
I. Common features of modern thought that differ profoundly from the ancient thought. For 

each of these features early moderns, such as Locke, move very far away from the perspective 

of the ancients. Later thinkers, such as Marx return to some ancient ways of thought. And 

Freud goes even further in this direction. 

A. Definition in terms of the cosmos vs. self-definition. 

1. For the ancients, human beings have the capacity to choose between one kind of life 

and another. While we all have certain individual desires, these desires are particular 

exemplifications of more general desires common to all human beings. And  the 

desires to which we are initially socialized may not be the best way to satisfy our 

more general desires. We can criticize our particular desires by evaluating the best 

way to satisfy the more general desires that underlie them. Education is the process 

by which we come to more deeply understand the kind of creatures we are and the 

best way in which we can satisfy our more general desires. We evaluate the different 

kinds of life open to us in terms of how we can best satisfy the deepest ends we share 

with other human beings. And each kind of life can only be understood in terms of 

some connection to one or another aspect of the world around us. 

a. For Plato, the best among us discover their fundamental aim, philosophy or the 

pursuit of knowledge, in large part, by being helped to break free from the cave 

of opinion. In the process, we begin to recognize the kind of pleasure open to 

human beings in the pursuit of knowledge. But, at the same time,  we come to 

recognize that this pleasure is the result of our connection to something outside 

ourselves, the forms. Moreover, the our very activity also enables us to compare 

the philosophic life to other kinds of lives and recognize that the philosophic 

life best is that most likely to make us independent of fortune or chance 

b. For Biblical religion, our own deepest purposes are revealed by God’s revelation 

to us, which tells us of our deepest aims and ends.. And those purposes 

essentially involve standing in the right relationship to God. 

2. For moderns, however, our fundamental aims and purposes as human beings are 

discovered by looking inwards at our wants rather than outwards towards some 

conception of the cosmos as a whole and our place in it. Happiness consists in 

satisfying our wants, whatever they happen to be. Our deepest and most important 

ends are the particular desires we discover by looking inside ourselves or invent for 

ourselves. Some moderns, such as Locke, deny that there any more general desires 

common to all human beings. All insist that it is our particular desires that are most 

important to us and that we can only reluctantly and with difficulty give up. The 

different kinds of lives open to us are defined by the particular desires we have, not 

by some connection to one or another aspect of the world outside us.  

a. For Locke, we discover our desires by looking inside and seeing what makes us 

uneasy. Anything can make us uneasy. And our own uneasiness may have a 

very different source from that of other people. Our happiness is not connected 

in any essential way to an order in the world outside ourself. 

b. For Blake, our fundamental desire is to express the particular kind of energy found 

within us. Again, what these energy would lead us to do, when it is unbound, 

will differ from one person to another. We partly discover  and partly invent 



the particular bent or aim of our own energy by trying to free ourselves from 

the mind forg’d manacles of the political and moral ideals of our times. 

c. For Wordsworth, we have the capacity to detach ourselves from our own ends and 

goals and float about our own lives. In doing so, we delight in our freedom and 

gain a path to independence from the troubles of everyday life. At the same 

time, we suffer from our own detachment. We can reattach ourselves to life 

through love. In describing all of these moments of the soul, Wordsworth seems 

to be close to some ancients ways of thought. Yet, despite his affinity for Plato, 

Wordsworth does not identify any common ends outside ourselves that we seek 

when we are either standing apart from or reconnecting to the life of human 

beings. Detachment, for Plato, is primarily important because it brings our soul 

in contact with the forms and the good. Detachment, for Wordsworth, brings us 

most in contact with the powers of the human soul and with some vague sense 

of something beyond us, which may, in fact be only the power of the soul. 

Reattachment, for Plato, is connected to finding an individual who exemplifies 

a good human soul. Reattachment, for Wordsworth is tied to an individual 

whose particular life and experience he has shared.  

d. Marx takes us part way back to the ancient world. He does hold that all human 

beings have some general end, for unalienated labor and for the freedom to 

labor as we choose. Yet while Marx’s account does enable us to develop a 

criticism of capitalism, it does not really enable us to discover how we should 

live our own lives. For, on the one hand, unalienated labor is such a general end 

that what is most important for us can only be the continuing exercise of the 

particular skills and abilities we have developed during our life. And Marx 

assumes that, come communism, all of the tensions of human life—between 

human beings and nature, and between one human being and another—can be 

eliminated. Thus there is no basis in the analysis of human nature and political 

and social life to say that one way of life—or one kind of unalienated labor—

is better or worse than another. 

e. For Freud, there is a general trajectory in the development of our most important 

desires for sexual expression. But Freud emphasizes  the ways in which we 

come to have unique and distinctive sexual desires. Plato, too, can give an 

account of our particular desires. But Plato might point out that, given the 

nature of human life, certain of our desires are intrinsically more or less difficult 

to satisfy. Or he might say that certain of our desires take us closer to or farther 

from understanding the world as it really is, which is itself conducive to our 

well being.  There is little or no basis in Freud for criticizing our particular 

desires from the standpoint of their connection to something higher than or 

outside ourself. But Freud does point out that certain ways of pursuing the 

satisfaction of our basic desires are better or worse, because they allow for a 

greater degree of instinctual satisfaction. And some of our desires are more or 

less compatible with civilized life. (Freud does also raise the question of 

whether the repression of desires required by civilization is always to the good.) 

Freud still differs from the Ancients is in two respects. First, he insists that we 

can explain what even he calls our higher ends (love, intellectual work) in terms 

of our lower ends (sex). (But, even Freud wavers on this point in his later 



account of eros.) Second, Freud gives greater emphasis to the distinctive desires 

of individual and the difficulty of changing them.  

B. Instrumental vs Substantive Reason 

1. For the ancients reason is substantive. It tells us what human nature is, what common 

ends we share with other human beings, and the extent to which one kind of life or 

another will enable us to be fulfilled or satisfied. Biblical religion supplements 

reason with revelation. But while that revelation tells us certain things that reason 

cannot clearly establish on its own, it is meant to be consonant with the discoveries 

of reason.  

2. For moderns, reason is instrumental not substantive. Reason does not tell us what a 

good life is, that is, what wants or fundamental aims to have if we want to be fulfilled 

or happy. Rather it (i) tells us how to satisfy each of our wants, (ii) tells us how to 

organize our lives to satisfy as many of our wants as possible, and, for some 

moderns, (iii) what moral constraints apply to our pursuit of our happiness. These 

moral constraints, however, derive from our obligation to respect the rights of others, 

not from some substantive account of our own well-being.  

a. For Locke, the great power of reason are (1) our ability to conquer nature and 

increase the productive capacity of mankind and (2) our ability to discover the 

law of nature and create a political community that allows us to protect our 

rights. Reason has no role to play in discovering our ends. 

b. For Blake, in some of his writings, reason has a somewhat greater role to play, in 

addition to the role Locke allows it. Reason, it seems, gives some shape or 

definition to the energy that we share with other human beings. But this kind 

of reason is not fully substantive in the way found in ancient thought. For there 

does not seem to be a particularly right or wrong way to express our energy. 

The only important consideration beyond our own happiness seems to be to 

respect other human beings. In other of his writings, however, Blake gives a 

more definite understanding of the kind of life that is valuable to us. For 

example, The Lamb and The Tyger point us to the importance of gratitude and 

daring in living a good life. 

c. For Wordsworth  the power of reason seems to be the power of the human soul 

for memory and reflection. Our capacity for reflection and distance from 

ourselves does enable us to see that certain of our desires are more or less likely 

to be satisfied. But reflection does not seem to give us new desires different 

from the ones we already start with. Indeed, on problem with reflection that 

Wordsworth points to is that it leaves us so distant from our own lives that 

nothing seems important to us. So, for the Wordsworth of Tintern Abbey reason 

does not seem able to tell us what ends to follow.  

d. For Marx, reason is more powerful than it is for early moderns. For it can give us 

an understanding of the direction of history as a whole. But, while it tells us 

that communism is the ideal form of political and social life, for reasons we 



saw above under A, it does not tell us in detail what kind of life would be best 

for us.  

e. Darwin reason is a part of nature  

f. Freud again returns part way to the ancient world. He does show us how reason 

can give us an understanding of human nature. And through psychoanalysis, 

reason can help us understand our own particular nature and the best way for 

us to seek happiness.  

C. Freedom 

1. For the ancients the truth that sets us free is the truth that reveals our true nature to us. 

While the ancients valued other freedoms and, especially for philosophers, the 

freedom to pursue knowledge, the removal of external constraints is valuable only 

in so far as it removes the constraint of lack of knowledge of what we truly are.  

2. For moderns: Given our inability to reason about what a good, the diversity of human 

endeavors and actions shows us that human beings may have very different wants 

from one another. Thus a good polity and society must allow room for a great deal 

of diversity and freedom. Moreover, freedom consists in removing constraints on 

the satisfaction of our wants, rather than in discovering our true nature or place in 

the cosmos. These constraints may include: (i) government restrictions on our choice 

of what desires to seek to satisfy; (ii) social mores, expectations, and conceptions of 

how it is best for us to live; (iii) lack of political and economic resources; (iv) natural 

necessity; and (v) our own irrationality. 

a. For Locke, the most important freedom is the removal of government restrictions 

on what we should do.  

b. For Blake  and Wordsworth, freedom from conventional opinions, from “mind 

forg’d manacles” is necessary if we are to discover or create our own individual 

way of life. Blake also points to the importance of political and economic 

resources in order to be free.  

c. For Marx, freedom is not really possible until we each have control over the means 

of production and thus have the possibility of living an unalienated life. It 

requires not just individual freedom but the collective freedom that comes with 

radical democracy. In addition, freedom requires the conquest of nature and the 

end of necessity. That is, freedom is only possible when we do not have to labor 

to survive but only labor for the joy of developing and exercising our faculties 

and capacities. Marx also returns to some extent to the ancient view when he 

holds that freedom involves knowledge of our true nature. He says that one kind 

of alienation is alienation from specie-being, that is, misunderstanding of our 

nature. And he holds that, come communism, everyone will understand that our 

prime want is for unalienated labor. For Marx, freedom in the sense of self-

knowledge is only possible at the end of history, when the trajectory of human 

history becomes evident.  

d. Freud returns much more to the ancient view. For the ultimate lack of freedom 

for Freud is human irrationality as seen in neurotic symptoms. Neurosis makes 



us incapable of understanding or controlling what we do. It is, however, only 

the most extreme kind of internal lack of freedom. For Freud, knowing 

ourselves—knowing the nature and source of our own desires—is necessary 

for the fullest freedom to rationally shape our own lives. Where Freud differs 

from the ancients is precisely in that he also would insist on the importance of 

the characteristically modern kinds of freedom (i) to (iv) above. He would, 

however, point out that Marx’s notion of conquering nature entirely is an utter 

fantasy.  

D. Individualism: Modern political communities demand that individuals be self-directing and 

self-responsible. Modernity place fewer restrictions on our lives, but also offer us less 

help in attaining our goals. By the same token, a modern regime does not require us to 

devote our lives or time or property to the goals of the political community as a whole. 

1. For the ancients, a good life is a life in which we take part in a strong and vibrant 

communal life. For the ancient Greeks that life is found in the political life of the 

polis or in the friendship and academies of philosophers. For the Hebrew Bible, the 

good life for Israelites can only be found in their communal life under the laws of 

God. For the New Testament, the good life is found in the Christian community that 

follows Jesus. In each case, ancient thought holds that a community is need not just 

for security and safety, but, even more importantly, to take part in an the projects of 

an ongoing way of life, whether it is the self-government of a democratic polis, the 

pursuit of knowledge, the effort to become a holy people and nation of priests, or 

the creation of a Christian fellowship. There is no assumption in these tendencies of 

thought that there are not tensions between individual and community. And, in 

Platonic thought in particular, the tensions in political life are evident. But the 

ancients held that we must live with these tension in order to receive the benefits of 

communal life.  

2. For moderns, the good life may, but need not, be found in a common life shared with 

other  human beings. Thus the most important aims of political and social life is (1) 

safety or the protection our life and property and (2) freedom, of the creation of a 

space in which we can pursue our own aims, whatever they happen to be. 

a. For Locke, politics aims at the protection of our rights. For politics to do more 

than this and try to create a deeper community is to violate our rights. For each 

person has the best understanding of his own aims and desires. And not 

everyone in a political community will share in that common aim.  

b. Blake recognizes the importance of community largely when he is concerned 

about the way community impinges and limits the freedom of individuals. At 

least in the poems we have read, there is little positive to be seen in communal 

life.  

c. Much the same can be said for Wordsworth. His references to the life of his 

community in Tintern Abbey are wholly negative. Both as a young boy and as 

a man, Wordsworth flees civilization and human community for nature.  

d. For Marx, communal life is all important in that our productive activity is 

ultimately social in nature. One important achievement of communism is the 

recognition of the social quality of our lives. Another is supposed to be the 



overcoming of the alienation of one human being from another. A third is the 

growth in human appreciation for the talents and achievements of other human 

beings. As communism develops, we each develop new faculties and capacities 

both as producers and as consumers. And, as more advanced consumers, we 

can appreciate the creative work of our fellow human beings to a much higher 

degree. While Marx emphasizes the importance of communal life, he does not 

stint on the importance of the individual’s pursuit of his own life either. Indeed, 

one of the hallmarks of Marx’s though is his belief that, come communism, the 

tension the ancients saw between the individual and the community will be 

entirely overcome. Whether this is a plausible claim, however, is subject to 

debate.  

e. Freud returns much less to the ancient view of community than he does in other 

respects. For Freud emphasize the tensions between human desire and civilized 

life. He points to the necessity for restraining our erotic and aggressive desires 

in order to create civilized life. And he wonders whether this process has gone 

too far, leading to unnecessary human unhappiness. 

II. Issues on which modern thinkers have disagreed I: Enlightenment and Romanticism. To 

what extent can we combine the enlightenment and romantic aspects of modernity in one view 

and in one life? Can we conquer nature, be secure in our political rights, and seek a high 

material standard of living while at the same time fulfilling our deepest desires? Or are these 



different aims ineluctably in conflict? Can we find our deepest fulfillment in work? Or will 

modern life always be torn between our enlightenment weekdays and our romantic weekends?  

A. The enlightenment ideal 

1. The spread of useful knowledge 

a. Moral knowledge of the rights of mankind and the ends of government 

b. Scientific knowledge leading to the conquest of nature, that is, the vast increase 

in human productivity 

2. Political liberalism 

a. Protections of the rights of life, liberty and property  

b. Constitutional government 

c. Limited government, although some liberals are for and others opposed to 

government redistribution from the rich to the poor  

3. Commercial society 

a. Most human beings should be focused on the pursuit of economic well being 

through agriculture, manufacture, trade and finance.  

b. Commercial society dramatically improves the material standard of living of 

human beings 

c. Commercial society civilizes human beings. 

i. It diverts ambitious people from politics to economics where they can do 

good rather than harm  

ii. It encourages the spread of respect for others and good manners, since 

businessmen must win the confidence of those with whom they buy and 

sell  

B. The romantic alternative  

1. The romantic critique 

a. Romantics criticize the enlightenment on the grounds that it undermines the 

possibilities for human happiness. 

i. This is, ultimately, the only possible standard of moral reasoning for 

liberalism 

ii. Romantics claim that enlightenment liberalism leads to or exacerbates a 

number of divisions in our lives . 

b. Enlightenment liberalism divides us from ourselves 



i. Leads us to live for others, not ourselves. In our efforts to make money and 

win the recognition of others 

a) We lose any sense of own identity or of who we are. 

(i) Instead we try to meet standards of others. 

b) We pretend to be other than we are 

ii. The emphasis on industriousness and rationality and the self-restraint that 

comes along with it stifles spontaneity and passion  

a) Enlightenment liberalism tells us to serve our long term self-interest by 

restraining our immediate pursuit of pleasure. (London, Tintern 

Abbey)  

b) Rationality and industriousness  

(i) stifles spontaneity 

(ii) leads us to play it safe all the time rather than to take risks (The 

Tyger) 

(iii) leads us to ingratitude, to forgetting how much we owe God or 

nature, other human beings (The Lamb, Tintern Abbey) 

(iv) leads us to accept work that is alienating in order to attain good 

wages (Marx) 

c) The consequence of enlightenment liberalism is to flatten our desires, 

undermine our passionate commitment to our goals, to neglect the 

importance of satisfying certain desires for our happiness 

(i) For passionate commitments to certain ideas, people, a way of life, 

or a career  

(a) requires us to be ready to act spontaneously  

(b) can be very inconvenient and risky 

(c) They lead us to put our long term self-interest and safety 

aside. 

(d) requires some faith the world around us  

(e) Faith in the world is enhanced when we recognize what we 

owe to others and nature or God.  

c. Enlightenment liberalism divides us from one another 



i. When we focus on long term self-interest, we are lead to treat others in ever 

more instrumental ways or to neglect each other (The Chimney Sweep, 

London). 

ii. In order to get ahead, people try to put each other down by means of gossip, 

unwarranted criticism. (Tintern Abbey) 

iii. In our efforts to make money, we neglect to develop the faculties and 

capacities that would enable us to appreciate the achievements of others. 

(Marx) 

iv. Rather than being a means to our happiness and fulfillment, as it is for the 

Ancients, enlightenment morality is a constraint on our happiness. 

2. The radical romantic program (Blake, Marx). 

a. We should get back to nature, to human beings are we truly are. 

i. We are by nature good. 

ii. We must remove all artificial restraints on human nature are it really is. 

a) The restraints and formal rules of  

(i) enlightenment morality  

(ii) the rational and industrious concern for long term self-interest 

b) Repressive political and social arrangements 

c) False needs that are created by political and social life 

b. Instead we should rely on  

i. Our natural playfulness,  curiosity and desire to do unalienated labor to 

produce the relatively few goods we need. 

ii. Our natural sociability and concern for others to overcome remaining 

sources of tensions between people.  

iii. The conquest of nature and the end of scarcity (Marx). 

3. The conservative romantic program (Wordsworth) 

C. Can the enlightenment and (radical) romantic ideals be combined? 

1. Marx said yes. (see the notes on Marx, Enlightenment and Romanticism) 

2. Some reasons to have our doubts about the possibility of reconciling human beings to 

one another without a large portion of enlightenment ideas. 



a. Are human nature is not so sociable and pacific as romantics believe? Freud would 

say that we are aggressive and dangerous to each other. 

i. We need the restraints of liberal politics to protect us. 

ii. It is useful to channel our aggressiveness into the relatively safe paths of 

business and commerce. 

b. Can we expect to solve the problems of coordinating our economic life without 

the use of market relationships guided by a powerful government?  

i. Reflections on the problems of non-market forms of communism suggest that 

there is no alternative to the market.  

ii. If we use market relationships, however, won’t we be encouraging precisely 

the kinds of instrumental relationships between human beings that 

romantics detest? 

c. Can we combine individual freedom and communal freedom?  

i. Our reflections on the problems with Marxism suggest that there will always 

be a tension between them. 

ii. But, if not, then our support of individual freedom will constrain the 

possibilities for communal freedom. 

3. Some reasons to have doubts about the romantic program for our individual lives. 

a. Will freedom from constraint lead us to the kind of life that Blake admired? 

b. The fundamental issues is this: Is a life passionately devoted to ideals and to 

productive, creative work wholly a product of nature? Or is it a product of 

nature and the right kind of nurture. 

i. Blake’s and Marx’s assumption: human energy, when set free of political and 

social constraints, will naturally flow in attractive and positive directions. 

c. A sketch for a critique of the romantic view of human nature. 

i. The problems 

a) Creative, productive activity is, initially, difficult and laborious. 

(i) Thus we must be self-disciplined to undertake it 

b) Given the account of political and social life sketched above, there is 

always going to be a tension between the internal goods of creative 

activity and the external goods (money, recognition, and power) we 

need to sustain ourselves and these activities.. 

(i) If there is no way to provide the external we need through either 

the spontaneous interaction of people  or government planning, 



we will have to focus our lives on making a living as well as on 

living well.  

(ii) Thus we must learn to balance these two kinds of goods. 

(iii) Enlightenment liberalism does tend to emphasize external goods 

rather than internal goods. And by making it difficult for us to 

control our productive activity, and make work fulfilling, 

capitalism makes us emphasize external goods even more. 

ii. Some possible solutions  

a) Worker’s control in a market economy. 

(i) Workers as individual, and as members of a community will have 

to balance internal and external goods. 

b) A revival of Ancient Greek and Biblical thought with its emphasis on  

(i) self-discipline 

(ii) putting external goods in their proper place. 

III.  Issues on which modern thinkers have disagreed II: Equality. To what extent can equality 

among human beings be sustained? Are people only owed equality with regard to the basic 



moral rights of life, liberty, and property? Or are they owed political and economic equality 

as well? 

A. Elitism and egalitarianism. 

1. Modern thought, in general, is more egalitarian than earlier political and moral thought.  

a. This can be seen in Lockean liberalism, romanticism, and Marx. 

i. Lockean liberalism insists on the fundamental moral equality of human 

beings. 

a) That moral equality justifies an equality of rights.  

ii. Romanticism, or at least Blake’s romanticism, and Marxism both seek a 

more radical equality in the conditions of human life. 

b. Freud is a partial exception.  

i. He argues that human beings have differing capacities for higher forms of 

sublimation of their sexual instinct in intellectual work. 

ii. Even Freud, however, holds that human  

B. On the issue of whether government efforts to redistribute income and wealth are just, see 

the notes on Locke and Contemporary Disputes about inequality and Marx on distributive 

justice for details. 

IV. Issues on which modern thinkers have disagreed III: Rationality and political and social 

life. How far can our political and social lives be rationally organized? To what extent is a 

rational political and social life compatible with human freedom or human nature? 

A. Rationality and Political and Social Life  

1. Ancient political and moral philosophers had divergent views about the role human 

reason could play in political and social life.  

a. Most believed that rational debate and discourse played an important role in the 

political life of the ancient polis or political community. Human beings, 

Aristotle said, was both a political animal and a rational or speaking (the Greek 

word logos can mean reason or speech) animal. These two notions were 

connected in that reason and speech are necessary to the deliberation about and 

adoption of laws. 

b. At the same time, ancient some political and moral thinkers thought there were 

certain important limitations to the role of reason in political and moral life.  

i. The political community, for most ancient and medieval philosophers could 

only survive if there was a broad acceptance of a particular conception of 

justice. And here justice was understood in a broad sense to include a view 

of who should rule the political community and what ends they should 

pursue. Moreover some ancient thinkers, to one degree or another held that 



the conception of justice in a political community was supported by a 

particular notion of the Gods and their requirements.  

a) Given the importance of this broad agreement on justice, ancient 

political writers thought it appropriate to limit the freedom to question 

the fundamental ideals of a political community. 

b) And they argued that political philosophers, who did call these ideals 

into question, should do so in a careful and prudent way, so as to 

avoid undermining the confidence of the political community in 

them.  

ii. Ancient political and moral philosophers further held that there were sharp 

limits on the capacity of human beings to come to have theoretical 

knowledge of human affairs. Thus they held that all general claims about 

political and social life held only for the most part and most of the time. 

And they argued that, to be made practical, general knowledge had to be 

supplemented by a detailed knowledge of the particular circumstances in 

each case. 

2. Medieval Christian political thinkers adopted somewhat different views of the 

possibility of rationality in political and social life.  

a. In one respect Christians placed emphasized the importance of reason. 

Christianity requires its adherents to hold certain beliefs about the nature and 

role of Jesus in the world. Early Christians adopted the ideas of philosophers to 

explicate the central dogmas of their religion, thereby giving theology a central 

place in Christian life. And systematic theology was thought to be necessary to 

an understanding of the proper role of the church and politics in a Christian 

community. 

b. While stressing the importance of, and possibility for, systematic political and 

moral thought, Christians also gave even greater emphasis to the importance of 

restraints on open discussion and questioning of Christian doctrines. The 

Christian hierarchy and Christian rulers became ever more concerned about 

restricting any challenges to orthodox beliefs.  

i. For medieval Christians, orthodoxy was not just important for political 

stability. It was even more important because having the correct 

theological views was held, by many Christians, to be a prerequisite of 

salvation.  

ii. Moreover, Christian thinkers in medieval times held that human reason, like 

all other aspects of our nature, were partly or wholly corrupted by original 



sin. Thus it was distinctly possible for corrupted human beings to lead 

others astray. 

iii. Thus 

a) Christian rulers exercised much greater controls on challenges to 

religious beliefs than was found in most political communities in the 

ancient world. 

b) And many Christian political and religious leaders held that it was 

important for the ability to read and write to be limited to a small part 

of the population. For the ability to read and write could enable the 

mass of people to call Christian dogmas into question. 

3. Central to modern thought is the notion of expanding the role for human reason and 

rationality in the governance of our individual and collective lives. 

a. The enlightenment emphasizes the capacity of human beings to think for 

themselves and challenge all orthodoxies. 

i. The enlightenment seeks to protect freedom of thought and speech. 

ii. The enlightenment seeks to provide much greater educational opportunities 

to a broader spectrum of the community.  

b. The enlightenment also held that systematic theoretical knowledge could be 

developed to guide our political and social life. 

i. Here modern thought more closely follows the example of Christianity than 

that of the ancient world. 

ii. Locke’s Second Treatise is an example of a systematic political theory of the 

kind not found in Ancient thought. pre-modern thought.  

a) Locke held that the law of nature could be discovered by reason as could 

be the proper role of government. 

4. Some modern thinkers after the enlightenment raised the possibility of the rational 

direction of political and moral life to a higher degree. 

a. Marx criticized Locke’s political and moral theory because it gave no account of 

the development of different forms of political and social life. 

b. Marx held that we could understand no only where we have come from but where 

we are going. His political and social theory gave an account of why 

communism would eventually come to replace capitalism. In doing so, Marx 

claimed to have laid bare the fundamental workings of human life and history. 

c. Moreover Marx held that advances in thought and life would make it possible for 

human beings to combine individual and collective freedom to the greatest 

degree. We could, he thought, use our reason to collectively plan the 



development of the political community while at the same time allowing for the 

greatest individual liberty. 

d. While Marx was a defender of human freedom, Marxist optimism about our 

capacity to give rational direction to political and social life lead, in the hands 

of Lenin, to a justification of rule by the communist party. 

i. For Lenin held that knowledge of the laws of history justified the communist 

party’s rule against the whole of society.  

ii. This knowledge, Lenin claimed, would enable the communist party to create 

an ideal communist society.  

5. The romantic thinkers were, in some respects, critical of reason, particularly in the 

form of enlightenment reason.  

a. They held that enlightenment Lockean reason lead human beings to focus on 

being industrious and rational to the exclusion of  other, more important ends, 

as we saw above. 

b. Yet, on the whole, they favored the development of human faculties and powers, 

in all dimensions. 

6. Freud had the greatest doubts about the capacity for human reason to direct us either 

individually or as members of a political community. 

a. He argued that human beings often suffered from one or another kind of 

irrationality as individuals. 

b. And political and social life was often lead into difficulties by the power of our 

less than rational erotic and aggressive instincts. 

c. Still Freud did have some hope that we human beings could come to recognize 

and master our irrationalities.  


	I. Common features of modern thought that differ profoundly from the ancient thought. For each of these features early moderns, such as Locke, move very far away from the perspective of the ancients. Later thinkers, such as Marx return to some ancient...
	A. Definition in terms of the cosmos vs. self-definition.
	1. For the ancients, human beings have the capacity to choose between one kind of life and another. While we all have certain individual desires, these desires are particular exemplifications of more general desires common to all human beings. And  th...
	a. For Plato, the best among us discover their fundamental aim, philosophy or the pursuit of knowledge, in large part, by being helped to break free from the cave of opinion. In the process, we begin to recognize the kind of pleasure open to human bei...
	b. For Biblical religion, our own deepest purposes are revealed by God’s revelation to us, which tells us of our deepest aims and ends.. And those purposes essentially involve standing in the right relationship to God.

	2. For moderns, however, our fundamental aims and purposes as human beings are discovered by looking inwards at our wants rather than outwards towards some conception of the cosmos as a whole and our place in it. Happiness consists in satisfying our w...
	a. For Locke, we discover our desires by looking inside and seeing what makes us uneasy. Anything can make us uneasy. And our own uneasiness may have a very different source from that of other people. Our happiness is not connected in any essential wa...
	b. For Blake, our fundamental desire is to express the particular kind of energy found within us. Again, what these energy would lead us to do, when it is unbound, will differ from one person to another. We partly discover  and partly invent the parti...
	c. For Wordsworth, we have the capacity to detach ourselves from our own ends and goals and float about our own lives. In doing so, we delight in our freedom and gain a path to independence from the troubles of everyday life. At the same time, we suff...
	d. Marx takes us part way back to the ancient world. He does hold that all human beings have some general end, for unalienated labor and for the freedom to labor as we choose. Yet while Marx’s account does enable us to develop a criticism of capitalis...
	e. For Freud, there is a general trajectory in the development of our most important desires for sexual expression. But Freud emphasizes  the ways in which we come to have unique and distinctive sexual desires. Plato, too, can give an account of our p...


	B. Instrumental vs Substantive Reason
	1. For the ancients reason is substantive. It tells us what human nature is, what common ends we share with other human beings, and the extent to which one kind of life or another will enable us to be fulfilled or satisfied. Biblical religion suppleme...
	2. For moderns, reason is instrumental not substantive. Reason does not tell us what a good life is, that is, what wants or fundamental aims to have if we want to be fulfilled or happy. Rather it (i) tells us how to satisfy each of our wants, (ii) tel...
	a. For Locke, the great power of reason are (1) our ability to conquer nature and increase the productive capacity of mankind and (2) our ability to discover the law of nature and create a political community that allows us to protect our rights. Reas...
	b. For Blake, in some of his writings, reason has a somewhat greater role to play, in addition to the role Locke allows it. Reason, it seems, gives some shape or definition to the energy that we share with other human beings. But this kind of reason i...
	c. For Wordsworth  the power of reason seems to be the power of the human soul for memory and reflection. Our capacity for reflection and distance from ourselves does enable us to see that certain of our desires are more or less likely to be satisfied...
	d. For Marx, reason is more powerful than it is for early moderns. For it can give us an understanding of the direction of history as a whole. But, while it tells us that communism is the ideal form of political and social life, for reasons we saw abo...
	e. Darwin reason is a part of nature
	f. Freud again returns part way to the ancient world. He does show us how reason can give us an understanding of human nature. And through psychoanalysis, reason can help us understand our own particular nature and the best way for us to seek happiness.


	C. Freedom
	1. For the ancients the truth that sets us free is the truth that reveals our true nature to us. While the ancients valued other freedoms and, especially for philosophers, the freedom to pursue knowledge, the removal of external constraints is valuabl...
	2. For moderns: Given our inability to reason about what a good, the diversity of human endeavors and actions shows us that human beings may have very different wants from one another. Thus a good polity and society must allow room for a great deal of...
	a. For Locke, the most important freedom is the removal of government restrictions on what we should do.
	b. For Blake  and Wordsworth, freedom from conventional opinions, from “mind forg’d manacles” is necessary if we are to discover or create our own individual way of life. Blake also points to the importance of political and economic resources in order...
	c. For Marx, freedom is not really possible until we each have control over the means of production and thus have the possibility of living an unalienated life. It requires not just individual freedom but the collective freedom that comes with radical...
	d. Freud returns much more to the ancient view. For the ultimate lack of freedom for Freud is human irrationality as seen in neurotic symptoms. Neurosis makes us incapable of understanding or controlling what we do. It is, however, only the most extre...


	D. Individualism: Modern political communities demand that individuals be self-directing and self-responsible. Modernity place fewer restrictions on our lives, but also offer us less help in attaining our goals. By the same token, a modern regime does...
	1. For the ancients, a good life is a life in which we take part in a strong and vibrant communal life. For the ancient Greeks that life is found in the political life of the polis or in the friendship and academies of philosophers. For the Hebrew Bib...
	2. For moderns, the good life may, but need not, be found in a common life shared with other  human beings. Thus the most important aims of political and social life is (1) safety or the protection our life and property and (2) freedom, of the creatio...
	a. For Locke, politics aims at the protection of our rights. For politics to do more than this and try to create a deeper community is to violate our rights. For each person has the best understanding of his own aims and desires. And not everyone in a...
	b. Blake recognizes the importance of community largely when he is concerned about the way community impinges and limits the freedom of individuals. At least in the poems we have read, there is little positive to be seen in communal life.
	c. Much the same can be said for Wordsworth. His references to the life of his community in Tintern Abbey are wholly negative. Both as a young boy and as a man, Wordsworth flees civilization and human community for nature.
	d. For Marx, communal life is all important in that our productive activity is ultimately social in nature. One important achievement of communism is the recognition of the social quality of our lives. Another is supposed to be the overcoming of the a...
	e. Freud returns much less to the ancient view of community than he does in other respects. For Freud emphasize the tensions between human desire and civilized life. He points to the necessity for restraining our erotic and aggressive desires in order...



	II. Issues on which modern thinkers have disagreed I: Enlightenment and Romanticism. To what extent can we combine the enlightenment and romantic aspects of modernity in one view and in one life? Can we conquer nature, be secure in our political right...
	A. The enlightenment ideal
	1. The spread of useful knowledge
	a. Moral knowledge of the rights of mankind and the ends of government
	b. Scientific knowledge leading to the conquest of nature, that is, the vast increase in human productivity

	2. Political liberalism
	a. Protections of the rights of life, liberty and property
	b. Constitutional government
	c. Limited government, although some liberals are for and others opposed to government redistribution from the rich to the poor

	3. Commercial society
	a. Most human beings should be focused on the pursuit of economic well being through agriculture, manufacture, trade and finance.
	b. Commercial society dramatically improves the material standard of living of human beings
	c. Commercial society civilizes human beings.
	i. It diverts ambitious people from politics to economics where they can do good rather than harm
	ii. It encourages the spread of respect for others and good manners, since businessmen must win the confidence of those with whom they buy and sell



	B. The romantic alternative
	1. The romantic critique
	a. Romantics criticize the enlightenment on the grounds that it undermines the possibilities for human happiness.
	i. This is, ultimately, the only possible standard of moral reasoning for liberalism
	ii. Romantics claim that enlightenment liberalism leads to or exacerbates a number of divisions in our lives .

	b. Enlightenment liberalism divides us from ourselves
	i. Leads us to live for others, not ourselves. In our efforts to make money and win the recognition of others
	a) We lose any sense of own identity or of who we are.
	(i) Instead we try to meet standards of others.

	b) We pretend to be other than we are

	ii. The emphasis on industriousness and rationality and the self-restraint that comes along with it stifles spontaneity and passion
	a) Enlightenment liberalism tells us to serve our long term self-interest by restraining our immediate pursuit of pleasure. (London, Tintern Abbey)
	b) Rationality and industriousness
	(i) stifles spontaneity
	(ii) leads us to play it safe all the time rather than to take risks (The Tyger)
	(iii) leads us to ingratitude, to forgetting how much we owe God or nature, other human beings (The Lamb, Tintern Abbey)
	(iv) leads us to accept work that is alienating in order to attain good wages (Marx)

	c) The consequence of enlightenment liberalism is to flatten our desires, undermine our passionate commitment to our goals, to neglect the importance of satisfying certain desires for our happiness
	(i) For passionate commitments to certain ideas, people, a way of life, or a career
	(a) requires us to be ready to act spontaneously
	(b) can be very inconvenient and risky
	(c) They lead us to put our long term self-interest and safety aside.
	(d) requires some faith the world around us
	(e) Faith in the world is enhanced when we recognize what we owe to others and nature or God.




	c. Enlightenment liberalism divides us from one another
	i. When we focus on long term self-interest, we are lead to treat others in ever more instrumental ways or to neglect each other (The Chimney Sweep, London).
	ii. In order to get ahead, people try to put each other down by means of gossip, unwarranted criticism. (Tintern Abbey)
	iii. In our efforts to make money, we neglect to develop the faculties and capacities that would enable us to appreciate the achievements of others. (Marx)
	iv. Rather than being a means to our happiness and fulfillment, as it is for the Ancients, enlightenment morality is a constraint on our happiness.


	2. The radical romantic program (Blake, Marx).
	a. We should get back to nature, to human beings are we truly are.
	i. We are by nature good.
	ii. We must remove all artificial restraints on human nature are it really is.
	a) The restraints and formal rules of
	(i) enlightenment morality
	(ii) the rational and industrious concern for long term self-interest

	b) Repressive political and social arrangements
	c) False needs that are created by political and social life


	b. Instead we should rely on
	i. Our natural playfulness,  curiosity and desire to do unalienated labor to produce the relatively few goods we need.
	ii. Our natural sociability and concern for others to overcome remaining sources of tensions between people.
	iii. The conquest of nature and the end of scarcity (Marx).


	3. The conservative romantic program (Wordsworth)

	C. Can the enlightenment and (radical) romantic ideals be combined?
	1. Marx said yes. (see the notes on Marx, Enlightenment and Romanticism)
	2. Some reasons to have our doubts about the possibility of reconciling human beings to one another without a large portion of enlightenment ideas.
	a. Are human nature is not so sociable and pacific as romantics believe? Freud would say that we are aggressive and dangerous to each other.
	i. We need the restraints of liberal politics to protect us.
	ii. It is useful to channel our aggressiveness into the relatively safe paths of business and commerce.

	b. Can we expect to solve the problems of coordinating our economic life without the use of market relationships guided by a powerful government?
	i. Reflections on the problems of non-market forms of communism suggest that there is no alternative to the market.
	ii. If we use market relationships, however, won’t we be encouraging precisely the kinds of instrumental relationships between human beings that romantics detest?

	c. Can we combine individual freedom and communal freedom?
	i. Our reflections on the problems with Marxism suggest that there will always be a tension between them.
	ii. But, if not, then our support of individual freedom will constrain the possibilities for communal freedom.


	3. Some reasons to have doubts about the romantic program for our individual lives.
	a. Will freedom from constraint lead us to the kind of life that Blake admired?
	b. The fundamental issues is this: Is a life passionately devoted to ideals and to productive, creative work wholly a product of nature? Or is it a product of nature and the right kind of nurture.
	i. Blake’s and Marx’s assumption: human energy, when set free of political and social constraints, will naturally flow in attractive and positive directions.

	c. A sketch for a critique of the romantic view of human nature.
	i. The problems
	a) Creative, productive activity is, initially, difficult and laborious.
	(i) Thus we must be self-disciplined to undertake it

	b) Given the account of political and social life sketched above, there is always going to be a tension between the internal goods of creative activity and the external goods (money, recognition, and power) we need to sustain ourselves and these activ...
	(i) If there is no way to provide the external we need through either the spontaneous interaction of people  or government planning, we will have to focus our lives on making a living as well as on living well.
	(ii) Thus we must learn to balance these two kinds of goods.
	(iii) Enlightenment liberalism does tend to emphasize external goods rather than internal goods. And by making it difficult for us to control our productive activity, and make work fulfilling, capitalism makes us emphasize external goods even more.


	ii. Some possible solutions
	a) Worker’s control in a market economy.
	(i) Workers as individual, and as members of a community will have to balance internal and external goods.

	b) A revival of Ancient Greek and Biblical thought with its emphasis on
	(i) self-discipline
	(ii) putting external goods in their proper place.






	III.  Issues on which modern thinkers have disagreed II: Equality. To what extent can equality among human beings be sustained? Are people only owed equality with regard to the basic moral rights of life, liberty, and property? Or are they owed politi...
	A. Elitism and egalitarianism.
	1. Modern thought, in general, is more egalitarian than earlier political and moral thought.
	a. This can be seen in Lockean liberalism, romanticism, and Marx.
	i. Lockean liberalism insists on the fundamental moral equality of human beings.
	a) That moral equality justifies an equality of rights.

	ii. Romanticism, or at least Blake’s romanticism, and Marxism both seek a more radical equality in the conditions of human life.

	b. Freud is a partial exception.
	i. He argues that human beings have differing capacities for higher forms of sublimation of their sexual instinct in intellectual work.
	ii. Even Freud, however, holds that human



	B. On the issue of whether government efforts to redistribute income and wealth are just, see the notes on Locke and Contemporary Disputes about inequality and Marx on distributive justice for details.

	IV. Issues on which modern thinkers have disagreed III: Rationality and political and social life. How far can our political and social lives be rationally organized? To what extent is a rational political and social life compatible with human freedom...
	A. Rationality and Political and Social Life
	1. Ancient political and moral philosophers had divergent views about the role human reason could play in political and social life.
	a. Most believed that rational debate and discourse played an important role in the political life of the ancient polis or political community. Human beings, Aristotle said, was both a political animal and a rational or speaking (the Greek word logos ...
	b. At the same time, ancient some political and moral thinkers thought there were certain important limitations to the role of reason in political and moral life.
	i. The political community, for most ancient and medieval philosophers could only survive if there was a broad acceptance of a particular conception of justice. And here justice was understood in a broad sense to include a view of who should rule the ...
	a) Given the importance of this broad agreement on justice, ancient political writers thought it appropriate to limit the freedom to question the fundamental ideals of a political community.
	b) And they argued that political philosophers, who did call these ideals into question, should do so in a careful and prudent way, so as to avoid undermining the confidence of the political community in them.

	ii. Ancient political and moral philosophers further held that there were sharp limits on the capacity of human beings to come to have theoretical knowledge of human affairs. Thus they held that all general claims about political and social life held ...


	2. Medieval Christian political thinkers adopted somewhat different views of the possibility of rationality in political and social life.
	a. In one respect Christians placed emphasized the importance of reason. Christianity requires its adherents to hold certain beliefs about the nature and role of Jesus in the world. Early Christians adopted the ideas of philosophers to explicate the c...
	b. While stressing the importance of, and possibility for, systematic political and moral thought, Christians also gave even greater emphasis to the importance of restraints on open discussion and questioning of Christian doctrines. The Christian hier...
	i. For medieval Christians, orthodoxy was not just important for political stability. It was even more important because having the correct theological views was held, by many Christians, to be a prerequisite of salvation.
	ii. Moreover, Christian thinkers in medieval times held that human reason, like all other aspects of our nature, were partly or wholly corrupted by original sin. Thus it was distinctly possible for corrupted human beings to lead others astray.
	iii. Thus
	a) Christian rulers exercised much greater controls on challenges to religious beliefs than was found in most political communities in the ancient world.
	b) And many Christian political and religious leaders held that it was important for the ability to read and write to be limited to a small part of the population. For the ability to read and write could enable the mass of people to call Christian dog...



	3. Central to modern thought is the notion of expanding the role for human reason and rationality in the governance of our individual and collective lives.
	a. The enlightenment emphasizes the capacity of human beings to think for themselves and challenge all orthodoxies.
	i. The enlightenment seeks to protect freedom of thought and speech.
	ii. The enlightenment seeks to provide much greater educational opportunities to a broader spectrum of the community.

	b. The enlightenment also held that systematic theoretical knowledge could be developed to guide our political and social life.
	i. Here modern thought more closely follows the example of Christianity than that of the ancient world.
	ii. Locke’s Second Treatise is an example of a systematic political theory of the kind not found in Ancient thought. pre-modern thought.
	a) Locke held that the law of nature could be discovered by reason as could be the proper role of government.



	4. Some modern thinkers after the enlightenment raised the possibility of the rational direction of political and moral life to a higher degree.
	a. Marx criticized Locke’s political and moral theory because it gave no account of the development of different forms of political and social life.
	b. Marx held that we could understand no only where we have come from but where we are going. His political and social theory gave an account of why communism would eventually come to replace capitalism. In doing so, Marx claimed to have laid bare the...
	c. Moreover Marx held that advances in thought and life would make it possible for human beings to combine individual and collective freedom to the greatest degree. We could, he thought, use our reason to collectively plan the development of the polit...
	d. While Marx was a defender of human freedom, Marxist optimism about our capacity to give rational direction to political and social life lead, in the hands of Lenin, to a justification of rule by the communist party.
	i. For Lenin held that knowledge of the laws of history justified the communist party’s rule against the whole of society.
	ii. This knowledge, Lenin claimed, would enable the communist party to create an ideal communist society.


	5. The romantic thinkers were, in some respects, critical of reason, particularly in the form of enlightenment reason.
	a. They held that enlightenment Lockean reason lead human beings to focus on being industrious and rational to the exclusion of  other, more important ends, as we saw above.
	b. Yet, on the whole, they favored the development of human faculties and powers, in all dimensions.

	6. Freud had the greatest doubts about the capacity for human reason to direct us either individually or as members of a political community.
	a. He argued that human beings often suffered from one or another kind of irrationality as individuals.
	b. And political and social life was often lead into difficulties by the power of our less than rational erotic and aggressive instincts.
	c. Still Freud did have some hope that we human beings could come to recognize and master our irrationalities.




