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ABSTRACT

THE THEORY OF EDUCATION OF ALBERT JAY NOCK
by Greta Ingrid Borgstrom

This study is an effort to trace the development of
the educational theory of Albert Jay Nock (1870-1945), Ameri-
can scholar, historian, editor and writer. It is based on
Nock?s published writings.

Nock*s educational theories owed much to his own
highly individual educational experience. Until the age of
fourteen, Nock never attended school. At that age he entered
a secondary school and later attended collegs. In both these
institutions, he was thoroughly steeped in that classical
tradition which had gradually bsen abandoned in American edu-
cation during the late nineteenth century. Upon graduation,
Nock gained a master's degree in the classics. After addi-
tional theological training, he was ordained a priest in the
Episcopal Church in 1896. For two years he was a college
teacher, and, from 1897-1910, active clergyman. In 1910,
Nock left active ministry and became a magazine writer and
editor for fourteen years, achieving excellence in writing
and editing. From 1924 to his death, Nock was a freelance
scholar and writer, gradually recognized as an accomplished
@ssayist, a brilliant historian, and a trenchant social
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critic. From 1910, he paid frequent visits to Europe and
made his home there from 1924-1938.

Nock?s chief concern was the American civilization
and its betterment, with education as a key factor in this
process. He had ample opportunities to study firsthand
American and European universities as a writer and scholar
and occasionally as visiting professor. He commanted fre-
quently upon sducational topics and, from 1926-1931, he took
a significant part in the lively educational debate in America,
culminating in a series of lectures on "The Theory of Educa-
tion in the United States"™ which he gave at the University
of Virginia in 1931. They were published as a book (1932)
with the same title.

Nock made a sharp distinction between education,

concerned with formative knowledge, as opposed to instruction

or training, concerned with instrumental or vocational knowl-

edge. He was a staunch defender of the classical curriculum
for its formative and maturing value, and saw it as indis-
pensable to progress in civilization. The revolution in
curriculum which had taken place in American education towards
the end of the nineteenth century, did not represent progress
to him; it had a deteriorating effect on civilization. Thase
opinions he expressed already in 1908 and they never changed.
He wrote little on primary schools, but obviously favored the
so called Froebel type of schools, offering all kinds of
opportunities, practical and intellectual, among which the

children could freely choosse.
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Nock?!s educational theory underwent significant changes.
Until the mid-nineteentwenties, he held an ardent faith in
populgr education as leading to a better civilization, and
was hopeful that American education was going to improve.
In the later twenties, he came to doubt the value of general
literacy as a guarantee for an enlightened citizenry. He
also began to see a division in mankind, between a small,
educable elite, and the large mass of people, uneducable,
but trainable. Their training was a necessary and useful
work; it was largely performed in a creditable way in America.
The calamity was that the classical curriculum had disappeared
altogether and true education was no longer availgble. Nock
proposed the establishment of an experimental college, de-
signed to cater to the elite. By the 1930s, however, despair-
ing even of this, he had convinced himself that American
civilization was past hope and would lapse into decay and
death. Since the development of Nock's educational theory
is closely linked to his own education and his life as a
whole, a brief account of his education and career and the
development of his general philosophy of life are included
in the study.
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INTRODUCTION

Albert Jay Nock--American writer, critic, and scholar
--was widely recognized during his lifetime<és one of the
most accomplished essayists and social critics of the day.
Among his friends and admirers were some of the best minds
of the era on both sides of the Atlantic. In his native
United States, he belonged to the circle of liberal and
radical intelligentzia, which included such men as Charles
Beard, H. L. Mencken, and Van Wyck Brooks. In Europe, he
counted among his congenial friends such intellectuals as
Bertrand Russell, George Bernard Shaw, and Hendrick Van
Loon; yet, today Nock seems to be little known even in his
own country.

The published biographical material on Albert Jay
Nock is scanty. He abhorred personal publicity and vehe-
mently condemned the tendency in modern literary research
and biographical writing to dig into the private life of
peoprle. He surrounded his own private life with as much
secrecy as possible. He refused to give information about
himself to such reference works as Who's Who. After his

death, the few lines about him in Who Was Whol gave only

lWho Was Who in America: 1943-1950 (Chicago, 1950),
II, Pe 3 o
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his academic background and a perfunctory list of his books
and activities. Current Biography (1944) carried a two-
page article on his main literary achievements, but it paid
heed to Nock'!s wish to leave out other biographical data.l
Twentieth Century Authors (1942) gave him a stepmotherly
treatment, incomplete and with obvious errors.? Nock had
managed to keep even the year of his birth in obscurity.
In reference books and library catalogues, it is tentatively
given as 1871, 1872, or 1873, generally with a question
mark after the figure.

Two years before his death, however, Nock published
his memoirs, which, according to the author's intentions,
constituted "the autobiography of a mind in relation to the
society in which it found itself.®3 It is by no means a
complete biography. Dates, years, names of people and
places are rarely given, and important happenings and as-
pects of Nock's life are left out.

If Nock had had his choice, he wrote, he would have
been born in Paris in 1810 and would have slipped out of

life in the autumn of 1885. He gave two good reasons for

1Anna Rothe, ed., Current Biogfaghx 1944 (New York,
1945), pp. 497-500.

2St.anley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft, eds., Twen-
tieth Century Aythors (New York, 1942), pp. 1028-1029.,

3Albert Jay Nock, Memoirs of a'Superfluous Man (New
York, 1943), p. iv.
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this choice. For one thing, the idea that there is some-

thing to live for besides production, acquisition, and
distribution of wealth died a slow, hard death in France.
Secondly, never had "so many great practitioners of the
good life, the truly humane life, been gathered together
in one place, as in Paris of that period.®™ Among those
whom Nock had in mind especially were: the two giants of
literary criticism Sainte-Beuve and Taine; the philosopher
and orientalist Renan; the novelists Dumas, Merimée, Daudet,
Turgenev; the painters Delacroix and Horace Vernet; the
poets de Vigny, Leconte de Lisle, Sully-Prudhomme, de Musset,
and the musicians Auber, Meyerbeer, Rossini, and Offenbach.l
Having no say in the matter, however, Nock entered
this world in America in 1870, and grew up in the post
Civil wWar Gilded Age. Thanks, however, to the unfailing
luck which--as Nock in his memoirs repeatedly asserts--
followad him throughout life, he spent the first twenty-
five years of his life outside the mainstream of society.
Not until he had finished a thorough classical education
which "more by accident than intention" landed him an ad-
vanced degree,2 did the mood of the time dawn upon him.

He surveyed the American scene ™with the naive astonishment

lbid., pp. 159-160.

2Ibid., p. 97.
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of a Rip Van Winkle.ml Trying to decide where his talent
and knowledge might be put to best use, he discovered that
in the United States around the turn of the century he was
a superfluous man. He had nothing to contribute which so-
ciety would accept. He felt like a man "who had landed
in Greenland with a cargo of straw hats."? Like Henry
Adams some decades earlier, Nock thus discovered the worth-
lessness of his education under the prevailing conditions
in America.

As soon as possible he left for Europe. He became
an expatriate by choice, and until old age, failing health,
and World War II put a stop to this kind of 1life, he mi-
grated between the two continents at shorter or longer
intervals. Europe offered him a better environment for
the "good" life; the humane and truly civilized life he
cherished. In Europe, he found that still some vestiges
remained of "the doctrine that man does not live by bread
alone."3

"For you to love your country, your country has to
be lovable."” Nock often cited this statement(py Edmund
Burke in disclaiming any special loyalty to his own country§
To him, the America of his adult years Qas not lovable.
Yet, Nock had the civilization of the United States very

lrbid., p. 100.
2Ibid., p. lbbe
3Ibid., p. 145.
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much at heart, and he devoted his life's work to its better-
ment by constructive criticism and by presenting the values
of true civilization, as he conceived it to be, for his
countrymen to see and ponder. It was the quality of life
that mattered to Nock. Everything else was subordinate.

In Nock's view, true civilization was inseparableq\
from freedom for ths individual. This precious possession, -
granted to the Americans in the Declaration of Independence
and the Bill of Rights, had in his eyes been systematically
trampled under foot since the days of the Constitutional
Convention. Only by restoring it could the United States
become "lovable™ and civilized.

The key role of education in this process became
increasingly evident tg)Albert Jay Nock, and he wrote ex-
tensively over the years on educational matters, in numer-
ous articles, commentaries, and essays. In 1931, Nock
delivered the Page-Barbour lectures at the University of
Virginia. For his topic he chose "The Theory of Education
in the United States™ since "this matter was uppermost in
my mind at the moment."l These lectures were highly criti-
cal of the theory of education prevalent in the United
States at the time. They were published the following year
in book form.2

l1bid., p. 87.

2The Theory of Education in the United States (New
York, 19§§77"“'JL"""“"'“""““""“'f""‘
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( Nock liked to speak of himself as a student of civ-
ilization. With equal right, he might have claimed the
title educator in civilization. Essentiallz§ he was an
educator in the broad sense of this term during his whole
adult life./ The chief aim of his entire literary produc-
tion was to educate his fellow countrymen in the true mean-
ing of culture and civilization. For brief periods, he
functioned directly as educator: first, in his twenties
as college instructor, and later, occasionally, as visit-
ing professor at American universities. He lectured in
this capacity at Columbia University, University of Vir-
ginia, and Jomns Hopkins UniversityJ It is the purpose of
this paper to trace the developmé;t of Albert Jay Nock's
educational theory, as far as this is traceable in his
published writings. (Nock's educational thought was closely
linked to his own education and to his life as a whole. A
brief account of his own education and career, therefore,

serves well to illuminate his educational philosophyg



CHAPTER I
THE EDUCATION OF ALBERT JAY NOCK: FORMATIVE YEARS!

The educational views of Albert Jay Nock were in
large measure formed by an early life which combined re-
markably a series of representative democratic environments
with a series of highly unrepresentative educational ex-
periences.

Nock was born at Scranton, Pennsylvania, on October
13, 1870, of English and French ancestry. His father, the
Reverend Albert Joseph Nock, was an Episcopal minister,
whose parents had come from England as a young couple. His
mo?her, Emma Jay Nock, was a descendent of the founding

father, John Jay. Nock made but one passing reference to

1As mentioned above, p. 1, the published biographi-
cal material about Albert Jay Nock is scanty, and consists
chiefly of what can be sifted out from his own writings.
In 1959, however, "The Evolution of the Social Philosophy
of Albert Jay Nock™ was made the subject matter of a doc-
toral thesis, as yet unpublished, by J. Sandor Cziraky at
the University of Pennsylvania. This study, presented as
"a pioneer effort™ in its field, filled in important gaps
in Nock's biography, especially in regard to names of people
and places as well as dates. The first six chapters of
Nockt's Memoirs constitute a charming account of his child-
hood and youth, emphasizing his educational experiences.
They have been used as the chief source of this chapter,
supplemented with factual data from Cziraky's dissertation.

7
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this in his wriéings,l but was proud that his mother was
of pure Huguenot stock. Her forefathers had come over as
refugees from France in the 1680s.2 He also proudly stated
that she was a college-educated woman, a fairly rare phe;
nomenon in those days. Albert was the couple's only sur-
viving child. An older sister died before he was born.

When Albert was about five years old, the family
moved to Brooklyn, New York. The Brooklyn of those days
was a cosmopolitan society. Scotch-Irish, English, Dutch,
and German families were thrown in with old American stock,
and everybody, according to Nock, remained tolerant of
each other's individualities and sometimes oddities. This
_cosmopolitan character of his.childhood surroundings affected
Nock "favorably and permanently.™ Five years later, his
father accepted a clerical position in‘Alpena, Michigan, a
frontier town, and, as he wrote, a "first generation af-
fair." The nearest railway was forty-five miles away, and
the only communication with the outer world was by steam-
boat in summer and by a weekly mail-coach or sledge over a
poor logging-road in winter. Once the lake became ice-
bound, the town was virtually isolated and thrown upon its

own resources, both intellectually and materially.

1

Albert Jay Nock, On Doing the Right Thing (New
York and London, 1928), p. 18L.

gMemoirs, Pe 3.
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Nock appraised his own inner characteristics as
being derived from his maternal heritage. He believed
that they had provided him a complete affinity with the
great spirits of the French Renaissance and those of the
Enlightenment as we}l as with the neo-classic philosophers
and writers of nineteenth century France. He also ascribed
to his French ancestry--as well as to the spiritual atmos-
phere of a gentle and pervasive scepticism in which he
grew up--his "instinctive leaning towards the agnostic
side."

Nock obviously was especially close to his mother,
but of his father he wrote fondly as having, like his mother,
"a humorous, penetrating and tolerant view of mankind at
large."l Nock described his appearance as that of his
father, but of character traits he traced but one to him:
an inordinate love of the English language. Nock's later
excellence in the use of English and his unyielding criti-
cism of sloppiness in the writings of others supported this
strong emotion.

Thus, Nock grew up in a happy, harmonious, tolerant
home. He did not attend school until the age of fourteen.
At the age of three, according to his Memoirs, he had al-
ready taught himself to read from a torn-out page of the

1
Ibid., p. 25.



10
New York Herald, pasted upside down over a broken window
pane in the basement of the house where the family then
lived. He read the lines from right to left (as well as
.upside down), and the ability to read this way stayed with
him all through life. By that time he already had some
knowledge of Greek and Latin. As his parents did not know
any nursery rhymes, his father had instead used Greek and
Latin paradigms which Albert had learned to memorize. Nor
did he ever listen to any lullaby. His first music memories
were connected with opera, and in time he became a great
opera connoisseur. He grew up surrounded by music, both
his parents being musical and endowed with good, strong
voices.

Reading matter which early caught Nock's fancy was
Webster'!s Dictionary. It literally became his "bosom
friend,"l although it was awkward to handle for the little
fellow owing to sheer weight and bulk. He soon became an
uncommonly rapid reader and a faultless speller. The
Primer never interested him and he never used a spelling
book. For the rest of his life, he continued to look upon
the dictionary as the most interesting book in the English

language.

1
Ibid., p. 15.
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Thus, by the age of five, when the family came to
Brooklyn, Nock was well equipped for literary pursuits. He
could pick and chose freely from the family's highly varied
library, including his father's professional books. No one
either encouraged or discouraged his studies, which were
wholly self-directed. He never thought of them as studies;
nor did he know what education meant. He looked upon read-
ing as a pleasant indoor pastime. He got the habit of
browsing among books on many subjects, but he especially
enjoyed magazines like Harper's and Scribner's Monthly, of
which his parents had bound volumes from 1871. These maga-
zines gave the young Nock his first notion of culture. They
contained much reading material which was not beyond a
child's horizon. St. Nicholas, the childrents magazine,
yielded much less to his eager mind.

Between the ages of eight and ten, Nock studied
Greek and Latin under some sporadic supervision from his
father, having puzzled out the Greek alphabet on his own.
Languages never meant work to him, and he learned quite a
few over the years, including German, French, Flemish,
Italian, and Russian.

It was thus a quite sophisticated little gentleman
who at this time arrived in the newly-settled town of
Alpena, Michigan. Its schools were poor--"somewhat worse

than none®l--so Albert continued his readings in his

l1pbid., p. 63.
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accustomed happy-go-lucky manner. He was thus left with
plenty of time to get to know the rather ill-assorted crowd
of people who had settled in Alpena. There were the lumber-
men, largely from Maine--the main street of the town was
named Maine Street--as well as others tied to the lumber
business in one way or another.

They were a good lot, too, as far as their lights

lead them; self-reliant, hard-working, honest, hat-

ing restraint, fiercely independent, yet friendly,

kindly, and in many unexpected ways, liberal . . .

old-fashioned, free-thinking, free-speaking, free-

swearing American. « « « They interested me immen-

sely; I had never seen anything like them, and I

studied their ways with delight. Their virtues,--

and they were great virtues,--gave our society its

prevailing tone of wholesome vigour which I look

upon as something uniquely formative in my experi-

ence.l

Alpena was by no means void of social and cultural

values. There were professional people and some others de-
voted to the arts and cultural interests. The town had a
choral society of some distinction and a less competent
amateur theatre circle, and Albert took part in both. He
also struck up a close friendship with a Polish-German
countess, and with an erudite and aristocratic German--
"witty, humorous, and philosophical®™--functioning as
church janitor. He and Albert used to have their sessions
in the rear basement of the church. These people had for
various odd reasons landed in Alpena. The frontier rule,

never to ask anybody about his past, was strictly respected,

1Ibid., pPe 57.



13
so Nock never found out why they were there. From these
friends, he learned "not only a great lot of first class
conversational German, but also considerable insight into
German life and character; and all with virtually no
aeffort"l There was also the outdoors, "I was a child of
the great outdoors, active, strong, full-blooded, never
111," Nock proudly stated,? and he developed a growing
interest in baseball which lasted over the years and in
time made him a semi-professional baseball player.

Alpena had another great merit which Albert was
little aware of at the time, but gradually came to realize
and appreciate. The life of its inhabitants was

singularly free; we were so little conscious of
arbitrary restraint that we hardly knew government
existede ¢« ¢« ¢« On the whole, our society might
have served pretty wsll as a standing advertisement
for Mr. Jefferson's notion that the virtues he re-
garded as distinctively American thrive best in the
absence of government.g,
Among those virtues, Nock enumerated independence, self-
respect, self-reliance, dignity, and diligence.

This blissful stage could not last forever. Nock's
parents inten&ed to send their son to college; so after a
couple of years of frontier town freedom, young Albert was

obliged to buckle down to some serious study. A reading

lIbigo, Pe 600
21bid., p. 27.

31bid., p. 60.
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course in Greek and Latin classics was assigned to him,
"and God wot it was the dullest, drearest, and most unre-
warding task I ever set my hand to.nl

This antipathy was not due to language difficulties.
It was the subject matter which was beyond a child?'s reach.
Nock acquired_a distaste for these "standard authors™ which
required a long time to overcome. His earlier readings in
these languages had consisted of "human interest”™ material
written in a natural and often humorous vein, dealing with
places and people of the antiquity, the way they lived,
and what they talked about. But somehow Albert came through
this ordeal.

In the fall of 1884, he entered a small boarding
school in Peoria, Illinois, where he remained for two school
years. This prairie town was, like Alpena, a "first gen-
eration affair." It was settled by the German "forty-
eighters, the best stock that Europe ever exported here."?2
German customs and culture pervaded the town, and Nock
liked it for many reasons. For one thing, he had never
before been in a place with so many pretty girls around;
for another, music flourished. As an extracurricular

activity, he learned how to read music. He also acquired,

l1bid., p. 62.

2Ibid., p. 65.
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"quite unconsciously, the beginnings of a creditable taste
in beer."!

The school was small and simple. The quarters for
the students were frugal; the food likewise. The curricu-
Jum was strictly classical; Greek and Roman literature,
arithmetic and algebra. The teachers were kind and capable
and gradually Nock overcame some of his distaste for the
classics. The best quality of the school was to him the
atmosphere of freedom that pervaded it. During study
hours the students had little supervision or none. Nock
in writing his memoirs some sixty years later, praised his
extraordinary luck; it had been just the place for him.

After leaving the Peoria school, Nock spent a year
and a half at home in Alpena, working sometimes around
the sawmills, playing baseball, carrying on his ®desultory
readings™ and taking occasiona; trips on the steam barges.
As was quite common with frontier Americans, he did not
like the surrounding wilderness. To him, wild nature was
and remained an enemy, and he preferred the cultivated
countryside for the rest of his life.

In the fall of 1887, Albert Jay Nock entsred the
preparatory class of St. Stephents College, Annandale-on-

Hudson, in Dutchess County, New York.<2 It was a small

11bid., p. 66.

2Called Bard College since 1935, when the name was
changed to honor the original founder, John Bard. The



16

institution, limited to a hundred students. Instruction
was by tutors, and the academic course "was fixed and un-
changeable as the everlasting hills."l This was expressedly
stated in the college catalogue:

There are no elective studies. The course is prin-

cipally classical and philosophical. It is such as

is required of those who are to enter on the study

of theology. It consists of Latin and Greek with

French, rhetoric, logic, the philosophy of the mind

and of the moral nature, and English literature.

There is also the ordinary course in mathematics and

physics, with lectures on scientific subjects.2?

There was no social intercourse between teachers
and students at St. Stephents. The students put in a full
day's work, "union hours," for the rest they were free to
engage in activities of their own choice. The possibilities
were limited. The region was isolated and there was no
settlement or railroad station within a radius of about
three miles, and the road was poor. The college offered
no facilities for recreational purposes. The students kept

their own quarters tidy and in order without supervision.

college was originally charted by the State of New York in
1860, 1In 1928, it became a part of Columbia University,

and after 1934, served as an experimental liberal arts col-
lege in the country. The plan incorporated some of the
ideas of Alexander Meiklejohn, William Kilpatrick, and John
Dewey. Columbia ended this program in 1944, and Bard turned
co-ed. (Cziraky, op. cit., p. 11, footnote.)

lMemoirs, p. 76.

2St:udem: Records, 1887-1892, Bardiana Collection,
as quoted by Cziraky, p. 12.
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There was no praise for the student who did well and no
extra tutoring for the one who failed. It was accepted as
a natural law that some simply were not equipped for the
type of learning the college offered; they had to go else-
where and try their luck. At the same time, absolute fair-
ness and justice ruled, and the students felt respected
as individuals. They were addressed as Mr. by the teachers,
for whom they had great respect and admiration due to their
character and learning. Nock thought himself fortunate po
have attended ona of the last American institutions which
still adhered faithfully to "the grand, old, fortifying
classical curriculum.”

Nock received his bachelor's degrese from St. Stephen's
in 1892, standing third in a class of ten.l By then, he
and his fellow students,

knew noﬁhing of the natural sciences this side of
Aristotle, Teophrastus, Pliny; nothing of any history
since A. D. 1500, not even the history of our own
country. Our ignorance of other subjects was quite
as complete.?

To Nock, this ignorance was an advantage. It meant
that they left college with open minds, without doctrines
and formulas to be cleared away when it came to evaluating

whatever they met in life. At the same time, their minds

were trained "to see things as they are,” and not to be

1Cziraky, p. 12.
2Memoirs, pp. 82-83.
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deceived by appearances. They knew how to go about dis-
ciplined and disinterested intellectual work, and they
possessed a solid foundation of formative knowledge on which
to build specialized and instrumental knowiedge.

Nock pursued his studies at Wesleyan University,
Middletown, Connecticut, taking advanced courses in Latin,
Greek, and French literature which gained him a master's
degree in the classics, conferred by St. Stephents College.
He went on to Berkeley Divinity School, New Haven, Connecti-
cut, for theological studies and was made a deaéon in the
Episcopal Church in 1896. This ended Nock's formal edu-
cation.l

In his Memoirs, Nock never mentioned his theological
training and spoke of his graduate studies merely in gen-
eral terms. He depicted himself as a wander;ng scholar
going where he knew there was a notable professor in a
field he was interested in and leaving when he felt that
he had "™squeezed out"™ what the professor had to give.
"Getting education is like getting measles;" he wrote,

you have to go where measles is « «  unless you are

by nature immune, you will get it . . . if you dontt
go where it is, you will never get it.2

1
Cziraky, p. l4.

gMemoirs, pp. 97-98.
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Nock expressed himself as being profoundly grateful
that during his formative years he had never had anything
to do with any institution under State control. He had
thus avoided all indoctrination with "synthetic™ devotion
to his native land and loyalty to its political "job-
holders.®™ There were, he asserted, plenty of these "state-
inspired views™ already in the days of his youth, but they
had not been as bad as they later became. He had luckily
escaped "the sites of infection,” and his attitudes towards
his country and its rulers, he believed, were correspond-

ingly unemotional and unbiased.l

Ibid.’ p. 96.



CHAPTER II
CAREER AND PHILOSOFHICAL DEVELOPMENT

Happily, there are signs pointing to a revived in-
terest in this original and perceptive social critic, whose
commentaries upon many subjects, including education, con-
tinue to deserve a wide reading.

From 1896-1898, Albert Jay Nock was a teacher at St.
Stephen?'s College, first as tutor in Latin and instructor
in German, and then as assistant professor of Latin. In
1897, he was ordained a priest, and he served as an Epis-
copal clergyman from 1898 until 1909; for the first seven
years (1898-1905) as rector of St. James Protestant Epis-
copal Church inATitusville, Pennsylvania, then as chaplain
at the Virginia Polytechnic Institute, Blacksburg (1905-
1907), and finally at St. Joseph's Protestant Episcopal
Church, Detroit, Michigan (1907-1909). Except for matters
of official Episcopal record, little else factual has been
documented about Nock in his twelve active years as a priest.
On April 25, 1900, Nock married Agnes Grumbine of Titus-
ville, Pennsylvania. She died in 1935. They had two sons,
Samuel Albert and Francis Jay, born 1901 and 1905 respec-
tively and still living. They are both scholars and uni-
versity professors.

20
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Apparently Nock was not happy either with his min-
istry or his marriage. Shortly after his fathert's death
in 1909, he demanded and received non-parish status, and
after 1910 he held merely sporadic contact with his wife
and sons, residing mostly with his mother in Sussex County,
New Jersey, where on rare occasions he gave a sermon in the
church she attended. In 1924, a short time after her death,
Nock renounced his ministry and left the Church. At about
the same time the separation from his wife became perman-

ent.l
Having left the pulpit, Nock entered upon a career

as ﬁagazine editor and writer which lasted from 1910-1924.
Aside from possible personal reasons, there was a philoso-
phical base for this abrupt change in his career. As this
is the clue to the understanding of his whole future work

as well as his educational philosophy, it needs to be ex-

plained here.?

lThe names of people and places as well as data about
Nock?s career as teacher and minister and about his marriage
are taken from Cziraky's thesis, pp. 14-15. Nock made no
mention of ministership or marriage in his writings.

2In his Memoirs, especially Chaps. 6 and 7, Nock gave
an account of his reactions to the American society upon
leaving university as well of his subsequent readings and
the change of mind he underwent. In an essay, "Anarchist®s
Progress,® [On Doing the Right Thing (New York, 1928), pp.
123-160], he also set forth the development of his social
and political thought from the a§e of seven until the out-
break of the war in 1914. A collection of letters by Nock
published last year by his youngest son, is so edited as to
show Nock's philosophical development from 1910 until the

end of his life; [Francis J. Nock, ed., Selected Letters b
Albert Jay Nock (Caldwell, Idaho, 19625.]'———1



22

If little is known of Nock as a minister, one thing
is documented in his own writings about his activities
during this period. He had read copiously in history, in
political, economic, and social matters. Upon leaving the
sheltered and happy world of his childhood and student
years--sheltered that is from the general current of events
--he had been shocked by what he saw in American society:
the wealth of the few, the misery of the many, federal and
state governments in alliance with business, the cities in
the hands of corrupt political machines. He observed that
the individual, except for the wealthy few who benefitted
from the set-up, was caught in a vicious system which de-
prived him of his freedom, dignity and natural rights. He
saw the vulgarity of the popular press, and how newspapers
and magazines in general served as vehicles for the in-
doctrination of the people with "synthetic patriotism" to
back up the imperialistic policies in which America was
at the moment involved.

Nock?s first impulse was to find out why things had
gone so wrong. He set out to study American history back-
wards to trace the roots of the evils'and discover why
there had been an almost complete deviation from the prin-
ciples of the natural rights of man and of republicanism
as laid down by Paine, Jefferson and others and synthesized
in the Declaration of Independence. From there he proceeded

to study the history of other modern Western nations
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the same way.
From direct observations of society and from these
studies he came to some basic conclusions which may be
summed up as follows:

l. that economics was the underlying force, the basis of
the social and political structures in any country,
and that a dignified life was not possible for any-
body without reasonable means of subsistence;

2. that the State invariably had originated in aggres-
sion and everywhere was an instrument for economic
exploitation; directly or indirectly, or both;

3. that politics were everywhere corrupt, and, worse
still, invariably corrupted those who engaged in
them, and that the political parties were mere ve-
hicles for the exploitation of the people;

L. that the judiciary served primarily the State, and
not Justice;

5. that schools, colleges, and universities, like all
other social institutions with some State support
or under government control, invariably became in-
struments of indoctrination and no longer could
serve as they ought to do, that is to assert and
present the truth;

6. that the individual in general, living under the
State, suffered. He lost in intellectual integrity
and moral fibre. This had to be changed if prog-
ress in civilization should result, and this could
be done only by the restoration to the individual
of his natural rights;

7. that progress in religion was linked to progress
in culture and civilization; and that a Christian
minister, whose chief function it was to guide people
towards the practice of a truly Christian life, could
only succeed in a civilized society.l

1

Albert Jay Nock, "Value to the Clergyman of Train-
ing in the Classics,™ School Review, XVI (June, 1908),
pp. 383-390.
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Nock?!s next step was to try to find out how things
could be redressed, and in Herbert Spencer, Social Statics

(1852) and Henry George, Progress and Poverty (1879), taken

together, he found "the complete formulation of the philos-
ophy of human freedom, the one complemented the other;"1
and both Spencer and George believed "that the moral and
intellectual constitution of mankind is indefinitely im-
provable."2 Nock thus became a single-taxer and a Spencerian.
A third element in Nock's philosophical make-up is
?ssential to an understanding of his mind. As a graduate
student at Wesleyan University, Nock had come under the
spell of the French Renaissance humanist, Francis Rabelais.3
He became a lifetime adherent to the Rabelaisien philosophy,
which the great humanist had named Pantagruelism and defined
as "certain joyfulness of mind preserved in the scorn of
accidental things."™* It was the fruit of the knowledge of

and submission to nature, the belief that people who are

free, well-born, well-educated, have, by nature an instinct

lAlbert Jay Nock, Henry George: An Essay (New York,
1939), p. 153.

2Tbid., p. 156.

3Selected Letters of Albert Jay Nock, p. 192.
hcertaine aietd dvesprit confite en mepris des
choses fortuites. (Francis Rabelais, Gargantua and Panta-

gruel, Prologue to Book IV.)
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which always leads them towards virtue and away from vice.
The Abbey of Thelema, the curious convent Gargantua had
established, its inmates adhering only to one rule: Do
what you like, was founded on this belief. 1Its result is
a wide sympathy with all human affairs, together with a
comprehension of their vanity. Intolerance must be directed
only against anything that deforms nature and infringes
upon man's dignity, freedom and the full development of his
being.

Pantagruelism fitted Nock's tremendous inborn sense
of humour exactly. He not only believed in Rabelais's
philosophy; he lived by it. "Life is given us to enjoy,"
became the leading theme of Nock's thought.

Thus, to Nock, freedom was the panacea. Man was
basically good and improvable, given the right environment,
but there was no freedom without a sound économic system as
its base. From his role as an educator in religion, Nock
became an educator in tax matters. In 1910 he joined the
editorial staff of the American Magazins primarily as its
authority on tax questions, but also writing on many other
subjects and doing general editorial work. The magazine
was formed in 1906 by a group of leading muckrakers, who
had left McClure's, the pioneering magazine in the field
of muckraking around the turn of the century. Among them
were Ida Tarbell, Ray Stannard Baker, and Lincoln Steffens.
John S. Phillips, former associate editor of McClure's

e ————
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was editor-in-chief.l The heyday of muckraking was over

when the American Magazine started, and its editorial policy

tended more towards holding up good examples, than exposing
shortcomings and evils of the American society.2 This
editorial policy coincided with Nock's own educational
theory. He did not believe that people's minds could be
changed by moral or legal pressures or by coercion. A
change of mind and manners could be brought about only by
demonstrating the truth illustrated by good examples.

Nock wrote critical articles on the American tax
system and advocated the single-tax system in its place.
"Land, viewed naturally, is one of the common properties
of mankind, like the air.™ It ought to be made accessible
to everybody through single-tax reform.3 Such was his re-
current theme. He also contributed articles on other
economic matters, and on social problems. The emphasis
was always made that his and the magazine's chief interest
was civilization, and diffused material well-being was an
indispensable condition for its progress. In addition,

Nock did editorial work and wrote some "Portraits™--a

1Louis Filler, Crusaders for American Liberalism:
The Story of the Muckrakers (New York, 1961), p. 228.

2Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York,
1961), p. 197. American Magazine, LXXV (Nov. 1912), p. 133.

3Albert Jay Nock, "The Earning Power of the Popula-
tion," American Magazine, LXXV (Nov. 1912), pp. 52-54.
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standing feature in the magazine--of "good"™ people, people
who could be held up as examples to follow.l

Nock remained with the American Magazine for five

years, achieving excellence in the art of editing and
writing. He also became a highly versatile reporter and
an expert interviewer. He travelled widely, especially in
the Midwest, and made a transcontinental tour of Canada.
During these years, Nock also made at least three extended
trips to Europe, thus, initiating the commuting between
the two continents which continued for the next twenty-
five years of his life.

When the American Magazine changed editor-in-chief
in 1915 and entered upon a new editorial policy less con-
genial to Nock, he resigned. As a freelance writer he
contributed during 1916-1918 to Atlantic Monthly, Century,
North American Review, and the Sewanee Review. In the
sumner of 1918, he became an associate editor of the Nation
and remained in that post until the end of 1919. His signed
contributions to the Nation were chiefly on economic and
political matters.

\

During his decade of magazine work, Nock had naturally

lIn speaking about the editorial staff of the Ameri-
can Magazine, Lincoln Steffens wrote in his autobiography:
"later came that finished scholar, Albert Jay Nock, to put
in mastered English for us [gic] editorials which expressed
with his grave smile and chuckling tolerance ’our'inter-

pretations of things human.® The Autobiography of Lincoln
Steffens (New York, 1931), II, p. 5306.
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come to know the thought and methods of the Progressives
thoroughly, and in the end he could not see that they had
anything but palliatives to offer. Their chief fallacy he
concluded, was their faith in government intervention. This
faith ran contrary to his beliefs in the individual and in
limited government. Ths Progressives and liberals were not
his kind. Nock was not satisfied with their half-measures.
He gradually shifted to a radical position becoming a phil-
osophical anarchist of the Godwin-Proudhon school.l Paci-
fism and non-violence comprised an integral part of it.
Like Pantagruelism it was based, as Nock defined it, on "a
profound belief in the essential goodness of Home sapiens."?
It further confirmed his faith in freedom as the only con-
dition under which men could become "as good and decent,
as elevated and nobls, as they might and really wish to
be."3 Freedom meant absence of government, or nearly so.
The function of government should solely be the safeguard-
ing of the freedom and security of the individual, to pro-
tect his inalienable rights, as set forth in the Declaration

of Independence. Nock had arrived at this radical outlook

lCompare above, p. 21, footnote.

2)lbert Jay Nock, Free Speech and Plain Language (New
York, 1937), in essay "The Quest of ths Missing Ein%,é pe
242,

30n Doing the Right Thing, title essay, p. 177.
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at the time he left the American Magazine.1

Fortunate circumstances made it possible for Nock
to start, in the beginning of 1920, on a venture which was
to bring him high recognition and to be decisive for his
future career. It was the founding of an independent and
radical American magazine. Backed financially by Helen
Swift, a daughter of the wealthy meat-packing family in
Chicago, this weekly, called the Freeman, started out in
March 1920, with Nock and Mrs. Swift's husband, an English-
man by name of Francis Neilson, as co-editors. Nock, how-
ever, became the actual editor.?

The name Freeman was in itself intended as a pledge
to radicalism.3 It proclaimed as its aim to follow the
developments in all phases of international life. In deal-
ing with public affairs it would concentrate on the main
principles of politics and economics rather than on events
and personalities. It also promised sound criticism of

literature and the fine arts. It did not wish to mold public

lAlbert Jay Nock, Journal of Forgotten Days: Ma
1934 -October 1935. (Hinsdale, Illinois, 1948), pp. 104-

2This is generally confirmed in contemporary and
later writings about the Freeman; among others by Van Wyck
Brooks, who was the literary editor of the magazine for
most of its existence. Van Wyck Brooks, Days of the
Phoenix (New York, 1957), p. 52.

3A review with the same name had been published by
Walt Whitman in Brooklyn in 1849, committed to radicalism.
Freeman, I (March 24, 1920), p. 52.
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opinion but rather to promote free popular discussion.l

Nock's rabelaisien philosophy permeated the Freeman.
"The Freeman's primary interest is not so much in what
people think as in that they think,® ‘Nock wrote in an
editorial.? Wit, penetration, good temper and humor mark;d
the magazine, but also scorching satire and frank criticism,
usually with a humorous turn. Nock's editorial policy was
one of extending complete freedom to weIivchdsenfaSSOCiates
and contributors under three conditions: ™(1) the writer
must have a point, (2) he must make it out, (3) he must
make it out in eighteen-carat, impeccable, idiomatic:Eng-
1ish."3 These were the acting editor's untouchable ‘sacred
cows.h

Nock wrote a great deal himself, and he gathered
around him a group of young, first-rate writers and editors.
Among the contributors to the Freeman were the ablest minds
‘of the period, including Thorstein Veblen, John Dos Passos,
Edmund Wilson, Vernon Parrington, Charles Beard, Upton:

lThe New Re%ublic XXI (February 18, 1920), p. 365.

Advertisement for the Freeman.
“Freeman, IV (November 16, 1921), p. 222.

3M229££§. P. 172. o

z'Vam Wyck Brooks described the editorial office of
the paper as an Abbey of Thelema where the acting editor
let everybody do what he liked.  Brooks pictured Nock as a
man of tremendous erudition and a prodiguous memory. Op.
cit., Chap. IV, "The Freeman," p. 52.
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Sinclair, Lewis Mumford, Lincoln Steffens, Harold E.
Stearns, Bertrand Russell, George Bernard Shaw, Norman
Angell, and Maxim Gorky. The Freeman also reflected Nock's
preoccupation with education as a basis for true civiliza-
tion.

The Freeman won the highest of praise from contem-
poraries. It had "the most consistent excellent prose of
any weekly in America," wrote the New York Times.l It
won the praise of men, such as George Santayana, who from
his voluntary exile wrote a letter to the editor, reprinted
in several issues of the Freeman (the only advertisements
the magazine carried were for itself), expressing his sur-
prise that an organ of critical opinion of the Freeman's
caliber could be produced in America. Oswald Garrison Villard,
head editor of the Nation, talked about Nock and the Free-

man in his autobiography in the following terms: "the
brilliant Albert Jay Nock, later the creator and editor of
the Freeman, the best written weekly yet to appear in the
United States."?

The magazine was nevertheless unable to survive.

There was not a sufficiently large reading public for it

1

New York Times Book Review and Magazine, June 9,
1922, Sec. VI, p. 722.

2Fighting Years (New York, 1922), p. 350.
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in the America of the "roaring twenties" to make it a going
concern economically. When, after four years Helen Swift
withdrew her subsidies, the Freeman took a graceful leave
of its readers. The latest issue was dated March 5, 192i4.
Its circulation was then at its peak of about seven thou-
sand.l

In 1922, Nock produced his first book The Myth of a
Guilty Nation.? It was made up of a series of articles he
had previously published anonymously in the Freeman, in
which he blamed the outbreak of World War I on England,
France, and Russia and freed the German government from
any guilt in the matter. He thus became the earliest of
the so-called revisionist school of historians of the
origins of World War I. He was a harsh critic of the
Versailles Treaty as unjust and probably leading to an-
other war.

Albert Jay Nock had emerged from the editorship of
the Freeman a full-fledged and highly original writer. His
ambitions as a first-rate editor and writer were undisputed.
He received many favorable offers, of which he accepted
two. One was a temporary arrangement as a reporter-at-

large in Europe for Harpert's Magazine. The other was of

1Cziraky, p. 78.

2
(New York, 1922.)
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permanent character. Some ardent friends of the Freeman
in Philadelphia, the architect Edmund Cadwalder Evans, his
wife,and her sister, Miss Ellen Winsor, "appalled™ at the
news that the magazine would disappear, offered their
economic assistance to keep it alive.l Nock, whom they
did not know personally was not inclined to continue with
the magazine. So, instead, the Evans-Winsor family put up
a trust fund for Nock himself with no strings attached,
which would enable him to do what pleased him for the rest
of his life.?

Thus, Nock, at fifty-four, was a financially inde-
pendent man at the peak of his ability. He could live
where he wished and do what he wanted. The day after the
Freeman closed its editorial office, he sailed for Europe,
where he lived from 1924 until 1938 except for yearly visits
to the United States. His headquarters were in Brussels,
but he travelled a great deal on the European Continent.

He embarked upon a prolific and distinguished career as a
free lance writer and scholar.

His originality as an essayist came to the fore, and
essays by Albert Jay Nock became frequent features in
Harpert!s Magazine (1924-1933), Atlantic Monthly (1931-1941),

American Mercury, New Freeman, Bookman, and occasionally

lLetters from Albert Jay Nock: 1924-1945 (Caldwell,
Idaho, 1949), pe. 7. .

2Cziraky, abstract of doctoral thesis (L.C. Card No.
Mic 59-4609).
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in Century, New Republic, Review of Reviews, and Scribner?'s
Monthly. In subject matter they ranged across literature,
language, history, travels, culture, immortality, music,
art, politics, economics, manners, morale, philosophy,
women, food and almost anything under the sun. Education
became a central topic in his writings. Three collections
of essays were brought out in book form during Nock's life-
time, and a fourth appeared posthumously.l The quality
of American civilization is the central theme in them all,
- with education very much in the foreground. Nock cherished
humorous writers, such as Montague Glass, Peter Finne Dunley,
and Bret Harte. A favorite of his was Charles F. Browne
(Artemus Ward). Nock edited Ward's selected works provid-
ing them with an introductory essay, stressing Ward's
astuteness as a social critic.?2 "It was this work that
contributed largely to the popular recognition of Ward's

satirical genius,"™ wrote the New York Times.3

lon Doing the Right Thing (New York, 1928). The
Book of Journe ; Essays from the New Freeman (New York,
1930). During his first years in journalistic work, Nock
looked upon himself as an apprentice and journeyman. He
admired excellence in workmanship in all areas, and was

fond of the title Journeyman. He used it as pseudonym, in
the twenties, when he was already an accomplished crafts-

man as a writer. Free Speech and Plain age (New York,
1937). Snoring as ne Art_and Twelve er Essays (New
York, 19387 o288 2in0 AL SC SRSV oo tsans

2

- Albert J. Nock, ed., The Selected Works of Artemus
Ward (New York, 1924).

3pugust 20, 1945, p. 19.
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Nock?ts idol was Thomas Jefferson. On the centennary
of Jefferson's death, Nock published a book about him, desig-
nated as a "study in conduct and character."l It is still
regarded by many historians as the best study of Jefferson's
character ever written.?

In 1927, Nock received an honorary degree, Doctor
of Letters, from St. Stephents College, "in recognition of
his service to journalism and literature,"™ especially
through his editorship of the Freeman and his Jefferson.3
Nock gave the commencement address to the class of 1927
at Ste. Stephen's.4

More than on any other work, Nock spent time and
effort on the editing, in cooperation with a young Oxford
scholar, Catherine Rose Wilson, The Urquhart-Le Motteux

lJefferson (New York, 1926).

2". e « somehow or other we know the mind of Thomas
Jefferson when we have finished the book." Edward H. OfNeill,
A_History of American Bioggaph¥E 1800-1935 (New York, 1961),
pe 315. "Albert Jay Nock's Jefferson . . « is a superdb
biographical essay, beautifully written and penetrating in
analysis; Mr. Nock understands Jefferson so well that one
despairs of going at all beyond him, especially in a brief
essay." Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tra-
dition (New York, 1960), p. 356. "The book was described
by reviewers as sparklingi charming, wittg, and all the

y y

other adjectives inevitably called forth Nock?'!s inimitable
prose style." Current Biography, 1944, p. 498.

3Cziraky, p. 145.

hNew York Times, June 16, 1927, p. 18.
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Translation of the Works of Francis Rabelais,1 for Nock a

true labor of love. The work consisted of two large

scholarly volumes with an introductory essay, written by
Nock, which was first published as a separate book.? As
an appendix to this major work, A Journey into Rabelais's

France, a superbly illustrated book, was published in 1924,
givihg a delightful description of Nock?!s travels to get
the atmosphere and a firsthand view of the landscape and
the remaining artefacts from Rabelais?'s own time.3

In 1930, Nock lectured as visiting professor at
Columbia University on the nature of the State. These
lectures were subsequently reworked and published as a

book, Our Enemy, the State.* As the title suggests, it

constituted an indictment of the State as an institution
born out of aggression and by nature a vehicle for the ex-
ploitation of the people, an enemy of individual freedom.
The State was contrasted with Government as set up by agree-
ment of an association of free people and limited to the
protection of the natural rights of the individual. Nock
did not see any way out of the ubiquitous aggrandizement

of the State in the Western world or in New Deal America;

l(New York, 1931.)

) 2Francis Rabelais: The Man and His Work (New York,
1929).

3(New York, 1934.)

4 (New York, 1935.)
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he wrote "for the record"” in the hope that some day in an
unforeseeable future, freedom would return and the State
abolished.

The following year, he gave his lectures on "The
Theory of Education in the United States™ at the University
of Virginia.l

Nock expressed himself as an inveterats scribbler. In
the early thirties, he kept a diary, part of which, was
published during his life-time. A second volume was pre-
sented to the public posthumously.2

Nock?s activities during the thirties also included
monthly contributions to the American Mercury, as associate
editor from 1935-38 in charge of the section "The State of
the Union." He there violently attacked Roosevelt and the
New Deal policy as representative of growing "Statism.™
In making practical proposals for an alternate system he
landed in the conservative fold, although he very much re-
sented being so identified. For the most part, Nock sat
between stools: on the one hand, preaching the return to
"sterling American principles,™ i.e. Jeffersonian democracy,
on the other hand, advocating a benevolent oligarchy of

plutocrats and philosophers.

1
Above, p. 5,

2A Journal of These Days: June 1932-December 1
(New York, 193% .) Journal of Forgotten Days: Ma -
October l§35 (Chicago, 1948,)
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At the close of the New Deal, Nock lectured at the
Henry George School in New York, and on the occasion of
the centennial of Henry George's death in 1938 he published
a booklength essay of George, not intended to "converting
one's readers, or prepossessing them towards George's
doctrine" but a "critical Essay . « « trying to answer cer-
tain questions concerning George and his career, which have
-never been satisfactorily answered."l In 1940, Nock edited

a new edition of Herbert Spancer's The Man Versus the State,

stressing in his introduction the difference between the
true or "early" liberals of the past century which were for
the freedom of the individual and limited government, and
the self-styled, ™new" liberals of the twentieth century,
demanding State intervention in all matters.?

During the second World War, isolationism was the
natural course to take for the pacifist Nock. He wrote
for the isolationist magazine, Scribner's Commentary--
abandoning the Atlantic Monthly, where his essays had
appeared until 1941, of his own free will, as he considered
it dominated by British propaganda. This shift subjected
him to groundless accusations of being a Nazi sympathizer.

During the war years Nock made himself doubly suspect among

1Henrx George; An Essay (New York, 1939), p. 7.

2(Caldwell, Idaho, 1940), pp. vii-xiv.
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liberals by writing for the National Economic Council, an
association of leading industrialists and businessmen in
opposition to the Roosevelt regime.
The climax and conclusion of Nock?®s authorship came

with his Memoirs of a Superfluous Man, "the autobiography

of a mind in relation to the society in which it found it-
self."l By no means a complete biography, it was rather a

counterpart to The Education of Henry Adams, and Nock was

delighted when reviewers made the inevitable comparison.2
The book rapidly went through several printings.3
The critics were strenuously ambivalent. H. J.

Haskell reviewed the book in Saturday Review under the
title, "Study in Brilliant Unbalance."s Clifton Fadiman
wrote:

Mr. Nock is a highly civilized man who does not like

our civilization and will have no part of it. I have

not since the days of the early Mencken read a more

eloquently written blast against democracy or en-
joyed more fully a display of crusted prejudice.b

l(New York, 1943), p. iv.

2Letters from Albert Jay Nock, p. 178.

35elected Letters of Albert Jay Nock, p. 154.

hSaturda Review, October 9, 1943, p. 8.

5Current Biography, 1944, p. 499.
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In the New York Herald Tribune, Isabel Paterson concluded:
Whether for instruction or for entertainment, this is
a unique book, of instant timeliness and permanent
value.l
He. I. Brock, reviewer in the Times found the book
packed with things that made it worth reading. The
reward will be both entertainment and profit, coupled
with admiration (sometimes reluctant) for a master
craftsman and plenty of wholesome exasperation with a
vagarious author.Z2
Nock's controversial and seemingly sprawling literary
achievements actually form a coherent unit. His various
writings are parts of a consciously sustained effort in
behalf of individual freedom and the betterment of the
American civilization. This was Nock's chosen task in life;
the one he felt himself best equipped to tackle. This, his
"work," as he termed it, kept him constantly busy almost
to the last month of his comparatively long life. He died
following a brief illness--leukemia--on August 19, 1945.
Nock remained singularly faithful to his ideals and
house gods throughout his life. Jefferson and Rabelais
never lost their lustre, nor did the validity of their
philosophies and ideas, nor did Nock ever disavow his own
convictions: his faith in human goodness and improvability;

in freedom as the only atmosphere conducive to its full

attainments, and in the meaning of life as being given us
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to enjoy. His confidence remained firm in the'single tax
method as the only basis for a sound economy and a diffusion

of material well-being without impairing the freedom of the
individual; he continued in his adherence to philosophical

anarchism as the best political system towards the same
ends.

Nock's philosophy of life, nevertheless, underwent
marked changes which can be dated almost exactly by decades
during his career as a writer. In the second decade of
the twentieth century, he held an unqualified belief in
man's essential goodness, and in tha possibility to change
the American society and make his country truly civilized
and lovable. Nock, in letters and writings from this
period, stands out as a man, eager and happy to be "™up and
doing" to promote this development. He had a program,
which he regarded as foolproof, for the economic and
political transformation of society. The years of the Great
War had been a great strain on his spirit, especially after
Americats entering the battle. The ways of reformers,
liberals, and progressives, as well as socialists and com-
munists seemed to him to lead into the wrong direction,
always towards more regulations and less freedom. But he
had still been a journeyman writer in the employ of others.
He had not wielded his pen in complete freedom nor with
the perfect ease which he later achieved.

In the 1920s, Nock was an independent writer. With
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the Freeman, he won hope. There he possessed a platform
of his own from which he could expose his ideas and phil-
osophy freely. The war was over, and things seemed to him
to be stirring again. He was confident something could be
achieved. His foolproof system might still become accepted
and his native country truly civilized. But the Freeman
did not survive. The tendencies in the America of the
"roaring twenties™ did not tend in his direction. Europe
gave relief. Tradition there served in his view as a
powerful brake on the modern trend away from the Great Tra-
dition. He, nevertheless, experienced evil forebodings.
He began to discern a division of mankind between a small
elite of educable and educated, truly humane and civilized
individuals, and a great mass of ignorant, uneducable people,
including the wealthy and powerful, rapacious and corrupt,
who did not care about civilization and never would. Yet
Nock entertained a certain optimismvthat the elite, the
saving remnant, would some day assert its influence. His
ideas were worth fighting for.

The Great Depression had struck, and totalitarianism
was raising its ugly head almost everywhere in the Western
world, as Nock saw it, including his own country. By 1930,
misanthropy and pessimism dominated Nockts spirit. His
millenium, seemed fifty thousand years off, or more; yet,
gloom and despondency nesver completely overtook him. He

kept on working: speaking and writing ®for the record"
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and for the unknown remnant, however small it might be. He
also offered makeshift proposals even though they did not
agree with his basic philosophy in political and economic
matters, hoping to preserve at least some values until
better times came. Some day, when mankind had been through
many more depressions, tyrannies, wars, and other unfore-
seeable misfortunes, man would revert to the Great Tradition
and to the humanist ideal of a truly civilized life. He
would find out that he simply could not do without these.
Then Nock'!s writings might be of some help.

The outbreak of the Second World War was no shock
to Nock. He had seen it coming. It confirmed his antici-
pation of ths rebarbarization of the Western World. He
took no interest in the war. He was by that time an old
man. He survived only the first half of the nineteen-
forties. He, nevertheless, continued to take some active
part in the political and economic debate which continued
to bed him down with isolationists and Wall Street tycoons,
with whom he otherwise would have had nothing in common |
and whom in many cases he’heartily despisedes In 1941, he
withdrew to Caanan Mountain, Connecticut, and there he
spent the next two years writing his Memoirs, where he
presented himself as the highly diverted, magnaminous
spectator of human follies: a Stoic, an Epicurean, and a

hedonist.
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Nock had no exaggerated opinion of the value of his
own work. Towards the end of his life he wrote in a
letter:

I have really done so little of anything and almost
nothing of what I am best fitted to do; and by reason
of our living at this particular time, what I have
tried to do would be at least relatively ineffectual,
even if I had succeeded in<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>