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Searching for ‘Moderate Enlightenment’: From Leo Strauss 
to J. G. A. Pocock
Nicholas Mithena,b

aUniversity of Hull, Kingston upon Hull, UK; bSchool of History, Classics and Archaeology, Newcastle University, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

ABSTRACT  
The meaning of ‘moderate enlightenment’ has been monopolised by 
Jonathan Israel. In this guise, ‘moderate enlightenment’ is built atop a 
compromise between authority and innovation, between reason and 
revelation, and amounts to an intellectually subordinate counterpart to 
the Radical Enlightenment. This ‘negative’ definition obstructs serious 
interpretation of what ‘moderate enlightenment’ can mean. This essay 
progresses instead an enquiry into a ‘positive’ definition of ‘moderate 
enlightenment’ – an enlightenment defined by moderation. It does so 
by surveying key lineaments within a century of historiography on the 
enlightenment, from the 1920s to the present. It focuses on the 
contributions to that historiography by two titanic figures of twentieth- 
century scholarship and political thought: Leo Strauss and J.G.A. Pocock. 
Strauss and Pocock are shown to have advanced equally substantive, if 
fundamentally distinct, concepts of ‘moderate enlightenment’. 
Searching for ‘moderate enlightenment’, aided by Strauss and Pocock, 
raises new vistas in both eighteenth century intellectual history and 
twentieth century historiography – and the pertinence of both for the 
history of political thought. It also brings into question the political- 
philosophical substance of the ‘moderation’ which underpins a 
positively defined ‘moderate enlightenment’.
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1. Introduction

The meaning of ‘moderate enlightenment’ has been monopolised by Jonathan Israel. Monopolised 
unintentionally, it should be added, because since his turn to the enlightenment in the late 1990s, 
proposing a coherent ‘moderate enlightenment’ has been far from Israel’s concern. It has been the 
‘Radical Enlightenment’ – capitalised, Spinozist, democratic, secular – which has been Israel’s 
moving object. The ‘moderate mainstream’, the nebulous category into which Israel’s ‘moderate 
enlightenment’ slides, sought to accommodate elements of this radical agenda without precipitating 
the collapse of the ancien regime.1 Israel’s ‘moderate enlightenment’ is built atop a compromise: 
between authority and innovation, between tradition and modernity, between reason and 
revelation. It is a compromise for which Israel does not conceal his distaste.

It is this negative definition of moderate enlightenment – an enlightenment which is ‘not radical’ 
– which abounds in contemporary historiography. ‘Radical enlightenment’ preceded Israel, has 
transcended his formulation, and matured into a productive, contested historiographical category.2
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Conversely, no study has taken the moderate enlightenment seriously. No study has sought to pose 
a positive definition of moderate enlightenment: an enlightenment defined by moderation.

This article seeks to progress this enquiry. It does so not by contributing to the study of moderate 
enlightenment as an eighteenth-century historical formation but rather by reconsidering ‘moderate 
enlightenment’ as a twentieth-century historiographical category. Writing at the turn of the millen-
nium, Israel was not the first to write of a ‘moderate enlightenment’; nor was he the first to conceive 
of an enlightenment characterised as moderate. Descending into the earlier historiographical land-
scape allows a genealogy of a moderate enlightenment to come into view. This genealogy offers a 
new lens through which to take stock of a century of historiography of enlightenment.3

If the most basic objective here is to move beyond Israel’s ‘moderate mainstream’, his account of 
the ‘moderate enlightenment’ nonetheless identifies the place to begin. Israel has recounted his 
recovery of radical enlightenment against three historiographical tendencies: firstly, against the 
postmodern critique of the ‘Enlightenment Project’; secondly, against the methodological reduction 
of enlightenment studies to a species of social history; and thirdly against the homogenisation of 
enlightenment into a single coherent political-philosophical movement. This last was, in Israel’s 
view, the mid-century model of Ernst Cassirer and Peter Gay. For Israel, the Cassirer-Gay enlight-
enment of the philosophes represented in fact only one side of the enlightenment, the moderate 
camp. It was to complement their implicitly moderate enlightenment that Israel’s explicitly radical 
enlightenment needed to be uncovered.4

In Israel’s judgement, Gay and Cassirer should have listened to a fellow German-Jewish émigré 
to the United States: Leo Strauss.5 In his writings on enlightenment from the early 1930s Strauss 
saw, as Israel later was to see, the Janus face of enlightenment, its radical and moderate strains. Israel 
has projected onto Strauss the dominance of his own Spinozist Radical Enlightenment. He has also 
read into Strauss his relegation of moderate enlightenment to ‘a category of thought that is inher-
ently debased and feeble philosophically’, and its protagonists to ‘little more than misguided camp- 
followers unwittingly serving the cause of the radicals’.6

This represents a simplification of Strauss’s position. Strauss was, by 1930, at least equally ani-
mated by what he then termed ‘the problem of that moderate (i.e. non atheistic) enlightenment’.7

Strauss’s ‘moderate enlightenment’ is not that of Israel. To make sense of what Strauss meant by 
‘moderate enlightenment’ we need to trace the thread of his early work.

2. Leo Strauss’s two moderate enlightenments

In 1925 a twenty-six-year-old Leo Strauss remarked of ‘certain clever minds … [who] have of late 
been speaking of the shallowness of the Enlightenment’.8 Germany in the 1920s witnessed a pro-
blematization of the enlightenment and its legacy. That decade had seen the culmination of the 
‘resurgence of theology’, a return to religious experience against rationalist idealism born of the 
eighteenth century, guided by luminaries such as Franz Rosenzweig and Karl Barth.9 This drew 
upon one legacy of the Jewish philosopher Hermann Cohen. Cohen’s Neo-Kantian thought was 
taken in a different direction by Ernst Cassirer, whose philosophy of ‘symbolic forms’ sought to 
reground idealism in a new epistemology.10 Against both tendencies – the former chastising 
enlightenment; the latter seeking to revalidate it – arose the school of phenomenology, inherited 
and then repurposed by Martin Heidegger. Heidegger’s encounter with Cassirer at Davos in 
1929 has been memorialised as signifying the essential cleavage within continental philosophy.11

It might also be seen as signifying the birth of modern discourse on Enlightenment.12 The years 
immediately after the Davos encounter saw Heidegger extend his turn against enlightened ration-
alism, and Cassirer pen his influential Die Philosophie der Aufklärung.13

If Germany in the 1920s was pregnant with a modern discourse on enlightenment, then Strauss 
was there at the birth. Cassirer had been Strauss’s doktorvater, supervising his 1920 dissertation, Das 
Erkenntnisproblem in der philosophischen Lehre Fr. H Jacobis, on the pantheismusstreit, the conflict 
over the legacy of Lessing and the degree and nature of his Spinozism. But Strauss was no disciple of 
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Cassirer. In the early 1920s he had been attracted to Zionism, and a species of religious ‘experien-
tialism’.14 He also fell under the spell of Heidegger, studying with him in Freiburg. Strauss consist-
ently, in his later life, recognised Heidegger as ‘the only great thinker of our time’.15 While he 
diverged from Heidegger’s political philosophy, like Heidegger Strauss progressed a critique of 
the Enlightenment. It was within this critique, as it staged between 1929 and 1935, that Strauss’s 
‘moderate enlightenment’ took form.

Prior to 1929 Strauss had written and thought about enlightenment: Aufklärung appears in his 
thesis. There, however, enlightenment serves principally as stage for a set of philosophical and theo-
logical questions, rather than as a concept in and of itself. Aufklärung as problem begins to emerge 
more clearly in Strauss’s work on Spinoza himself. In an early essay Strauss characterised Spinoza’s 
biblical criticism as signifying ‘the honesty and the sincerity … (of) the Enlightenment’, a departure 
from the theological treatment of scripture.16 That essay caught the attention of Julius Guttman, 
who in 1925 hired Strauss as a researcher at his Akademie für die Wissenschaft des Judentums. 
The next three years saw Strauss labour on the body of work which would become Spinoza’s 
Critique of Religion, belatedly published in 1930.

Strauss’s Spinoza’s Critique of Religion contains a substantive concept of enlightenment. Enlight-
enment raised an ‘age of freedom’ against an ‘age of prejudice’ born of post-Reformation Christian-
ity. The goal of enlightenment was social tranquillity, achieved by a discrediting of traditional 
religion. Central to this discrediting was a reconceptualization of scripture, but for Strauss enligh-
tened biblical criticism progressed by two paths: the first developed internally to revealed religion, 
as a refinement of biblical philology; the second was wholly atheistic, inspired by an Epicurean heri-
tage.17 It is this latter mode of biblical criticism which is Spinoza’s, and so Strauss’s, object of study. 
Nonetheless both critiques are proper to the enlightenment: the Spinozist, neo-Epicurean mode of 
biblical criticism was aligned with the ‘scientific intention’; this marked it out from the mode proper 
to a ‘popular Enlightenment’ which was essentially Christian-reformist, defined not by a dismissal of 
the Christian deity, but by a recasting of God as benevolent rather than terrible.18

Something like ‘radical’ and ‘moderate’ wings of enlightenment are dimly visible here: the former 
atheistic; the latter Socinian, or deist, a ‘popular’ religious departure from tradition. In the one-page 
preface to the work Strauss makes a single reference to a Spinozist ‘radical Enlightenment’. In rea-
lity, however, the ‘problem’ Strauss was grappling with here did not present itself as the ‘problem of 
the enlightenment’; nor was ‘enlightenment’, at that point, presented through a dialectical radical- 
moderate lens.19 Both of these features emerge in Strauss’s writing from the early 1930s.

As his Spinoza book was being published, Strauss began refashioning it into an enquiry into the 
‘question of the correct approach to interpreting the Enlightenment’.20 Writing to the Kant scholar 
Gerhard Krüger in early 1930, Strauss lamented at his having been ‘forced … to remain silent about 
certain things in the work’, principal among them ‘the question of the Enlightenment’ and Strauss’s 
‘atheistic presupposition’ about it. He later beseeched Krüger to lay bare in a review ‘the actual 
intention of the book.’21 Krüger obliged, writing ‘in this learned, specialized historical investigation, 
there is concealed a fundamental philosophical discussion of the problem of the Enlightenment’.22

By the early 1930s, however, the ‘question of the Enlightenment’ presented itself to Strauss less as 
a philosophical-theological question – the kinds of questions he was asking in the early 1920s – and 
more as a political-theological question.

The ‘victory of Enlightenment’ – what Strauss now framed as the ‘core of my reflections’ – was, 
in his judgement, both shallow and hollow. Shallow because it failed to penetrate society. While 
enlightenment’s refined philology and critique of miracles discredited revelation and empowered 
reason, it ‘only succeeded in securing itself, i.e. the already enlightened human being, against 
miracles’.23 Enlighteners failed to convert the unenlightened away from religion; they consolidated 
reason against revelation but did so on rationalist and, ironically, prejudiced grounds. Enlighten-
ment’s ‘victory’ was hollow because, while it aimed at societal tranquility in an age of religious confl-
ict, enlightenment’s intellectual universalism led to its opposite. By discrediting revelation, 
enlightenment shattered the traditional mechanisms for the preservation of political order.
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Strauss probed this shattering through an enquiry into the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, first 
from Berlin and then, supported by a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation, from Paris. The pub-
lished fruit of this period was Strauss’s 1936 The Political Philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, printed 
while Strauss was in exile in England, and the long chapter on Hobbes in Strauss’s 1953 Natural 
Right and History. Enlightenment features sparsely in both works. Enlightenment is prominent, 
however, in Strauss’s Hobbes manuscripts from the early 1930s.

An ‘outline’ of a work on Hobbes’ political thought, composed between 1931 and 1932, contains 
a section on ‘The Enlightenment’.24 Enlightenment is here defined as a force which works by 
‘removing what restrains the natural mechanism: that is, the false opinion of the tradition, the preju-
dices’. Hobbes, ‘the democrat and antitheoretician’, prescribed the Leviathan as the necessary pol-
itical response to secure peace in the state of ‘universal enlightenment’, what Strauss terms ‘that 
presupposition of (radical) enlightenment’.25

Hobbes’ presupposition of ‘radical enlightenment’ is restated in another manuscript work 
Strauss completed in 1933, a study of Hobbes’ critique of religion, intended to hold the subtitle 
‘a contribution to understanding the enlightenment’. Here the binary of, on the one hand, an 
enlightenment internal to the horizon of religion, and, on the other, an atheistic enlightenment 
– the binary suggested in Strauss’s work on Spinoza, but absent from his Hobbes ‘outline’ – recurs. 
The former is defined as the ‘emphatic ranking of the merciful benevolence of God over his power 
his honor, and his punitive anger’ and Strauss here takes the step, untaken in his Spinoza work, of 
labelling this as ‘the moderate enlightenment’.26 Against this ‘moderate enlightenment’ and its refa-
shioning of God arose Hobbes’ enlightenment, predicated upon a ‘tacit rejection of the concept of 
God’ in so far as it equated God with ‘absolute power’.27

If Spinoza-Hobbes now constituted the core of Strauss’s ‘radical enlightenment’, he continued to 
refine his category of ‘moderate enlightenment’ through the essays he wrote between 1932 and 1937 
to introduce each volume of the complete works of Moses Mendelssohn. In his 1932 essay on Mendels-
sohn’s Phaedon, the definition of ‘the entire enlightenment’ as a recasting of God as benevolent, rather 
than terrible, is restated. This goes hand in hand with a move towards ‘refinement’ and ‘softening’, and 
what he in 1936 called a theological ‘sentimentality’.28 There too the universalism of enlightenment 
recurs – a ‘popular philosophy’ resistive to the ‘splitting up the human race into the “wise” and the 
“multitude”’. But whereas Hobbes’ ‘radical’ thought progressed on rationalist presuppositions, Men-
delssohn’s, for Strauss, bound together sentimentality and civility, a benevolent God and natural reli-
gion, in a ‘theistic enlightenment’.29 Following Lessing, Mendelssohn set forth a ‘“purified” Spinozism, 
which was, after all, ’distinguished from the credo of the moderate enlightenment by only a subtlety’.30

Through the early 1930s, then, Strauss constructed a (Hobbesian) radical enlightenment pitched 
against a (‘Mendelssohnian’) moderate enlightenment through a survey of the history of political 
philosophy in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe. Those categories, – and moderate 
enlightenment in particular – attained their full meaning, however, through a parallel strain of 
Strauss’s early thought: his turn towards medieval Jewish thought, and ultimately, towards Plato.

Strauss was already working on medieval Jewish thought in the mid-1920s.31 As that decade 
came to an end – and in part, he suggested to Krüger, as a means to satiate his employers desire 
for ‘any old works of erudition’ with a Jewish flavour – he began to work on medieval Jewish 
thought more comprehensively.32 As he did so Strauss ‘realized that this work can’t be carried 
out so mindlessly, simply because the subject matter is too exciting’. Exciting, he continued, pre-
cisely because ‘it deals with the problem of that moderate (i.e. non-atheistic) Enlightenment 
about which I learned quite a few things from your own work on Kant’: 

Looked at superficially the situation in the Jewish-Arabic Middle Ages is similar to that of the eighteenth cen-
tury: prevalence of belief in providence, or belief in a benevolent god over belief in a God who calls one to 
account, and therefore belief in the sufficiency of reason.33

Strauss’s work which followed this statement – culminating in his 1935 Philosophy and Law – pulled 
apart this ‘superficial’ resemblance. It did so by identifying two ‘moderate enlightenments’. The first 
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was modern and Christian, of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, in conflict with the 
Hobbesian-Spinozist radical enlightenment. The second was medieval, present in both Jewish 
and Arabic thought. The latter was, ‘superficially’, the ‘precursor and model’ for the former.34 In 
reality, however, the two were substantively different.

The former ‘moderate enlightenment’ – whose clearest articulation appears in the introduction 
to Philosophy and Law – proceeded by offering a series of ‘harmonizations between the “modern 
world-view” and the Bible’, akin to those offered by Mendelssohn.35 This attempted ‘harmoniza-
tion’ between reason and revelation was discredited by the mocking critique of radical enlighten-
ment. And yet, in Strauss’s judgement, the compromise it represented – its ‘attempt to “mediate” 
between the Enlightenment and orthodoxy’ – was not discarded but rather ‘internalized’ in a 
‘post-enlightenment synthesis’.36 This synthesis culminated in the figure of Nietzsche, who was 
for Strauss at once ‘the last Enlightener’ and ‘the completion of Enlightenment’.37 Nietzsche was, 
for Strauss, testament to Enlightenment’s ‘complete entanglement in the tradition’: he still, essen-
tially, thought within the plane of ‘secularized Christianity’.38

That plane – the legacy of the modern moderate enlightenment, a betrayal of the radical enlight-
enment – was transcended only by Heidegger. But Heidegger’s complete dissolution of tradition did 
not, in Strauss’s judgement, represent grounds for political-philosophical order. After Heidegger’s 
dekonstruction, Strauss asserted, ‘we stand in the world completely without authority, completely 
without orientation … we really must begin entirely from the beginning’.39 This meant, for Strauss, 
‘the recovery of philosophizing in its natural difficulty, of natural philosophizing, that is, of Greek 
philosophy.’40

It was the retention of Greek, Platonic philosophy, and its insulation from Christian natural law, 
that attracted Strauss to the ‘other’ moderate enlightenment, the ‘“moderate” rationalism’ of Mai-
monides. The medieval enlightenment of Maimonides was ‘moderate’ not in the modern sense of 
attempting to resolve the conflict between reason and revelation – that is, in the sense of being ‘un- 
radical’ – but rather in the ancient sense of attempting to mitigate the risk of societal disruption 
posed by the schism between politics and religion. ‘In the eighteenth century’ Strauss wrote to Krü-
ger, developing his hypothesis, ‘the “moral law” is developed as natural right that requires the sup-
plement of a positive, civil law.’ By contrast, he continued, ‘for Jews and Arabs, the positive law is at 
once political and “ecclesiastical” law. The positive law of Moses or Mohammed is the one binding 
norm’.41 The essays which make up Philosophy and Law expanded upon the significance of this 
difference, through close studies of the Islamic philosopher Farabi (870–950) and the Jewish philo-
sopher Maimonides (1138–1204). For both, the wise man should philosophise freely in private, 
unfettered by restriction, superstition or tradition. And yet, ‘in case of a conflict between philosophy 
and the literal sense of the law’ the political philosopher is required ‘to interpret the literal sense; and 
to keep the interpretation secret from all the unqualified’.42 Philosophy was thus rendered esoteric.

The core responsibility of the philosopher-legislator of Maimonides’ moderate enlightenment – 
‘the duty of keeping secret from the unqualified multitude the rationally known truth’ – proceeds ‘in 
contrast to the Enlightenment proper, that is, the modern Enlightenment’ and its dictum of univer-
sal reason.43 The intellectual self-restraint of Maimonides’ enlightenment, for Strauss, safeguarded 
political stability; the modern enlightenment, even if well-intentioned, could only end in disarray.

Maimonides and Farabi’s medieval ‘enlightenment’ – typified by its ‘moderate rationalism’ – 
showed Strauss the way back to Plato.44 The ‘quarrel between orthodoxy and Enlightenment’ 
which drove Strauss’s early work, including Philosophy and Law, had opened up another quarrel, 
‘the quarrel between the ancients and moderns’.45 This latter quarrel contained the former, and 
defined Strauss’s mature political philosophy, and his legacy.

Strauss grappled with this transition in late 1932, as he worked on his Hobbes project in Paris. He 
drafted and redrafted a letter to Krüger in which he concluded ‘one must therefore ask: who is right, 
the ancients or the newer ones? The querelle des anciens et des modernes must be repeated.’46 This 
turn to antiquity was in part precipitated by political events. Strauss’s Paris years coincided with the 
ascent of Hitler to Chancellor in Germany. National Socialism was, in Strauss’s view, a reaction to 
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the crisis of modernity, but it offered ‘solutions that are no less “modern” and hence in principle 
have to lead to the same negative result’. ‘We are therefore inclined’ Strauss added to Krüger ‘to 
try solutions that are in principle unmodern, i.e. concretely: old solutions’.47

In 1932 this meant, for Strauss, the Platonic enlightenment of Maimonides, with its ‘moderate 
rationalism’ administered esoterically by societal elites. But after relocating to England in late 
1933, the language of enlightenment – moderate, radical or otherwise – begins to recede from 
Strauss’s writings. Writing to his friend Jacob Klein in May 1935 Strauss asks ‘where is Maimonides’ 
enlightenment supposed to lead us now?’.48 Strauss answer was twofold: intellectually, back to Plato 
and the ancients; and in his own biography, onwards to the ‘New World’. By 1937 Strauss had 
secured a lectureship at the New School in New York, moving onwards to Chicago in 1949.

This migration led Strauss away from ‘enlightenment’, an analytical category which he left 
behind in continental Europe. But if, after 1935, Strauss wrote seldom of ‘enlightenment’, and 
not again, to my knowledge, of a ‘moderate enlightenment’, he wrote with increasing regularity 
of ‘moderation’.

In 1948 Strauss published a new edition of Xenophon’s Hiero with a series of commentary essays, 
collectively titled ‘On Tyranny’. One of Strauss’s innovations in On Tyranny was to draw out the 
connection between Xenophon and Machiavelli. Machiavelli, for Strauss, ‘imitated’ Xenophon in 
divorcing political calculations from moral concerns. The Florentine departed from Xenophon, 
however, in publicising his disregard for moral norms; in dismissing morality ‘by speech’ as well 
as ‘in deed’. This Machiavellian intervention served, for Strauss, to ‘separate “moderation” (pru-
dence) from “wisdom” (insight)’.49

This union of wisdom and moderation in antiquity, exemplified in Plato, but also demonstrated 
by Xenophon, and their severance in modernity, initiated by Machiavelli, became central to 
Strauss’s political-philosophical and historical schema from the late 1940s. Machiavelli initiated 
the first of three ‘waves of modernity’, laying the ground work for Hobbes and Spinoza, for Rous-
seau and Nietzsche, and ultimately Heidegger.50 Strauss repeated this formula in a 1952 reprint of 
his 1936 Hobbes monograph, stating that he had not appreciated the primacy of Machiavelli 
because he was ‘not sufficiently attentive to the question whether wisdom can be divorced from 
moderation’.51 Heideggerian thought, in Strauss’s judgement, proceeded through the hypocritical 
feigning of ‘wisdom and moderation’ while at the same time submitting to ‘the verdict of the 
least wise and least moderate part of his nation while it was in its least wise and least moderate 
mood’.52 Machiavelli, Strauss wrote in 1958, ‘breaks with the Great Tradition and initiates the 
Enlightenment’.53 Enlightenment now, for Strauss, is synonymous with modernity, and amounts 
to what one commentator has recognised as ‘the entrenchment of immoderation’.54

The only viable path in this condition, for Strauss, was to return to classical political philosophy. In 
Greek thought ‘moderation’ was the ‘virtue controlling the philosopher’s speech’. It was moderation 
which preventing them from indulging in speculation or advocating for revolution. The philosopher 
sought instead a ‘harmony between the excellence of man and the excellence of the citizen, or between 
wisdom and law-abidingness’.55 Reuniting wisdom with moderation within a political-intellectual 
elite was Strauss’s abiding political-philosophical agenda. This found its most complete form in his 
1964 The City and Man, a paean to Greek thought and its contemporary relevance. There Plato’s 
republic is framed as ‘an act of moderation, of self-control’,56 while Thucydides championed a ‘Spar-
tan moderation’ which ‘guarantees against insolent pride in success’.57 By contrast, for the Greek tra-
dition, as too for Strauss himself, ‘depravation is, above all, the destruction of moderation’.58

3. Recasting enlightenment in American scholarship, 1950–1975

Strauss’s implicit condemnation of enlightenment was common currency in the United States after 
the Second World War. Today the best-known mid-century critique of the enlightenment is Theo-
dor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, completed with the two authors in 
exile in California in 1947. But that work was originally published in German, in a small print run, 
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and only appearing in English in 1972. At that point its reception built upon a ‘home-grown’ Amer-
ican tradition of condemning enlightenment rationalism and universalism, landmarks of which 
include Carl Becker’s The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Century Philosophers (1932), Charles 
Frankel’s The Faith of Reason (1942), Jacob Talmon’s The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy 
(1952) and Lester Crocker’s An Age of Crisis: Man and World in Eighteenth Century French Thought 
(1959). These works shared a conviction that the political-philosophical ills of modernity in the 
West were the products of the intellectual culture of eighteenth-century Europe.

By the 1950s, however, this gloomy, presentist account of the utopian-rationalist enlightenment 
was beginning to be challenged. In part this challenge was incubated by a changing American aca-
demic landscape. Ira Katznelson has written of what he calls a ‘political studies enlightenment’, 
typified by figures such as Hannah Arendt and Karl Polanyi, who sought to ‘secure a realistic ver-
sion of Enlightenment’ while also asking ‘not just whether Enlightenment should define modernity, 
but which Enlightenment we should wish to have’.59 On the one hand, this reflected an academic 
movement concerned with empowering social science, and for whom a fixation on enlightenment, 
and the accompanying discourse of the ‘age of the crisis of man’, was an obstruction.60 On the other 
hand, its protagonists were morally and politically committed to securing an enlightenment which 
could aid in the re-grounding of a ‘more capable political liberalism’.61

Parallel to this emerged a historiographical revision of Enlightenment, whose standout figure is 
Peter Gay. The 1965 English edition of Strauss’s Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, translating that sole 
reference in its preface to ‘radical Enlightenment’ into English for the first time, was bracketed by 
the publication of two works by Gay: in 1964 his collection of essays, The Party of Humanity and in 
1966 the first part of his The Enlightenment: An Interpretation: The Rise of Modern Paganism. Gay – 
like Strauss a German émigré, but who arrived in the United States aged only eighteen – had, by the 
early 1950s had begun working on eighteenth century French thought, on Rousseau, and on the 
enlightenment. An early essay, ‘The Enlightenment in the history of political theory’, published 
first in 1954, expanded in his 1964 collection, set the tone for a recovery of enlightenment from 
‘the so-called “New Conservatives”’.62 His The Enlightenment: An Interpretation lay down a far 
more comprehensive account of the enlightenment as a historical phenomenon than those 
offered by Becker, Talmon and Crocker, whom he criticised.63

Gay’s was not an apolitical formula, but one aligned with a measured scholarly liberalism, setting 
‘the historical’ and ‘the political’ several levels removed from one another. This was an approach 
which Gay shared with the English historian, active in the United States in the late 1940s through 
to the late 1950s, Alfred Cobban.64 It was also an approach modelled, in intention if not method, on 
Cassirer, whose 1931 Philosophy of the Enlightenment was published in English in 1951. The heights 
of Enlightenment, in Gay’s treatment, were shaped not principally by formal philosophy, but by 
criticism, and he attributed this formulation above all to Cassirer.65

Gay’s enlightenment, and his depiction of that of Cobban and Cassirer, was moderate by sugges-
tion.66 Taking issue with views from the political right and political left, Gay’s enlightenment was, 
first and foremost, anti-radical: ‘it was precisely the character of the Enlightenment’ he wrote not to 
be ‘impelled to extremes. As sturdy disciples of classical antiquity … the philosophes took extreme 
care to avoid extremes. The philosophy of practical pragmatism – reasonable pride, moderate 
reform, sensible expectations – was good enough for them’.67 The ‘moderation’ of the Enlighten-
ment philosophes was rooted in what Gay, like Cobban, termed their humanity. This humanity 
was the device through which they managed the ‘paradox’ which they lived, of being ‘at war 
with the society of which they were part’.68 As the eighteenth century progressed the philosophes 
did, Gay recognised, become radicalised. This constituted, however, a distortion of their archetypal 
form, and a betrayal of enlightenment. Enlightenment remained embodied, for Gay, in Voltaire, the 
measured critic, far from the political revolutionary.

Israel has characterised Gay’s enlightenment as moderate avant la lettre.69 There is something to 
this. More significantly, however, Gay’s account marked the waning of the hermeneutic paradigm 
within which Enlightenment was understood as a civilizational, and hence political-philosophical, 
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concept first, and a historical category second, if at all. From the latter 1960s historians began to 
dissect ‘Enlightenment’, viewing it less through the lens of the ‘crisis of modernity’. This shift is 
symbolised by Franco Venturi’s Trevelyan Lectures, published in 1970 under the title Utopia and 
Reform. In the introduction Venturi railed against the seizure of enlightenment by a ‘Germanic nos-
talgia for the Ur’, the domain of ‘intelligent conservatives.’70 Gay, for Venturi, was significant for at 
once criticising this tendency in others and yet still partaking in himself: his interpretation of 
enlightenment retained an ‘insistent search for origins, for the recovery of the past’; his scholarship 
still amounted to ‘new branches grafted on to an old and glorious trunk’.71

Venturi’s declaration was important for signalling an intent to emerge from a civilizational mode 
of addressing the history of enlightenment. In his wake, a more analytical historiography of enlight-
enment began to emerge, and with it a new taxonomy of enlightenments. It was at this juncture that 
an avowedly ‘moderate enlightenment’ reared its head.

Henry F. May’s 1976 The Enlightenment in America was the first work in the English language to 
codify a ‘moderate enlightenment’. May saw a ‘moderate enlightenment’ as one of several strains 
whose consecutive influence he traced on the intellectual culture of the United States between 
the early eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The ‘moderate enlightenment’ was, in May’s 
treatment, an English affair which ‘preached balance, order and religious compromise, and was 
dominant in England from the time of Newton and Locke until about the middle of the eighteenth 
century’.72 This movement, built upon a proclivity for compromise and consensus, was influential 
in the construction of an American political and intellectual space in the first half of the eighteenth 
century, and was instrumental in shaping the American constitution – the ‘greatest monument of 
the Moderate Enlightenment in any country’.73

By that point, however, in May’s judgment, the philosophy of the ‘moderate enlightenment’ had 
been infected by the ‘sceptical enlightenment’, a continental European formation, and then its politics 
was usurped by a transatlantic ‘revolutionary enlightenment’. The institutions of American politics 
were relics of a now exhausted intellectual culture ill-suited for the ‘expansive and rapidly changing 
society’ which was emerging from the mid-eighteenth century.74 In response the ‘moderate enlight-
enment’, with its solutions of compromise and balance, went on the defensive. ‘When this happened’ 
May asserted ‘it was no longer moderate’, but instead became folded into a species of conservatism. 
Political conservatism was, then, a distortion of the spirit of ordered compromise central to ‘moderate 
enlightenment’. The latter passages of The Enlightenment in America trace the remnants of ‘moderate 
enlightenment’ in early nineteenth century America. They worked to salvage the legacy of Locke and 
Montesquieu but, May laments, ‘the political institutions of the Moderate Enlightenment have sur-
vived better than the spirit of balance and compromise which they originally embodied’.75

The fortress of moderate enlightenment, in May’s model, was assailed on one side by the scep-
tical-revolutionary formation internal to enlightenment and, on the other, by Christian revivalists, 
and their tendency towards enthusiasm and fanaticism. The moderate enlightenment had brokered 
the tension between reason and revelation – or, more simply, in May’s language, between enlight-
enment and Christianity. As the moderate enlightenment foundered, that tension broke out, and 
has shaped American society ever since.76

May presented his taxonomy of enlightenments as emerging ex nihilo;77 they – including his 
conception of ‘moderate enlightenment’ – have had little influence.78 This was not the case for 
another American scholar, whose turn to enlightenment reinvented the field: Margaret Jacob. 
Jacob’s 1981 The Radical Enlightenment: Pantheists, Freemasons and Republicans established her 
as the godmother of ‘radical enlightenment’, a conjunction she has recently claimed to be ‘my cre-
ation’.79 It is striking, however, how cautiously she uses that category in her 1981 monograph. In the 
introduction to The Radical Enlightenment Jacob probes ‘that anachronistic term “radical”’ which 
when ‘applied to the Enlightenment raises queries’. The first of these queries – ‘who were the mod-
erates?’ – is answered in straightforward terms: moderate enlighteners, whether philosophes like 
Voltaire or ‘liberal churchmen’ were defendants of an ‘Enlightened monarch’.80 By contrast, radical 
enlighteners were first and foremost republicans.

8 N. MITHEN



By binding radical enlightenment to republicanism and moderate enlightenment to the defence 
of monarchy, Jacob could depict both as ‘intellectual heirs of the mid-century English Revolution’.81

Their extension across continental Europe flowed, then, from England. Their political differences 
were forged into what Jacob calls ‘social ideologies’ via a second seventeenth century revolution: 
the Scientific Revolution. Radical Enlightenment, in Jacob’s model, owed its coherence to the rein-
terpretation of Renaissance pantheistic materialism culminating in Spinoza. Moderate Enlighten-
ment, in opposition to this, was wed to the mechanical vision of nature perfected by Newton in 
England, which found its continental mirror in Leibniz.82

Rooting both enlightenments in ‘social ideologies’ enabled Jacob to perceive a dialectical enlight-
enment which neither Gay nor May had seen. Their models were – for Gay implicitly, for May 
explicitly – based on an evolution, or a degradation, of an initially ‘moderate’ enlightenment into 
one which became ‘radical’, leading to revolution. Jacob, by contrast, proposed that the radical- 
materialist-pantheistic and moderate-Newtonian enlightenments developed side-by-side from the 
mid-seventeenth century; she even goes as far as to suggest that the latter, moderate, strain formed 
in reaction to the former, radical, one.83 Her study progresses as a social history of ideas, to demon-
strate the gradual appearance in the public sphere of a strand of radicalism which had been forged 
and incubated within underground, clandestine networks of radicals.

If the Enlightenment, as presented by Jacob in 1981, proceeded both logically and chronologi-
cally from radical to moderate, it’s striking that her own scholarship moved in the opposite direc-
tion. Six years before her Radical Enlightenment Jacob had already provided a monograph-length 
account of what she would later call ‘moderate enlightenment’, in her 1975 The Newtonians and 
the English Revolution, 1689–1720. This work provided the basis for the third chapter of her 
1981 Radical Enlightenment, a chapter pre-empted by the remark that ‘radicals can only be such 
in juxtaposition to less extreme prescriptions for ordering and explaining the world’.84 In short, 
Jacob arrived at enlightened radicalism through a study of moderate enlightenment.

Re-reading Jacob’s The Newtonians and the English Revolution, however, it is the absence, even 
exclusion, of enlightenment which is striking. That work is framed as a study in the history of 
science, proposing the – then somewhat provocative – thesis that modern science developed in 
the seventeenth century in dialogue with evolving religious ideas, and that this nexus underpinned 
new social and economic systems as they emerged in the early eighteenth century. The Newtonians, 
latitudinarians, and liberal protestants were squarely external to enlightenment. Jacob writes in her 
introduction: ‘lest we imagine them to be Enlightenment men – as so many historians perilously 
have done with Newton – we must keep in mind that their assumptions about the meaning of his-
tory, and therefore politics, were profoundly Christian’.85

If enlightenment is absent, moderation is centre stage. The ideals of ‘acquisitiveness and self- 
interest’ could take root in commercial society only under the aegis of ‘latitudinarian moderation’. 
Jacob writes: 

Desire could never be satisfied; only moderation in the pursuit of interest could control desire and thereby 
ensure social stability. The basis for latitudinarian moderation, whether in politics of religion, lay in the belief 
that self-interest could be tamed and yet fulfilled, that interest had its reward. Making moderation work 
required a particular notion of the deity and his relationship to creation.86

It was among the opponents of these moderates – among free-thinkers and atheists – that Jacob saw 
‘the origins of the Enlightenment’, adding ‘that subject will require another book’.87 She hands over 
to ‘students of the enlightenment’ the task of ‘rethink[ing] the role of Newtonianism in eighteenth 
century thought, and also to take a new look at the freethinking tradition that begins and ends, 
roughly, with Toland and D’Holbach’.88 It’s clear that in 1975 Jacob does not consider herself to 
be engaged in this enquiry.

Between the publication of her 1975 and 1981 works, then, Jacob became a ‘student of enlight-
enment’ – or rather, she expanded her idea of Enlightenment to accommodate both the evolution of 
the ‘moderate’ religious Newtonian synthesis and that ‘radical’ freethinking tradition. This 
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enlargement of enlightenment can be mapped in two articles: her 1977 ‘Newtonianism and the Ori-
gins of the Enlightenment: A Reassessment’ and her 1979 ‘Newtonian Science and the Radical 
Enlightenment’.

In the first of these, Jacob recast the ‘social ideology’ of Newtonianism, and its emphasis upon 
‘social order, political harmony and liberal, but orthodox, Christianity’, as ‘one of the pillars 
upon which rested that intellectual stance most commonly described as the Enlightenment’.89

She also explicitly categorised the Newtonian enlightenment as ‘an assault, and as a vast holding 
operation, against the most characteristic and dangerous doctrines of the early enlightenment’.90

In the second article Jacob restates this dichotomy of ‘modes of enlightenment’ – unmistakeably 
the nexus of a radical-moderate framework – and roots its discovery in her methodological stance 
and its departure from that of Cassirer. Historians should, in Jacob’s judgement, ‘simply abandon 
Cassirer’s methodology’, his ‘philosophical account’ of enlightenment.91 Jacob advocates instead for 
a descent into a social history of ideas, an account of the clandestine undercurrent of radical 
enlightenment.

Jacob’s methodology, and her dialectical enlightenment, is informed, she states, by an eclectic 
group of theorists: Marx, Gramsci, Mannheim, Weber, Lukacs, Goldmann, Geertz, as well as the 
historical scholarship of Venturi and Caroline Robbins.92 She has recently cited a specific influence: 
J. G. A. Pocock.93 It is to Pocock’s work that we can turn to further the search for a moderate 
enlightenment.

4. Moderation in J. G. A. Pocock’s enlightenment

1975, the year that saw Jacob’s The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 1689–1720 appear, also 
saw the publication of Pocock’s The Machiavellian Moment. That book concluded in the United 
States, the new Republic at once an heir to the ‘Machiavellian’ civic humanist lineage and an 
exhaustion of that tradition.94 Several years before that work’s publication, however, Pocock had 
already directed his interests elsewhere. Writing to Quentin Skinner in 1973, Pocock noted his 
emerging interest in an alternative path out of the Republican tradition, identified in the closing 
passages of The Machiavellian Moment, which would assess ‘how British thought diverged from 
American and from Augustan neoclassicism, in the half-century following the American Revolu-
tion’.95 ‘But’ he added to Skinner, ‘I haven’t tried to get that into the book’.96

The alternative to which Pocock was turning was enlightenment. Many years later Pocock 
acknowledged as such: in 2016 he noted that, after The Machiavellian Moment, 

my subsequent work, down to the moment at which I am writing, has been concerned with the perceived con-
sequences of this transformation and how it gave birth to what may be termed Enlightenment, in more than 
one of the many sense in which that word can be used.97

In The Machiavellian Moment itself there is little mention made of enlightenment. The pathway 
Pocock treads from The Machiavellian Moment to the study of enlightenment is mapped out in 
an essay published in 1980, delivered as a lecture at UCLA in 1975: ‘Post-puritan England and 
the problem of the Enlightenment’.98

That essay takes as its point of departure an enquiry into ‘the relations between England and the 
Enlightenment’.99 So doing it poses an explicit revision of Pocock’s own position in The Machia-
vellian Moment. There, in chapter fourteen, Pocock had presented the ‘self-secularizing tendency’ 
inherent to Socinian, post-Puritan thought in Restoration England as ‘too modern to need an 
Enlightenment’. Enlightenment for pre-1975 Pocock, was a simpler affair, the business of philo-
sophes residing in lands where ‘absolute monarchy and Tridentine Catholicism were realities and 
not bogeys’ concerned with ‘fighting to liberate secular history form the authority of the sacred 
books.’ The dichotomy between Whigs and Tories emerging in England in the early eighteenth cen-
tury was something else entirely, both inheriting and transcending the ‘Machiavellian Moment’. It 
made Enlightenment appear a rather small-minded, continental, eighteenth–century affair.100
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Underpinning this face-off between English modernity and continental Europe lay Franco Ven-
turi’s enlightenment. Venturi’s construction of enlightenment excluded England all together on the 
basis that it lacked philosophes.101 Pocock’s 1980 essay unravelled this stance. It did so not by finding 
English philosophes, but rather, as Jacob herself was to do, by expanding Enlightenment: ‘If there 
was an Enlightenment in England’, Pocock stated ‘it is an enlightenment sans philosophes’.102

Pocock’s revision of Venturi’s Enlightenment was rooted in his reading of Hugh Trevor Roper. 
In 1967 Trevor Roper had published an essay titled ‘The Religious Origins of the Enlightenment’. 
Here Trevor-Roper posed that it was not the secularisation of the Calvinist tradition which had 
forged modernity in eighteenth century Europe but rather a compilation of non-conformist sects 
gathered under an ‘Erasmian’ banner.103 Pocock extended, and in the process transformed, this 
interpretation by properly grounding it in theology. Pocock’s basic narrative traced the emergent 
dominance from the Restoration of a clerical class of latitudinarians who ‘could uphold both a 
rational religion, in which the apostolic and the prophetic were alike reduced in role, and the 
need for authority in church, state and cosmos.’ This movement campaigned tirelessly against fana-
ticism and enthusiasm. While its exponents ‘could find it to their purpose to act as patrons of the 
New Philosophy’, they opposed the anti-clerical causes of Hobbes, Harrington and Spinoza, viewing 
their ‘political theology’ and ‘radical eschatology’ as invitation to atheism.104 If, Pocock suggests, we 
‘define the Enlightenment as the replacement of prophecy by rationality’, then in England this sup-
ported rather than subverted clerical authority. It was, in essence, a ‘clerical enlightenment’ which 
gave legitimacy to the ‘combination of moderation with authoritarianism’ which ‘puts us on the 
highroad towards the Anglicanism of the Whig ascendancy’.105

This ‘combination of moderation with authoritarianism’ could be reclassified as ‘an Enlighten-
ment of the Establishment’, now placed in conflict with ‘an Enlightenment of the philosophe under-
ground’.106 From the political-theological fallout from the English Revolution was formed the 
dialectical enlightenment taken up by Jacob.107

From Pocock’s perspective, the binary structure of an enlightenment ‘promoted as much con-
servatively, by the clergy of a legally established Church, as radically, by deists no longer Christian 
but representing the secularization of elements in revolutionary Puritanism’ allowed him counter 
Venturi’s exclusion of England from Enlightenment.108 It also allowed him to begin expanding 
beyond England: doyens of the Scottish Enlightenment could now be viewed as ‘North Britons, chil-
dren of the Union of 1707’.109 This British intellectual-historical formation might be probed, 
Pocock suggested, ‘with relative indifference as to whether we use the word Enlightenment or 
not’.110 Pocock himself, however, did not remain indifferent to enlightenment. Instead, he settled 
on his protagonist through which to proceed with enlightenment’s excavation: Edward Gibbon.

Gibbon featured only fleetingly in The Machiavellian Moment, as a participant in that moment’s 
waning.111 It was at a 1976 conference in Rome that Pocock saw how Gibbon’s life and work could 
harbour the scholarly project he foresaw in 1973. He sketched out in two essays in 1976 and 1977 
how Gibbon could act as bridge between the civic humanist tradition of The Machiavellian Moment 
and Enlightenment.112 The ‘world view’ of the ‘late enlightenment’ which Gibbon represented was 
‘heavily committed to the scepticism and pessimism latent in the civic-humanist tradition’.113 Gib-
bon had adjoined this tradition to a newly conceived ‘historical sociology’, inherited from mid- 
eighteenth-century Scotland. Proceeding through this conjunction, the politics of this enlighten-
ment was concerned with the consequences of the jettisoning of republican civic-humanist virtues 
within the new political sociology of commercial monarchic empires.114

The republican preservation of virtue was the principal bulwark against the vices of superstition, 
fanaticism, enthusiasm, and the dissolution of civil society. After the waning of republican virtue, 
the enlightenment took up the case against enthusiasm anew, but did so on different terms. Its pro-
tagonists everywhere dreaded ‘the union of Mosaic revelation with Platonic metaphysics’ because 
that union tended to foster religious fanaticism and intellectual extremism.115 But whereas this 
dread led Venturi’s philosophe enlightenment to an aversion to Christianity tout court, another 
path lay open: that of a ‘reasonable Christianity’, ‘the rule of an undogmatic clergy over 
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congregations who no longer know or much care what they are meant to believe’.116 This was the 
path advocated by Gibbon, and by the mainstream, public face of Enlightenment in Britain.

In these pieces from the mid-1970s Pocock writes of ‘the Enlightenment’, confidently and con-
sistently with the definite article, even as he also suggests its bifurcation. From the early 1980s he 
began experimenting with how to categorise his newly founded Anglo-Scottish appendage to this 
broader historiographical concept. It constituted, he wrote in a lecture published in 1985, but deliv-
ered in 1981, a ‘Magisterial Enlightenment … a surprisingly clerical affair, owing quite as much to 
prelates as to philosophes: to English latitudinarians and Scottish Moderates in their unending war-
fare against antinomianism and enthusiasm’.117 In Restoration England this ‘Magisterial Enlighten-
ment’ faced off against both a Tory bloc and a ‘Radical Enlightenment’, now distilled by Jacob.118

This ‘Magisterial Enlightenment’ was animated by a latitudinarian religious impulse which coa-
lesced into an ideal of ‘politeness … capable of being employed against Puritan, Tory, and repub-
lican alike and of making them look curiously similar’.119

In this essay Pocock comes close to identifying his formation as a ‘Whig Enlightenment’: enlight-
enment in England overlapped, he recognised, with the ‘ruling order’ of a ‘Whig regime’. And yet 
the very point of this long lecture, delivered in honour of Caroline Robbins, was, in Pocock’s words, 
to come to terms with ‘the fragmentation of our concept of Whiggism’. As he sought out a political 
demarcator for his variant of enlightenment Pocock might at this point have opted for a liberal 
enlightenment – and one recent commentator has indeed asserted Pocock’s enlightenment to be 
of a liberal ilk.120 Pocock had reservations about what that conjunction would imply.121 Instead, 
as the 1980s progresses Pocock’s ‘clerical’, ‘whiggish’, ‘Magisterial’ – almost liberal – enlightenment 
comes to be cast as ‘Conservative Enlightenment’.

‘Conservative Enlightenment’ appears first in the title of a 1985 essay Pocock published in a fes-
tschrift for Franco Venturi.122 Here Pocock summarised once again his model for drawing together 
post-puritan clerical culture and commercial society, framing enlightenment in England as the 
“slow but steady transformation of Anglicanism into a civil religion” which sanctioned the “subor-
dination of the political, as well as the sacred, to the social” proceeding through the “media of polite-
ness … “commerce”, “conversation” and “intercourse””.123 He acknowledges his association with 
“the research of Margaret C Jacob”, and invokes her dichotomy between a: 

Magisterial Enlightenment, rational and socially conservative in that it saw itself as operating through reason 
and the established institutions of society, and a Radical Enlightenment, illuminist in that it saw spirit and 
matter as one and reason as the anima mundi, socially subversive (within limits) in its unwillingness to subject 
the world’s soul to the world’s authorities.124

But Pocock also settles upon a flaw in Jacob’s dialectic: its over-reliance upon the English revolution 
as the formative moment in the birth of European enlightenment, and implicitly, its under-commit-
ment to the theological dynamics at play. ‘There exists, I believe, a way of enlarging Margaret 
Jacob’s hypothesis’, by better rooting the ‘Magisterial Enlightenment’ in its theology, its move to 
‘emphasise the humanity of the Son and to enclose the operations of the Spirit within the reasonable 
disciplines of society.’125 This recognition allowed what could be termed the ‘confessionalisation’ of 
Jacob’s Newtonian-latitudinarian composite, and its integration into what Pocock could now see 
as a ‘Protestant Enlightenment which took shape among Dutch, Swiss and émigré Huguenot clergy’, 
a European, rather than narrowly British, construct which ‘might also be called an Arminian 
Enlightenment’, even if its key figure, for Pocock at least, remains Gibbon.

Alongside Gibbon was Edmund Burke.126 But Burke, for Pocock, held a bifrontal relationship 
with enlightenment, his thought at once ‘reversing the main current of Enlightenment thinking’ 
while also ‘insisting on the foundations of the Whig order as it had been since its inception’. Pocock 
worked extensively on Burke through the 1980s, editing a new edition of Reflections on the Revolu-
tion in France in 1987. Pocock’s turn towards ‘conservatism’, following his turn towards enlighten-
ment, came with clear parameters. As he enlarged enlightenment in the late 1970s Pocock dedicated 
a 1977 lecture, delivered at Arizona State University, to distinguishing between British and 
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American strains of conservatism. Making sense of the ‘varieties of conservatism’ was not, Pocock 
stated, as simplistic as ‘contrasting the aristocratic traditionalism of Edmund Burke with the 
dynamic messianism of Walt Whitman,’127 Conservatism, if it is to have meaning, in Pocock’s 
view, cannot just refer to ‘anyone who wants to conserve anything’, and, moreover, in a barb at 
its American usage, ‘there is nothing particular conservative about industrial individualism 
itself’.128 British conservatism was equated with ‘philosophical conservatism’, and extended ‘from 
Edmund Burke to Michael Oakeshott’.

Part of what Pocock, a Cambridge-educated New Zealander in Baltimore, was doing in the 1980s 
when he dubbed his enlightenment conservative was disaggregating an American conservatism 
from an alternative British variety. But Pocock was also making a case for this British heritage in 
the context of what he saw as its imminent incorporation into a European project.129 Britain’s 
accession to the European Community from the mid-1970s meant, in Pocock’s eyes, that the ‘con-
cept of “Europe” … is in danger of fetishization’, and the qualitative distinction between the British 
and European experience of modernity – a difference which Pocock, living ‘under the historic 
necessity of being British but not European’, could see with special clarity130 – was prone to 
being overlooked. Pocock, historiographer before historian, was less interested in situating Britain’s 
past alongside Europe’s than in understanding – as he later termed it – why ‘English history was to 
explain itself by itself, not by constructing a history of Europe that would include itself’.131 The key 
to making sense of this specificity appeared to Pocock in the 1980s to lie in making sense of ‘con-
servative enlightenment’.

This is further clarified in a 1989 lecture, ‘Conservative Enlightenment and Democratic Revolu-
tions: The American and French Cases in British Perspective’. Pocock condenses his narrative of the 
origins of enlightenment as ‘a series of programmes for strengthening civil sovereignty and putting 
an end to the wars of religion’.132 Enlightenment was not about ‘emancipation from tradition or 
from previous modes of social power’, but rather about ‘the protection of sovereign authority 
and personal security against religious fanaticism and civil war’.133 Within this broad definition 
he pulls out his conservative strand, even going so far as to refer to this as ‘genuine enlightenment’: 

Enlightenment in protestant cultures had a conservative face, because it was directed against sect as well as 
Pope in the movement away from the wars of religion. It had a variety of viae mediae to follow, and as a result 
was concerned with modernity as well as stability … Enlightenment in this sense encouraged certain self- 
limitations of the human mind, in respect of both ancient virtue and ancient speculation; and while there 
was a dynamic and progressive element to this, because there were Baconian and Lockean beliefs that a 
mind which limited itself to method was capable of conquering and controlling new areas of nature, there 
was at the same time a sober and sceptical belief that a mind which so limited itself would not make 
undue claims against authority.134

This enlightenment sparred with a radical, or as Pocock at one point refers to it, a 
‘dissenting enlightenment’, but the conservative strain inevitably became dominant in 
protestant countries because it found itself on the side of both church and state authorities. 
This enlightenment found its ‘culminating proposal’ in the Burkean view that ‘history is too 
complex for anyone to manage’. This, Pocock added, ‘remains the hope of Enlightenment’. ‘The 
problem of virtue – of what becomes of the human personality in history – we leave’ he concluded 
‘to be pursued along a via media. That remains the Western vision of things, and it seems to 
work’.135

The conservative formulation of the 1980s marks the high point of Pocock’s flirtation with a nor-
mative enlightenment. Through the 1990s and 2000s the rhetoric of evasiveness – ‘a deliberate lack 
of precision’ – sets in.136 The normative protestant-clerical-conservative enlightenment hatched in 
the preceding two decades persists but is increasingly concealed beneath rubric of a ‘family of 
enlightenments’ and an aversion to Enlightenment ‘with the definite article’.137 ‘It is unsafe’, Pocock 
wrote in 1989, ‘to write and think of “the” Enlightenment as a single process following a single 
course, and better to suppose a number of Enlightenments arising in different places’.138 Much 
of Pocock’s later writings on enlightenment extend this assertion. ‘To this writer’, Pocock declared 
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in 2008, ‘the specificity of “Enlightenment” is better displayed in its plurality than in its unity; there 
is more, and richer, Enlightenment if there are many and diverse Enlightenments than if it is 
reduced to a single process’.139

This shift indelibly marks Pocock’s Barbarism and Religion, published in six volumes between 
1999 and 2015. That work has been rightly praised for its richness and ambition, a ‘scholarly 
tour-de-force’.140 It has also been criticised – often by the same reviewers – for its opacity, its indul-
gence, and its sheer length.141 The intellectual contexts to Gibbons’ Decline and Fall depicted by 
Pocock are unmistakeably those formed through Pocock’s enlargement of enlightenment between 
1975 and 1989. But the account of enlightenment in the first volume of Barbarism and Religion feels 
comparably limited, ‘abstractly limned’, a triangulation around Gibbon to demonstrate enlighten-
ment’s plurality.142 In the second volume Barbarism and Religion becomes a tracing of the discur-
sive ‘enlightened narrative’ produced by eighteenth century historians. The dismantling of ‘The 
Enlightenment’, through various means, is a principle objective of Barbarism and Religion.143 It 
is not Pocock’s agenda to display more than an implied inclination towards one or several of the 
species of enlightenment in which Gibbon might be seen to partake. He no longer aims at a distilla-
tion of ‘the Western vision of things’, as he had a decade earlier.

It is striking that, while in an Afterword to a 2016 edition of The Machiavellian Moment Pocock 
could recognise how from 1975 his entire intellectual agenda shifted to the problem of enlighten-
ment, in a retrospective essay of the following year, surveying with greater purpose the narrative arc 
of his wider oeuvre, the term ‘enlightenment’ is not mentioned once.144 Did Pocock outgrow his 
enlightenment, as he outgrew the ‘Machiavellian Moment’?.

Perhaps. More properly, Pocock’s enlightenment shed its normativity.145 As it did so, his toler-
ance for a bifurcated enlightenment diminished. Pocock could still, in 2003, ‘applaud Israel’s 
account of a ‘Radical Enlightenment’ spreading across Europe, and his demonstration that there 
was a ‘Moderate Enlightenment’ running counter to it’.146 He could still see the merits of the dia-
lectical model which he himself had helped produce in the 1970s. By 2016, however, Pocock had 
joined the ranks of Israel’s critics.147 ‘Radical Enlightenment’, Pocock then stated, comes in variants 
of ‘radical deism’, ‘radical skepticism’ and ‘radical atheism’, all which need differentiation. The 
decision by enlightenment thinkers to ‘hold back and descend no further’ down the ‘slippery slopes 
beginning with the departure from Nicene orthodoxy … cannot be usefully grouped under the 
single heading of Moderate Enlightenment’. Most non-radical Enlightenments ‘appear moderate 
indeed, whether or not they mean to opposed themselves to it [a Radical Enlightenment].’ And 
yet this, Pocock claims, is irrelevant to his own schema ‘since neither Gibbon nor the present writer 
says anything direct or indirect about it [moderate enlightenment]’.148

Pocock never overtly endorses a ‘moderate enlightenment’. That he has nothing ‘direct or indir-
ect’ to say about it, I am less sure. Pocock recognises, occasionally applauds, and, as we have seen, 
aided the gestation of, a ‘moderate enlightenment’. Moreover, he relates his Anglo-Protestant 
enlightenment to moderatism, moderates, to the via media, to an aversion to enthusiasm, and to 
an absence of that ‘intimate dialectic between opposites’ which defined enlightenment in the rest 
of Europe.149 If one were to lay a broad ‘moderate enlightenment’ atop Pocock’s schema it can 
unite the strains which he pursues, or has been seen to pursue: Arminian Enlightenment, Protestant 
Enlightenment, Anglican Enlightenment, Magisterial Enlightenment, Liberal Enlightenment, Whig 
Enlightenment, Conservative Enlightenment. The enlightenment Pocock drew to the surface is one 
committed to the problem of civility in a post-virtuous, commercial society. It is an enlightenment 
concerned with the legacy of pre-modern Republican virtue within modern vice-ridden monarchies 
and empires. It takes critical aim at extremism in thought and action, the resource of enthusiasts, 
radicals, fanatics, revolutionaries and ideologues. It yearns for stability over conflict. At root it is 
epistemologically modest, instinctively sceptical, averse to dogmatism. It is an enlightenment 
which ‘defended history against philosophy’ without comforting itself with tradition.150 It is, assu-
redly, an enlightenment underpinned by moderation.
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5. Conclusion

In shedding enlightenment’s normativity Pocock was, uncharacteristically, swimming with the tide. 
At the waning of the twentieth century the movement which had, since the 1960s, led to a recali-
bration of enlightenment studies as at once a historical and political-philosophical endeavour had 
exhausted itself.151 The more nuanced inter-relation between thought and action advocated by the 
social history of ideas had, it seemed, with regards enlightenment, come at the cost of an inclination 
to arrive at substantive political-philosophical conclusions.

It was, of course, in reaction against this landscape that Israel turned to ‘Radical Enlightenment’, 
recovering and repurposing the radical-moderate dialectic explicated by Jacob, rooted in Pocock, 
first pitched by Strauss. Israel’s approach has been hugely influential, but more beyond than within 
the community of serious historians of the enlightenment, by whom he has been roundly con-
demned. His ‘Radical Enlightenment’ has been successful on its own terms: the ever-burgeoning 
market among university lecturers for recovering the roots of political-philosophical radicalism 
has ensured that his construct has been incorporated widely, if not always faithfully. Israel was 
not alone in reanimating enlightenment studies: the first decade of the twenty-first century wit-
nessed a renewed focus among historians on enlightenment and its pertinence for the present, 
such that one commentator could reflect on the ‘return of the enlightenment’ and view the histori-
cal enlightenment in ‘robust health’.152 That judgement, made in 2010, now seems premature. If, in 
the decade after 2000, it ‘seemed as if Enlightenment historians had appointed themselves the guar-
dians of “modernity”’, the ten years which were to follow have seen a diminishing appetite among 
serious historians for overtly political-philosophical interpretations of the enlightenment.153 Israel’s 
scholarly oeuvre appears increasingly as a crude departure from the discipline within which he 
ostensibly resides. This is one context, at least, in which a normative – that is, political-philosophi-
cally constituted – moderate enlightenment has lacked recent theorisers.

Where the moderate credentials of enlightenment have been invoked is in scholarship seeking 
rapprochement between religion and enlightenment, within a broader landscape of reconciling reli-
gion and modernity. The most creative of this work – emerging in the first years of the new mil-
lennium – has reconceptualised enlightenment as emerging from, and in a sense remaining 
within, a Christian horizon. It implies not only a Christianisation of enlightenment but a de-secu-
larisation of modernity.154

These works have expanded knowledge of the intellectual and religious culture of early modern 
Europe.155 They have widened enlightenment’s net. So doing, however, they threaten to dilute 
rather than enrich enlightenment’s meaning. They risk reproducing, and thus reducing, a rad-
ical/moderate binary: Israel’s radical enlightenment is turned into a straw man, against which mod-
erate enlightenment is conflated with religious enlightenment.156 This conflation obscures more 
than it reveals. Once the secular nature of enlightenment is no longer assumed, it is unclear 
what ‘religious enlightenment’ is supposed to mean, or what use it serves for understanding the 
meaning of ‘moderate enlightenment’, or for that matter, ‘enlightenment’ in its broadest sense.

How to proceed? I would like to suggest that we instead search for moderate enlightenment – 
and ‘moderate enlightenment’s historiography – within a substantive political-philosophical history 
of moderation. That is, that we respond to Israel on his own terms. Just as Israel has composed a 
positive history of radical enlightenment which both inhabits and defines a political philosophy of 
radicalism, so too we might write a positive history of moderate enlightenment, more confident in 
stating both its intellectual inheritance and its pertinence in the present. Such an approach may be 
condemned on the same terms as the more simplistic criticism targeted as Israel. On the other hand, 
it may advance historians’ collective, polyphonic excavation of ‘enlightenment’ while, in a separate 
key, undergirding a political-philosophical tradition of moderation.

To make a precise contribution here to such an endeavour, I will place in direct dialogue the two 
figures whose ‘moderate enlightenments’ have featured most prominently in this essay: Leo Strauss 
and J.G.A. Pocock.
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As historians of ideas Strauss and Pocock inhabit opposing methodological camps. Moreover, 
their methodological differences reflect ideological divergence.157 Both saw the problem of moder-
nity as to do with the treatment of the past in the present. Both were, ultimately, concerned with the 
legacy of historicism. And both turned to early modern thought to understand that problem. But 
their solutions were incompatible. Pocock’s could never have sanctioned the nostalgia informing 
the Straussian ‘return’ to Greek philosophy. For his part, Strauss could never have overcome his 
disdain for the liberal-conservative via media for which Pocock has evasively advocated.158

If both Strauss and Pocock could be classified as political-philosophical ‘moderates’ they were 
moderates of different strains, just as the ‘moderate enlightenments’ for which they can be seen 
as advocating were fundamentally different.159 Grounds for a rapprochement between their strains 
of intellectual moderation, and their respective ‘moderate enlightenments’, may be found in 
Strauss’s wartime writings.

In 1941, four years after arriving in the United States, Strauss delivered a lecture in New York on 
German Nihilism. The nihilist strand in German thought, to which Strauss attributed National 
Socialism, was, he suggested – and here he followed Nietzsche closely – incubated through an 
appeal to a ‘pre-modern ideal’. This appeal was conceived of in direct opposition to the ‘modern 
ideal’, fostered in the philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the enlightenment. 
Nineteenth-century German philosophers, Strauss recounted, initially sought a synthesis between 
the modern and the pre-modern, but abandoned this conjunction when it led them to, or was envel-
oped by, positivism. At this point the German tradition of philosophising turned comprehensively 
to the ideals of pre-modernity, a turn which found its intellectual apogee in Heidegger and its pol-
itical manifestation in Hitler.160

Strauss too, of course, was a product of German thought, a participant in this turn to a ‘pre-mod-
ern ideal’. But, he asserted, he could insulate his philosophical enquiry from adverse political con-
sequences. He did so through a reappraisal of the modern moderate enlightenment.

The ‘modern ideal’, the Enlightenment, is, for Strauss, ‘Western’, as distinct from German. Fun-
damentally it was English, rooted in ‘the English mechanist interpretation of nature [Newton]’.161

Here Strauss cites Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil: 

What one calls the modern ideas of the ideas of the 18th century, or even the French ideas, that ideal, in a 
word, against which the German spirit stood with profound disgust – it is of English origin, there can be 
doubt about that. The French have merely been the imitators and actors of those ideas.162

It was in England in the eighteenth century that the mechanistic Newtonian philosophy transmo-
grified into an overhauled ethics tantamount to a ‘debasement of morality’ and an ascent of ‘enligh-
tened self-interest’.163

Strauss endorses Nietzsche’s interpretation, and his critique of these modern ideals. He then, 
however, adds straight away, and as a conclusion to the lecture which is worth citing at length: 

He (Nietzsche) forgets however to add that the English almost always had the very un-German prudence and 
moderation not to throw out the baby with the bath, i.e. the prudence to conceive of the modern ideals as a 
reasonable adaption of the old and eternal ideal of decency, of rule of law, and of that liberty which is not 
license, to changed circumstances. This … muddling through, this crossing the bridge when one comes to 
it, may have done some harm to the radicalism of English thought; but it proved to be a blessing to English 
life; the English never indulged in those radical breaks with traditions which played such a role on the con-
tinent. Whatever may be wrong with the peculiarly modern ideal: the very Englishmen who originated it, were 
at the same time versed in the classical tradition, and the English always kept in store a substantial amount of 
the necessary counter-poison. While the English originated the modern ideal – the pre-modern ideal, the clas-
sical ideal of humanity, was nowhere better preserved than in Oxford and Cambridge.164

Strauss here is proposing a cohabitation, if not a reconciliation, between the modern and the pre-
modern. The ‘prudence and moderation’ of the English system – its anti-radicalism, pragmatism 
and capacity for ‘muddling through’ – preserved inherited traditions in social life. But it also safe-
guarded the preservation of the tradition – ‘the pre-modern ideal, the classical ideal of humanity’, 
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the union of wisdom and moderation, modernity’s ‘counter-poison’ – in the ivory tower of the Eng-
lish academy.

In other words: the modern political philosophy of moderation – the clerical-whig, liberal-con-
servative moderation animated by Pocock, born archetypally in Restoration England, concentrated 
at Oxford and Cambridge, and, of course, there experienced by Strauss during his exile in England 
in 1935–37 – uniquely allowed the intellectual cultivation and preservation of the pre-modern pol-
itical philosophy of moderation – the Spartan-Platonic classical-aristocratic moderation, married to 
Socratic wisdom, which, for Strauss, was the only honourable end of the good life and liberal edu-
cation – without lurching towards fascism, as had happened in Germany. This equation informed 
the pervasive objective of Strauss’s mature political thought: ‘the necessary endeavour to found an 
aristocracy within democratic mass society’.165

On these terms, just as Strauss might be recast not as a closet fascist or anti-democrat but as a 
critical friend of liberal democracy, so too he might be viewed as a critical friend of Pocock’s mod-
erate species of enlightenment.166 This tacitly raises the prospect of a wider – or, better, a looser – 
concept of moderation, variously forged and preserved by enlightenment, which could encompass 
both men’s thought. Strauss’s death in 1973 – the very year that Pocock began his turn to enlight-
enment – makes the substantiation of such a hypothesis, and such a concept, the task of political- 
theoretical speculation, and of intellectual history.
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