
George Anastaplo

I.

It should be obvious that  I need considerable time not to acknowledge 
formally (which I can do now) the generosity of the papers we have heard parts of 
this afternoon but rather to prepare proper responses. It seems to me appropriate 
that the final version of these four papers, along with my responses, should be 
posted on the anastaplo.wordpress Internet website established a few years ago by 
the late Joel Rich and maintained now by John Metz.

I need not wait, of course, to recognize publicly  those who have made this 
event possible. I understand that Charles Butterworth, who has drawn (in his 
cautionary  paper about my 1989 Koran venture) on his considerable knowledge of 
Islamic things, instigated all this and that Michael Zuckert agreed to chair our 
meeting. Both were exemplary  graduate students in my own time as a student at the 
University  of Chicago. Robert L. Stone has served (as on other such occasions) to 
keep  all of us informed about what was going on in the development of this panel 
and its celebratory aftermath this evening. He, along with Christopher Colmo and J. 
Harvey Lomax, was a member three decades ago of our most fruitful irregular 
seminar in political philosophy at the University.

William T. Braithwaite, whom I first met in seminars I conducted in the 
University  of Chicago’s Basic Program of Liberal Education for Adults, went on to 
teach first in the Loyola School of Law here in Chicago and thereafter at St. John’s 
College, Annapolis. He was instrumental in getting me appointed to the Loyola law 
school faculty, which has been for me quite advantageous, not least for the 
photocopying readily  available there (that innovation which I once heard Mortimen 
Adler acclaim as particularly marvelous).

II.

Consider the topics of our four papers—the things that I have presumed to say 
over the years about natural right, about the Bible, about the Koran, and about the 
United States Constitution. What I have said about such matters can be understood 
to have been influenced by  the teachings of William W. Crosskey (with respect to 
the Constitution) and by the teachings of Leo Strauss (with respect to the subjects of 
the other three papers).

What there is common in my  efforts with respect to all of the texts and 
questions glanced at on this occasion is a way of reading a “book.” Because of Mr. 
Crosskey’s remarkable guidance, I probably know the Organic Laws of the United 
States at least as well as any  recognized constitutional law professor in this Country 
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today. Of course, this may  be saying much more about the limitations of others than 
about my merits.

It should be noticed, however, that there probably would not have been this 
panel on my work at this Convention but for my connections with Mr. Strauss.

III.

Thus, this panel is, in effect, a recognition more of the merits of my most 
influential teachers than it is of the work I myself have done. Mr. Crosskey was on 
the University of Chicago Law School faculty (while I was a student there); Mr. 
Strauss was on the Political Science faculty (while I was a graduate student, after 
law school, in the Committee on Social Thought).

Mr. Strauss revived interest in Classical texts with a view to their application 
to contemporary problems, thereby making philosophy obviously practical again. 
He once told me that he had heard that Mr. Crosskey read texts as carefully  as he 
himself tried to do. I do not believe that they ever met or even that William 
Crosskey knew anything about Leo Strauss.

What these two men said made much of the typical scholarship in their 
respective fields seem immature, if not simply irrelevant.

IV.

The influence of each man on me depended primarily  on personal influence, 
especially in the classroom and the lecture hall. I myself was shaped far less by 
their respective writings (much of which appeared after I began to study with them).

Again and again, I have come to meet much younger “Straussians” who know 
Mr. Strauss’s texts far better than I ever will. Indeed, I always found his texts less 
interesting than his conversation.

Much the same can be said about  my “dealings” not only with Mr. Crosskey 
but also with other scholars I have known at Chicago, such as Subramanyan 
Chandrasekhar, Milton Friedman, Alan Gewirth, David Grene, Friedrich Hayek, 
Harry Jaffa, Harry  Kalven, Christian Mackauer, Malcolm Sharp, Martin Marty, 
Richard McKeon, Alexander Meiklejohn, Donald Meiklejohn, Herman Pritchett, 
Henry Rago, Yves Simon, and Richard Weaver.

V.

It can be wondered, of course, what would have happened if I had not come to 
know personally William Crosskey and Leo Strauss. Other scholars (including 
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perhaps some of those I have just mentioned) would have been important, of course, 
but they probably would not have been as important intellectually as these two men 
have long been for me.

Indicative of how “sovereign” the influence of these men has been is that I 
have found trivial much of the recent argumentation (pro and con) in the United 
States Supreme Court (and among commentators) with respect to the massive 
health-care legislation currently under review. It is not properly appreciated, for 
example, what the Constitutional provisions for the “general Welfare” and for 
“Commerce among the States” should mean.

Also trivial is much of what I hear these days about political doctrines and 
their applications. Fashionable sentiments have taken the place of principles, 
sentiments all too often enlisted in the service of unseemly  political ventures both at 
home and abroad.

VI

I once reminded Mr. Strauss that many (perhaps most) of his best students, 
who had been at the University of Chicago, had not gone there in order to study 
with him. Rather, they  had somehow found him upon having been drawn to 
Chicago.

These included a considerable number of Jewish students, who made up  a 
greater proportion of the earlier “Straussians” than seems to be the case today. 
Important in the early  “dynamic” at Chicago was the influence of a remarkable 
rabbi at the campus Hillel House, Maurice Pekarsky.

Also important was the intellectual atmosphere that had been nourished at  the 
University  of Chicago by  the likes of Robert Maynard Hutchins and Mortimer 
Adler. Indeed, C. Herman Pritchett had an amusing story  to tell us (on the eve of 
Mr. Strauss’s departure from Chicago) about how Mr. Hutchins had preempted the 
Political Science Department by personally making the offer to Mr. Strauss that  the 
Department had intended to make.

VII.

It can be sobering for me personally to recognize how much my connecting 
with Mr. Crosskey and Mr. Strauss (more than a half-century  ago) depended on 
chance. Such “connecting” included Mr. Strauss’s explicit endorsement both of my 
1960-1961 bar admission efforts in the United States Supreme Court and of my 
Apology essay in his 1964 Festschrift.
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And yet I had the experience, at an academic conference last month in New 
York City, of hearing a series of eminent constitutional law scholars and political 
theorists invoked (as the best in our time) without hearing any reference to either 
Crosskey or Strauss.

Should we not be put on notice thereby how we, in turn, will be remembered
—that is, how we will be forgotten—in due time? And, more important, should we 
not be alerted to the determined superficiality that can be expected in the coming 
decades with respect to key  issues both in constitutional law and in political 
philosophy?

VIII

Even more disturbing is what I have noticed in recent decades in the 
rehabilitation of Martin Heidegger among respectable scholars. I have presumed to 
identify this remarkable Thinker as “the Macbeth of Philosophy.” (Macbeth, I 
remind you, is perhaps the least despicable of Shakespeare’s prominent villains.)

A Jewish student could be told by Mr. Strauss that, of course, he should attend 
Heidegger’s lectures, while studying in Germany. But, it was insisted, he must 
never shake his hand.

What does the current steady Heidegger-rehabilitation say about the principles 
and sensitivity of contemporary scholars? This should be investigated by those who 
are far more competent than I am (or ever want to be) in grasping Heideggerian 
doctrines.

IX

The Crosskey influence in the University of Chicago Law School seems to me 
to have long been completely dissipated. The Strauss influence in the University of 
Chicago Political Science Department now seems minimal. More is made of him at 
Chicago these days, it seems, in the Committee on Social Thought.

There is now a Leo Strauss Center on the Chicago campus, but that  seems to 
depend much more on outside support  than on local faculty  sentiment. Known 
“Straussians” (I understand) should not expect to be hired these day by the 
University  of Chicago. It remains to be seen what the long-term effect will be of the 
posting on the Internet of the Leo Strauss classroom tapes.

The Strauss books, I am told, do continue to sell well at  the Seminary Co-op 
Bookstore. It also remain to be seen what the Strauss influence will be, at Chicago 
and elsewhere, if it should ever depend primarily  on written texts, not on the 
discourses of competent “Straussians” in authority on the University of Chicago 
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campus and at other important schools. Much of what I have presumed to suggest 
on this occasion can be understood as an endorsement of the Socratic insistence 
upon the vitality  and hence the primacy of living discourse. Again I thank you, face-
to-face, for all that has been said and done on my behalf today.

These remarks by  George Anastaplo were delivered in the course of a Panel at 
the Midwest Political Science Association Convention, The Palmer House, 
Chicago, Illinois, April 14, 2012, “George Anastaplo, Reader and Thinker in His 
Eighty-Seventh Year.”

The following information was provided in this announcement for this Panel:

The Panel Members:

1. Michael P. Zuckert, chair

2. George Anastaplo, panelist of honor

3. William Braithwaite, panelist

4. Charles Butterworth, panelist

5. Christopher A. Colmo, panelist

6. J. Harvey Lomax, panelist.

Overview: An homage to George Anastaplo, a reader and thinker to whom no 
aspect of human though is foreign. We celebrate his various attempts to make sense 
of human thought by analyzing how the intelligent person learns from careful 
reading.

Abstract: George Anastaplo, Reader and Thinker in His 87th Year

George Anastaplo is a reader and thinker, one to whom no aspect of human 
thought is foreign. His focus has been on the Western tradition with special 
emphasis on the modern period, both with respect to the American founding and to 
the US constitution, most notably to show how the latter applies to the protection of 
human rights and encourages citizens in their duties. His writings are many, as are 
his actions on behalf of human dignity both in the US and abroad.

In this roundtable, we wish to celebrate Anastaplo’s various attempts to make 
sense of human thought and to show, by doing so, how the intelligent person learns 
from careful reading. Each participant will focus on a particular aspect of 
Anastaplo’s reading and thinking, drawing on what he has said in books and articles 
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over the past half-century. As seems only fitting, the last word will fall to George 
Anastaplo himself as discussant.

[There should eventually be posted on this Anastaplo website the papers 
delivered on this April 2012 occasion, along with George Anastaplo’s responses to 
them, when they all become available. There should also be posted here the remarks 
made by  George Anastaplo at the evening celebration on April 14, 2012. See, for a 
recent account of George Anastaplo’s career, an article in the March-April issue of 
The University of Chicago Magazine and in Letters to the Editor thereafter (all of 
which should eventually be posted on the Anastaplo website).]

WHO COUNTS, HOW, AND WHY? NOTES TOWARD AN INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY


