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To E.A.Q., friend and teacher






I am not myself very much concerned with the question of
influence, or with those publicists who have impressed their
names upon the public by caiching the morning tide, and row-
ing very fast in the direction in which the current was flow-
ing; bul rather, that there should always be a few writers pre-
occupied in penetrating to the core of the matler, in trying to
arrive at the truth and set it forth, without too much hope,
without ambition lo alter the immediate course of affairs, and
without being downcast or defeated when nothing appears to
ensue.

~—T. §, ELIOT
Socrates and his disciples admired this world, but they did not
particularly covet it, or wish Lo live long in it, or expect to
improve it; what they cared for was an idea or a good which
they found expressed in it, something outside it and timeless,
in which the contemplative intellect might be literally ab-

sorbed.
—SANTAYANA
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A Note to the Reader

1 first assembled these quotations from the works of Albert
Jay Nock about eight years ago. They were slightly revised a
couple of years later and many copies have gone out to mem-
bers of The Nockian Society and other admirers of AJN. Now
on this centenary of Nock’s birth it seems appropriate to help
keep his memory green with a special publication. There was
talk of a new collection of essays ot a new edition of his The
Theory of Education in the United States, but commercial
publishers beat us to the punch. Such is the growing popular-
ity of Albert Jay Nockl Consequently, The Nockian Society
decided, much to my pleasure, to mark the centenary with
this attractively bound edition of the Nock anthology.

It might be remarked here that The Nockian Society is
aware that Nock never sought disciples and that any follow-
ing of “little Nocks” echoing his every word as holy writ would
have been to him “a terrible thing to think upon.” The im-
portant thing, he said, is not who is right but what is right.
His was a disinterested love of truth. We can honor him,
then, not by trying to sell his ideas, but by emulating him in
the pursuit of excellence for its own sake.

The Nockian Society has, too, remembered Nock's distaste
for most organizations so it has “no officers, no dues, and no
meetings.” That you may catch the flavor of the Society, here
is the message that went out in the first bulletin.

Patrons:
Francis Rabelais No Officers
Arternus Ward No Dues
H. L. Mencken No Meetings

Three admirers of the late Albert Jay Nock met for lunch
early in 196g3—a doctor, a businessman, and a clergyman, In-
dividually, each had found his own way to AJN, and felt an
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affinity for Nock’s ideas as well as Nock’s nonpushy approach
to the idea business. A common interest in AJN had brought
these three together in the first place; here, as in other in-
stances, Nock proved to be a touchstone. Men who respond to
Nock tend to hit it off pretty well together, This is a sufficient
reason for The Nockian Society.

We are not out to save the world. Neither is our aim to
idolize a man or endorse every idea embraced by AJN. Nock
had a way of setting ideas in motion and then keeping out of
their way. The Society keeps out of its members’ way, as it
pursues a policy of salutary neglect,

The most tangible thing about this Society is its mailing list.
Those whose names are writ therein receive an occasional
memorandum containing priceless information available no-
where else. The Hon. Sect'y is eager to add your name to this
collection, and will dispatch a free packet of Nockian litera-
ture to you at the first sign of interest,

* * *

Nock avoided publicity as doggedly as maost men seek it. The
maxim of Epicurus, “Live unknown,” was one he adhered to
faithfully—compulsively, some might say. Van Wyck Brooks
tells us that in The Freeman days “no one knew even where
he lived, and a pleasantry in the office was that one could
reach him by placing a letter under a certain rock in Central
Park.”

In his Memoirs Nock affirmed that “whatever a man may
do or say, the most significant thing about him is what he
thinks; and significant also is how he came to think it, why he
continued to think it, or if he did not continue, what the in-
fluences were which caused him to change his mind.” One
may understand Nock by the simple expedient of reading his
books for he was as outspoken in the expression of his beliefs
as he was reticent about his private life. What Nock says of
Thoreau is, then, true of himself, “One may know him in-
timately and profitably through his works—there is no other
way—but what one may know or not know about him is of no
importance.” So-one may penefrale Albert Jay Nock only by
carefully reading his books. Gustave Thibon expresses this idea
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so well: "Mere physical proximity without moral intimacy, is
the surest way to miss the secret beauty of a soul, to brush hy
without secing it. . .. It is not close at hand that greatness is
to be seen, but from within; vicinity without intimacy sets up
the densest and most impassable of barriers.

#* * *

Albert Jay Nock was a clarifying thinker. He never pre-
senied his ideas as heing brand new, fresh off the press, but,
on the contrary, as being in most cases fairly well-established,
if, indeed, not ancient. It was his forte to give the known a
new twist, to offer a new slant on things which usually con-
flicted with the stereotyped thinking of his contemporaries.
AJN was, Loo, a radical thinker, if by radical we mean getting
to the root of a matter and not being satisfied with superficial
explanations. His desire, in every instance, was to find “the
reason of the thing” to “get wisdom, get understanding.”

As a social critic, Albert Jay Nock stands head and shoulders
above most. Much of what passes for social criticism must be
taken in small doses, or one will come away depressed and
generally in a mood to chuck it all. The reader may agree to
everything the critics say, one hundred per cent, but he is nev-
ertheless left in a despondent mood. Not so with the greatest
critics who are aware “that for Iife to be fruitful, life must be
felt as a joy: that it is by the bond of joy, not of happiness or
pleasure, not of duty or responsibility, that the called and
chosen spirits are kept together in this world.”

The great critics help “the truth along without encumber-
ing it with themselves”' Hence they are not subject to the
shortcomings of so many writers who have something of im-
portance to say, but usually spoil it by the injection of their
own personalties. The

. most searching criticism is made by indirection, by
the turn of some phrase that at first strikes one as quite
insignificant, or at least quitc irrelevant to any critical
purpose; yet when this phrase once enters the mind, it
becomes pervasive, and one finds presently that it has
coloured all one's cast of thought—and this is an effect
which only eriticism of the very highest order can produce.
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The true eritic’s remarks are made, so to speak, en passant.
His primary purpose, in other words, is not to offer criticism,
this being only a sort of by-product. Nock, like all great critics,
was a fine artist and as such he was able to create a mood
without mentioning it. His chief concern was creation for he
held with Goethe that the critic should be primarily concerned
with the processes that build up, and not with those that
tear down. “The final purpese of the arts is to give joy.” Just
so, and it matters not how little joy may be current in the
soctety for,

the true critic has his resources of joy within himself, and
the motion of his joy is selbsprung. There may be ever
so little hope of the human race, but that is the moralist’s
affair, not the critic’s. The true critic takes no account of
optimism or pessimism: they are both quite outside his
purview; his affair is ane only of joyful appraisal, assess-
ments, and representation.

And again as to the primary purpose of art:

When Hesiod defined the function of poetry as that of
giving “a release from sorrows and a truce from cares,”
he intimated the final purpose of all great art as that of
elevating and sustaining the human spirit through the
communication of joy, of felicity; that is to say, of the
most simple, powerful, and highly refined emotion that
the human spirit is eapable of experiencing. This, na
doubt, does not exhaust its heneficence; no doubt it
works for good in other ways as well; but this is its great
and final purpose. It is not to give entertainment or diver-
sion or pleasure, not even to give happiness, but to give
joy.

Of all other men in American letters perhaps Nock might
be most aptly compared with Henry David Thoreau. Nock,
like Thoreau, was a discriminating man who was concerned
with the quality of life lived and he learned carly with
Thoreau that a man is rich in proportion to the number of
things he can afford to do without.

What Richard Groff writes of Thoreau applies equally to
Nock:
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In this emphasis on inner transformation rather than on
outward activity, Thoreau echoes the words of Lao Tse,
who taught, “The way to do is to be.” Insofar as it is the
kind of persons we are which is at the heart of our prob-
lems, then obviously we must begin by changing our-
selves. This attitude is at sharp variance with that of
those reformers and agitators with plans for reorganizing
the old institutions of society or instituting new ones in
order to improve the condition of man.

Nock would have nothing to do with the collectivisin of his
day. As was said of Kierkegaard, AJN “stationed himself ro
defend the individual against any philosophical, political, or
religious teaching that tended to slack off this consciousness
of the individual's essential responsibility and integrity.”
Neither was Nock tempted by the activism of his fellow “in-
tellectuals’” who for more than fifty years have been guilty of
treason because they have willingly deserted the cause of truth
and, in Russell Kirk's words, gone “a-whoring after strange
gods, whose blandishments both the traditions of their culture
and the discipline of their profession should enable them to
resist.”” The disinterested love of truth has been replaced by a
lust for power and prestige; no longer guardians of the truth,
they have gone to the service of the states which “wonld usc
the scholar and debase him.” Nock was one of the few intel-
lectuals to retain his integriey and avoid what Julien Benda
called The Treason of the Clerks. By clerks Benda meant
“all those whose activity essentially is not the pursuit of prac-
tical aims, all those who seek their joy in the practice of an
art or a science or metaphysical speculation, in short in the
possession of nonmaterial advantages, and hence in a certain
manner say: ‘My kingdom is not of this world.” ™

The job Nock loved best, though it brought him neither
fame nor fortune, was being a spokesman for the remnant. If
we belong in the remnant, he wrote, we will

proceed on our way, first with the more obscure and ex-
rremely difficult work of clearing and illuminating our
own minds, and second, with what occasional help we
may offer to others whose faith, like our own, is set more
on the regenerative power of thought than on the uncer-
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tain achievements of premature action. Such persons have’
the power to see things as they are, to survey them and
one’s own relations to them with objective disinterested.-
ness, and to apply one’s consciousness to them simply and
directly letting it take its own way over them unchartered
by prepossession, unchanneled by prejudice, and above all
uncontrolled by routine and formula. Those who have
this power are everywhere; everywhere they are not so
much resisting as quietly eluding and disregarding all
social pressure which tends to mechanize their processes
of ohservation and thought. [The remnant is] an order of
persons—for order is the proper word, rather than class
or group, since they are found quite unassociated in any
formal way, living singly or nearly so, and more or less
as aliens, in all classes of our society. . . .

It is not unlikely that future historians may see Albert Jay
Nock as a prophet in the great tradition of Isaiah and Jere-
miah, though his habits and vocabulary were not those of the
ordinary clergyman, he calls one to the life of the “spirit"—
the “inner life”—and away from an existence concerned pri-
marily with things. Susan Stebbing writes of what I refer to,
her term being “spiritual excellences” which are

intellectual and moral capacities lacking which the life
of human beings would be nasty and brutish; length of
days could not redeem it. The excellence I call spiritual
includes love for human beings, delight in creative activi-
ties of all kinds, respect for truth, satisfaction for learn-
ing to know what is true about this world (including
ourselves), loyalty to other human beings, generosity of
thought and sympathy with those who saffer, hatred of
cruelty and other evils, devotion to duty and steadfastness
in seeking one's ideals, delight in the beauty of nature
and art—in short, the love and pursuit of what is worth-
while for its own sake. In this pursuit the individual does
in fact have at times to suffer pain and to surrender what
it would be good for him to have were it not for the in-
compatible needs of others, needs which he recognizes as
claims upon himself. This is another spiritual excellence.
These excellences are to be found in this world; no
heaven is needed to experience them.
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Nock was more concerned with being and becoming than
with doing and getting. His was an aristocratic spirit which
“is not a matter of birth, or occupation, or education. It is an
attitude of mind carried into daily action, that is to say, a
religion. [The aristocratic spirit] is the disinterested, passionate
love of excellence. . . "

In one of his letters, AJN remarks that “Rabelais was one
of the world’s great kibertarians—he has been a stay and a
support to my spirit for thirty years, and I could not possibly
have got through without him.” His Introduction to The
Works of Rabelars might also serve to explain why his own
hooks, especially The Memoirs, are worth reading.

It must be laid down once and for all, that the chief
purpose of reading a classic like Rabelais is to prop and
stay the spirit, especially in its moments of weakness and
enervation, against the stress of life, to elevate it above
the reach of commonplace annoyances and degradations,
and to purge it of despondency and cynicism. He is to be
read as Homer, Sophocles, the English Bible, are to be
read. . . . The current aspect of our planet, and the per-
formances upon it, are not always encouraging, and one
therefore turns with unspeakable gratitude to those who
themselves have been able to contemplate them with
equanimity, and are able to help others to do so. In their
writing one sees how the main preoccupations, ambitions,
and interests of mankind appear when regarded “in the
view of eternity,” and one is insensibly led to make that
view one's own. Thus Rabelais is one of the half-dozen
writers whose spirit in a conspicuous way pervades and
refreshes one's being, tempers, steadies, and sweetens it,
so that one lays the book aside, conscious of a new will to
live up to the best of one's capacity, and a clearer appre-
hension of what that best may be.

#* * *

Some thanks are in order: to the Hon. Sect'y of The Nockian
Society whose light touch on the Society bulletins is a delight;
to Marion Norrell, the lovely indentured servant who is the
real secretary of the Saciety; to Leonard E. Read (Publisher
of The Freeman) and the stafl of the Foundation for Economic
Education (especially Eleanor Orsini) for their assistance in
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a good cause; to Jacques Barzun who found time in a busy
schedule to write us a provocative Preface; and, finally, to my
wife, Laura, who came out of retirement (and almost ceased
cooking meals) to design the cover that graces this slim volume.

I hope very much that readers will be pleased to make the
acquaintance of Albert Jay Nock, a man so well described by
that colossal Dutchman, Hendrik Willem Van Loon, as being
“endowed with profound knowledge, blessed with immense
possibilities for the enjoyment of life, and possessed of a rare
genius for the handling of words.”

RoBerT M. THORNTON

Fort Mitchell, Kentucky
1g70
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Albert J ay Nock

A Note by Jacques Barzun

The imaginary fanatic of the French Revolution who never
said, apropos of Lavoisier, that “the Republic has no need of
savants” enunciated a great truth. It applies, of course, not to
any factual reality, but to the emotions of democratic re-
publics.

The oldest and mightiest of such republics, the United
States, has adhered to the principle with almost painful fidel-
ity. It has resolutely disregarded its great artists, scientists, and
critics, proceeding in its salutary neglect from a correct reason-
ing that they were a free gift from Providence, not a necessity
with a place clearly marked out in the present.

That is why we keep “discovering” those free gifts—Mel-
ville, Jonathan Edwards, Henry Adams, Willard Gibbs, Henry
James, John Jay Chapman, Albert Jay Nock. As the old man
said who kept hiding macaroons among his heaped up papers,
“jt is such a pleasure to come upon them unexpectedly.” And
perhaps these artists, critics, men of science are all the better
for being aged in the wood. But surely we are not the hetter
for having missed their contemporary effect. For example,
Nock’s book on education in the United States could have
saved us endless mistakes had we heeded it during the past
half century. Again, why were we so limited in imagination
(though ever boastful of “creativity”) that we could not sepa-
rate Nock’s literal advice about government from the fruitful
implications of his libertarianism for manners and the intel-
lectual life? No harm is done if we read his Jefferson as a
biography and his Rabelais studies as travel books and com-
pare them with other biographies and studies. But it is harm
done to ourselves not to discover in those works an ideal of the
complete man and of the moral life. Must we always be moved
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only by unreadable books in treatise form, which profess to
“tell all” with the aid of quotations and references—-that is,
others’ thoughts pickled in disinfectant scholarship?

Never mind the answer just now. Here is a small book full
of Nock’s thoughts, as fresh as they were when first minted.
It is not all of Nock, and the effect is less than the sum from
which they came. But it is a man thinking, which the republic
needs more than it thinks—ambiguity intended.
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.‘P eform

It makes me wonder afresh at the curious point of view of
the reformer who wants us all to be alike or assumes that we
are all alike. One wonders where he could have spent his days.

SELECTED LETTERS, 062

Il faut cultiver noire jardin. With these words Voltaire ends
his treatise called Candide, which in its few pages assays more
solid worth, more informed common sense, than the entire
Lulk of nineteenth-century hedonist literature can show. To
my mind, those few concluding words sum up the whole social
responsibility of man. The only thing that the psychically-
human being can do to improve society is to present society
with one improved unit. In a word, ages of experience testify
that the only way society can be improved is by the individual-
ist method which Jesus apparently regarded as the only one
whereby the Kingdom of Heaven can be established as a going
concern; that is, the method of each one doing his very best
to improve one. MEMOIRS, 307

Thus the notoricus failure of reforming and revolutionary
movements in the long run may as a rule be found due to
their incorrigible superficiality. THE STATE, 153

My notion is that it is not so impertant at the moment to try
to make people take up with this, that, or the other view, as it
is to establish the questions that must be considered before any
competent view can be formulated. These questions are sunk
now in an immense depth of ignorance, and until they arve
brought up and at least clearly presented, 1 don't believe the
meralist has any chance at all. SELECTEP LETTERS, 115

The sound Pantagruelist knows how and when to treat grave
subjects lightly in order to establish a clearer sense of their
relative importance and a proportionate respect for their seri-
ousness, never misappraising the one, or misapplying the
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