction to the rebel O’Brien with reference to his “intellect and sociability” (58). These 

two qualities recall the “man of wisdom and virtue described in classical philosophy” (59). 

However, whereas the ancients proposed a rigorous education aimed at producing such men, 

Orwell seems to think that they can arise spontaneously if only men are relieved of material 

privation. 

The final section of 1984 gives us Orwell’s view of the roots of totalitarian evil. The Party 

aims to overcome human mortality by proposing itself as an unerring and eternal 

organization. Loyalty to the Party by ordinary, mortal men is thus a path to a faux immortality 

that relieves them of their fear of death. So that it is not suspected of peddling falsehoods 



ORWELL’S MORAL TEACHING: A REVIEW OF SLAVE STATE 

 107 

that its followers are merely compelled to mouth, the Party must persuade everyone to 

support it willingly and wholeheartedly. The control of beliefs and emotions is thus the 

central means by which the Party retains power. The great evil depicted in 1984 is rooted in 

a reaction to mortality. By contrast, at least before he is broken, Winston accepts his mortality 

as an objective fact and seeks instead to live a life focused especially on care for “his intellect 

and his concern for others” (64). 

O’Brien destroys Winston by relying on a point of common agreement between the two: 

their fear of death. O’Brien expresses that fear of death by his utter loyalty to the Party. 

Winston expresses it by betraying Julia. Lowenthal notes, though, that O’Brien has not 

refuted the possibility of heroic action in the face of death (67). That nobility is enhanced by 

human imperfection—and the consequent will and exertion required by noble efforts if they 

are to overcome our frailty and our impulse to retreat (68). In Lowenthal’s view, despite the 

fact that Winston is broken, Orwell would have us see Winston’s morality as noble because 

it can only be defeated when he is destroyed by others. By contrast, O’Brien is only able to 

win struggles for power at the cost of his grip on reality (68). Thus, O’Brien’s victories are 

really personal defeats. 

In part three, Lowenthal explores Orwell’s understanding of the rise of totalitarianism by 

analyzing “The Theory of Oligarchical Collectivism” treatise within 1984. Orwell believes 

that, as the modern world seeks to free us from religion and the constraints of nature, it in 

consequence unleashes unprecedented hunger for power, fueled by technology, and 

ultimately dedicated to the destruction of human nature (74). Orwell looks ahead and 

pessimistically predicts that the whole world will descend into totalitarianism because it has 

been betrayed by its intellectuals. He predicts “the victory of power-hungry intellect over 

humane intellect” by modern elites freed from the restraint of religion (79). Orwell is 

pessimistic about the politics of the future because the same industrial forces that permit the 

necessary amelioration of the human material condition also offer tools for unbounded 

oppression to the power hungry. Lowenthal here criticizes Orwell for not taking seriously 

enough an escape from this mechanized modern tyranny into the pre-modern world 

depicted by classical political philosophy. Despite Orwell’s apparent certainties about the 

future, Lowenthal argues that Orwell must have had a positive political purpose in writing 

1984. Orwell approaches that purpose very indirectly, by appealing to and hoping to shape 
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men’s moral lives. He especially wants to educate decent intellectuals who will otherwise 

become “Outer Party” instruments in the coming totalitarian tyranny. 

Lowenthal has given us an impressive analysis of 1984. Though he clearly shares neither 

Orwell’s irreligion nor his unwillingness to revisit the West’s classical heritage, he 

sympathetically portrays Orwell’s decent humanism and ably draws out the moral teaching 

of 1984. We are left with three blind spots exhibited by Orwell upon which Lowenthal has 

chosen not to dwell. First, Orwell’s irreligion must be challenged. Revelation cannot 

intelligently be dismissed as myth-making without the most serious and sustained theological 

and philosophical account. Second, Orwell’s desire for human equality and fellow feeling 

grants too little to the demand that we pursue, and the reality that we unequally attain, virtue 

as a fulfillment of our highest nature. Finally, Orwell’s socialism must be set against defenders 

of the free market, particularly those involved in the “calculation debate,” and those who 

locate a necessarily restrained if also vibrant place for free market economic production in 

the lives of ordinary men. These reservations aside, Lowenthal shows us the heights that 

unorthodox and decent socialists can attain when they face squarely the worst impulses of 

secular utopians. 
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In the spring of 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. participated in civil rights demonstrations 

in Birmingham, Alabama that landed him in prison. While serving his sentence, he penned 

an open letter to “My dear Fellow Clergymen” who had published an editorial pleading with 

King and his associates to steer clear of the city. They did not aim to keep King safe from 

ruthless segregationists, but to preserve the peace in a city that had come to be known as 

“Bombingham.” King defended the campaign in part by describing the invalidity of the laws 

they protested. “To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human 

law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law.”
1

 By appealing to natural law, King placed 

himself within a vast tradition of political theology, including, as recently argued by Vincent 

W. Lloyd, the Black natural law tradition. 

Lloyd published Black Natural Law with the intent of pluralizing the natural law tradition 

by introducing readers to the ways that African American political leaders drew on European 

natural law traditions and the Black experience in America to “formulate a largely 

autonomous natural law tradition” (vii). The book examines the rhetoric of four key African 

American political leaders who exemplified Black natural law to establish the key 

characteristics of this tradition. This review argues that Lloyd’s Black natural law lacks proper 

engagement with the religious and philosophical context of his central figures, which results 

in a theory of natural law grounded not in transcendent truth but in immanent humanity. 

Without this transcendent grounding, Black natural law fails to attain what Augustine 

considered true and lasting peace and justice. After a brief review of Lloyd’s theory presented 

in Black Natural Law, this paper offers a critique of Lloyd’s use of the background and 

religious thought of one of his exemplary figures, Frederick Douglass. As the valence of 

Black natural law depends on uncovering the power of Black Christian political engagement, 
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 Martin Luther King, Jr., A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches, ed. James M. Washington 

(San Francisco, CA: HarperOne, 2003), 293. 



PIETAS 

110 

 

it stands to reason that it cannot do so without proper understanding of the historical context 

of that engagement. 

 

Situating Black Natural Law 

Vincent Lloyd identifies Black natural law as a distinct tradition of African American political 

philosophy with a unique contribution to make to contemporary conversations on natural 

law and political philosophy; he aims to pluralize the natural law tradition by demonstrating 

how key African American leaders in the last two centuries developed, articulated, and 

performed Black natural law.
2

 He chooses four African American political thinkers—

Frederick Douglass (1817–1895), Anna Julia Cooper (1858–1964), W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–

1963), and Martin Luther King Jr (1929–1968)—to serve as his loci classici for Black natural 

law. These figures appealed to natural law to object to a status quo of marginalization and 

oppression against African Americans.
3

  

Lloyd does not offer an explicit definition but instead identifies the essential 

characteristics of Black natural law through the writings of these figures. Black natural law 

upholds a holistic view of human nature, its first characteristic. Lloyd finds natural law 

theories that focus on the role human reason plays in discerning natural law to be too 

restrictive. In contrast, he suggests Black natural law utilizes a more expansive view that 

depicts human nature as irreducibly complex; reason works with, not above, emotion, 

imagination, experience, and more in order to access natural law (158). The second 

characteristic emphasizes the epistemic privilege of African Americans. African Americans 

can refer to their experiences of oppression and marginalization and then reason that the 

laws of the land are incongruent with God’s natural law (150). This leads to the third 

characteristic and ultimate purpose of Black natural law: ideological critique and movement 

organization. Black natural law remains incomplete without taking the knowledge gained 

from discerning natural law to address and correct human laws (119, 146). 

Black natural law also counters the trend of secularization in the public square by 

attempting to make space for religious considerations within the political sphere (150-52), 
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 Lloyd, Black Natural Law, 149: “Explicating black natural law is meant, in part, to loosen the dominance of one 

approach to this rich vein of ethical and political thought.” 
3

 For more on the complexities of the intersection between Black religion and Black politics, see Barbara Dianne 

Savage, Your Spirits Walk Beside Us: The Politics of Black Religion (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2012). 
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albeit without exclusive reference to a particular religious tradition.
4

 However, Lloyd’s 

approach presents certain problems to the reader.  

Lloyd intentionally sequesters his subjects from their historical contexts. He argues that 

secondary literature that views the limitations and contexts of individuals “nearly forecloses 

their humanity” (xiv); understanding his figures requires taking their writings and speeches in 

totality and isolation. To his credit, Lloyd acknowledges that his approach can have 

“potentially problematic effects,” but he sees those effects as giving his subjects the 

appearance of perfection or essential similarity (xiii-xiv). Rather than seeing the removal of 

his historical subjects from their context as contributing to these effects, he sees removal as 

the means to combat them.  

When Lloyd separates his key figures within the Black natural law tradition from their 

historical contexts, he also separates them from their theological contexts, rendering their 

ideas less intelligible. This means that, whatever effort Lloyd puts into taking these thinkers 

on their own terms, he leaves readers without the necessary handholds that allow them to 

understand the words of a particular thinker and how they responded to issues of their time. 

For example, without establishing the broad intellectual context of natural law, readers 

cannot make sense of King’s appeal to natural law in his famous Birmingham letter above. 

Lloyd’s engagement with Frederick Douglass, his “paradigm for the black natural law 

tradition” (2), provides a potent example of some of these faults in his ahistorical method, 

which have implications for the viability of his project.
5

 

 

Black Natural Law and Frederick Douglass 

According to Lloyd, Frederick Douglass established his natural law theory on the 

cornerstone of “our common humanity” (3). Douglass favored an anthropology of holistic 

unity that included human reason, but added speech, knowledge, hopes, fears, and 

prophecies, which together he Lloyd calls “irreducible mystery” (21), as essential 
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 For a sustained engagement of this worthy aspect of Lloyd’s approach, see Richard Kent Evans, “Redeeming the 

Human: Black Natural Law, Secularism, And Human Rights,” Politics, Religion & Ideology 20, no. 2 (June 2019): 

265. 
5

 Good historical thinking involves considering the context and causality of a moment or figure under study. Citing the 

work of Thomas Andrews and Flannery Burke, John Fea,Why Study History?: Reflecting on the Importance of the 

Past (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013) lists the “five Cs of historical thinking” as change over time, context, 

causality, contingency, and complexity. The five C’s help a historian think about the past in a way that stewards their 

responsibilities as chroniclers of the past well. 
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characteristics that separated humans from animals but also rendered all humans equal, 

regardless of race or status.
6

 But Douglass placed a high premium on the truth evident to all, 

discernable through reason.
7

 While slavery distorted the proper perception of human nature, 

Douglass believed people could still be shown the great evil inherent in slavery by 

demonstrating the horrors of the practice.
8

 He appealed to natural law because he considered 

it “on our side, and co-operates, with all honest efforts, to lift up the down-trodden and 

oppressed in all lands.”
9

 Douglass found an ally in natural law, which could help him correct 

unjust and inhumane laws because humans at their core cannot deny the objective truths of 

natural law given by a God who acts in history.
10

 While Douglass articulated an anthropology 

of complexity, as an abolitionist trained in the Garrisonian tradition, he returned to reason 

as his primary buttress in his arguments against white supremacy. 

Douglass often wrapped his appeals to truth and reason within tightly packed prophetic 

oratory that delivered an emotional punch.
11

 Perhaps his most famous speech, “What to the 

Slave is the Fourth of July?”, contained “biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, 

and stern rebuke” for the ways America had perpetuated slavery, which Douglass considered 

“crimes against God and man.”
12

 Douglass, the prophet, delivered these rebukes to call the 

nation to greater faithfulness to the law of God. The punch, however, was not the point; no 

matter how well Douglass played on the emotions of his listeners to gain a hearing, his 

invocations of natural law did not appeal to infinite complexity within humanity or the 

epistemic privilege of slaves, but to the logical and moral contradiction of man living in 

perpetual bondage to another man. Douglass’s ability to lay bare that contradiction relied on 

what he considered the innate moral sense of right and wrong within all people, from the 
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 Writing in 1854, Douglass, The Frederick Douglass Papers: Series One: Speeches, Debates, and Interviews, ed. John 

W. Blassingame and John R. McKivigan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 2:502, used these differences to 
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common humanity could not be diminished for Douglass.  
7

 Douglass, The Frederick Douglass Papers, 3:462, believed it “better remain dumb than utter a falsehood—better 

repeat the old truth forever than to spin out a pure fiction.” 
8

 Douglass, The Frederick Douglass Papers, 4:94–95. 
9

 Douglass, The Frederick Douglass Papers, 5:61, quoted in Lloyd, Black Natural Law, 23. 
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 Blight, Frederick Douglass, 52, 349, 419, 432–34. 
11

 Douglass biographer David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
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slaveholder to the abolitionist and everyone in between. Douglass’s explicit references to 

God’s higher law carried with them confidence in God’s ultimate purposes being fulfilled.
13

 

 

Frederick Douglass’s Christianity and the Natural Law 

Douglass derived that innate moral sense from his conception of a transcendent lawgiver 

willing to intervene in history. Lloyd acknowledges that Douglass drew his natural law from 

Christian convictions (4, 12), but often characterizes Douglass’s faith in anthropocentric, 

rather than theocentric, terms. For example, Lloyd interprets Douglass’s persistent critique 

of hypocrisy within American Christianity to mean that Douglass considered “real religion is 

a religion of humanity, turned inward first and then manifested in social action” (15). Yet his 

hope in the true “Christianity of Christ” led Douglass to critique “slaveholding religion.”
14

 

Douglass’s use of and appreciation of Christian Scripture demonstrates the source of this 

hope. He soaked his writings and speeches with biblical references and allusions,
15

 and he 

tied his belief in the Bible to his confidence in the Constitution’s declarations of equality, 

eventually coming to interpret both according to the overriding spirit of the text rather than 

the specific letter.
16

  

Douglass held more than mere appreciation for the Bible. On his trip to Italy and Greece 

in 1888, Douglass focused intently on the path of Paul through Rome and the fate of 

Christians in ancient Greece, and the superiority of Christianity over Catholicism or Islam in 

Egypt.
17

 In the weeks following his death, many personal friends and pastors eulogized 

Douglass with frequent reference to his devotion to Christ and his teachings, even though he 
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 For example, the “monstrous” decision in the Dred Scott case “may be one necessary link in the chain of events 
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(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 75–79. 
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eschewed formal church membership later in life.
18

 The anthropocentric faith Lloyd 

describes cannot account for Douglass’s Christianity as revealed in his writings and by those 

who knew him best.
19

 Removing Douglass from his historical and theological context 

hampers Lloyd’s interpretation of Douglass’s use of natural law. 

Removing Douglass from the context of the secondary literature also risks 

misunderstanding the man. A long historiographical debate has centered on just what 

characterized Frederick Douglas's Christianity. Was it of a more nineteenth-century 

Evangelical variety, or did he fall in a more religious liberal camp?
20

 Lloyd, perhaps 

unintentionally, wades into this debate. He presents Douglas’s faith in anthropocentric terms, 

along the lines of what one might expect from a religious liberal in the nineteenth (or twenty-

first) century. This approach makes it possible to situate Douglass’s appeals to natural law 

alongside Anna Julia Cooper, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Martin Luther King Jr., or at least insofar 

as Lloyd depicts them. But this approach also risks appropriating historical figures for 

particular agendas rather than taking them on their own terms. 

Perhaps Lloyd sides with Waldo Martin and William Van Derberg in tracing Douglass’s 

faith development from traditional evangelicalism to religious liberalism, downplaying God’s 

providential role in his philosophy and theology.
21

 However, David Blight, both in Frederick 

Douglass’ Civil War (1989) and in his recent prize-winning biography, emphasizes the 

providential view of history that Douglass held throughout his life.
22

 

If Douglass’s conception of God had a more interventionist, millenarian character, then 

his appeals to natural law must be interpreted according to that view. To be sure, Douglass’s 

views of Christianity and its relationship to the American Church developed and changed 

over time. Many of his interlocutors within the Black community were pastors, such as Henry 

Highland Garrett and Francis Grimké, but he also maintained a deep connection with Ottilie 
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Assing, who often sought to convert Douglass to atheism.
23

 While Douglass often thundered 

with language drawn from the biblical text in his denunciations of hypocritical or complacent 

Christianity, his references to God’s providential action on behalf of African Americans 

decreased after the Civil War and especially after the overthrow of Reconstruction. He 

continued to suspect the ways the American Church, both black and white, displayed 

complicity in upholding the racial status quo, and he often resorted to natural law language 

to denounce such a tendency (as Lloyd rightly highlights). But Douglass aspired to a nation 

and church that held firmly to its professed convictions as stated in their foundational 

documents.  

D.H. Dilbeck attributes these changes to Douglass’s shifting goals after emancipation.
24

 

Douglass desired his fellow African Americans to stand on their own, convinced that were 

the rest of the nation to give the freedmen an equal chance, they would prove the lie of white 

supremacy.
25

 He did not want members of his race to complacently lean on God’s 

providential action to bring about the necessary changes in America but should consider it 

part of their duty to follow God’s eternal law to bring about a nation committed to its stated 

ideals. Like many nineteenth-century Protestants, Douglass held to a millenarian hope in the 

eventual realization of God’s heavenly city. 

Douglass’s appeals to a transcendent natural law and lawgiver place him more 

comfortably within the Augustinian tradition. If our frame of reference for black natural law 

remains human centered, earthly peace represents our best and only hope, and even then, 

that hope remains very far off and tempered by the reality of opposition from the status quo.
26

 

But if there exists an external and eternal reference point, then both individuals and all 

humanity can look forward to an ultimate completion of justice and righteousness, as 

Frederick Douglass did. Indeed, the viability of any natural law theory depends at least in 

part on some grounding in the transcendent, since only a transcendent worldview can sustain 
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such a burden, especially regarding Lloyd’s primary concerns of justice and the critique of 

idolatry.
27

  

Without an external reference point for natural law, theorists risk falling into a snare from 

which they cannot escape. Douglass, however, did not do so. His invocations and practice of 

natural law, whether Black or European, maintained connection to the Creator God who 

orders the universe. Even through the trials and travails of slavery, the Civil War, the dashed 

hopes of Reconstruction, and the rise of Jim Crow segregation, Douglass held onto hope in 

God’s eternal purposes.
28

 Though those hopes may have flagged later in life in the face of 

such challenges, Dilbeck and Blight show that thinkers like Martin go too far in their 

characterizations of Douglass’s faith as anthropocentric. In any case, the debate itself 

contributes to a more accurate and nuanced understanding of Douglass’s religious and 

philosophical thinking. Lloyd’s approach forecloses such nuances and risks oversimplifying 

Douglass in order to fit his Black natural law thesis. 

 

Conclusion 

Efforts to place historical figures in their context with all their limitations do not “foreclose” 

their humanity but illuminate the complexity of their humanity. Considering historical figures 

requires recognizing that “human behavior does not easily conform to our present-day social, 

cultural, political, religious, or economic categories.”
29

 Lloyd addresses the challenge of 

complexity by removing his subjects from their contexts and focusing on how each conforms 

to “Black natural law,” but he risks imposing categories foreign to their patterns of thought.  

Attending to the context and complexity of historical figures, how they changed over time, 

and the contingency of their actions and the causes and effects of their views forecloses our 

agendas with them without relegating them to the confines of historical antiquarianism. The 

past proves most useful when we think historically about people first, and only then attempt 

to interpret their lives and works within a particular framework. Douglass’s natural law 
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framework included the concept of God as transcendent lawgiver, and a failure to account 

for this aspect of Douglass’s faith and philosophy poses questions to whether Black natural 

law can be sustained without explicit reference to the transcendent. 

It is unfair to criticize non-historians for not being historians. But given Lloyd’s expressed 

intention to purge the dross of context from his figures, we would do well to ask what might 

be lost in such a process. It seems to me that for Black natural law to be understood, we need 

to understand not only the various ways these thinkers invoked natural law but also what they 

had in mind and what sources they had in mind when they attempted to apply it. Can Lloyd 

draw upon Douglass’s thought if he doesn't characterize him in a way the man himself would 

recognize? This stands as the perennial preoccupation and vexation of the historian. But it 

endures as a necessary question for anyone who wishes to resource the past. 
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