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Leonard Nelson on {(Self-confidence of Reason) (6):
Critical Philosophy and Criticism of Democracy

Akira OTA

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to clarify the critical philosophy Leonard Nelson'’s and his criticism
of democracy driven from it.

Leonard Nelson (1882-1927), a philosopher of the University of Géttingen in 1920’s, revealed a
new of dialogue in his lecture “Socratic Method” (1922). Nelson was, however, at the forefront of
democracy criticism at that time.

We wonder whether there is a smooth relation between his advocatio of new method of
dialogue and severe attack to democracy. Because, from today’s point of view, “dialogue” is
regarded as a peaceful way of negotiation without real power on the one hand, and a “democratic”
measure by which the equal right of speech of the participants is guaranteed and an agreement
through discussion is to be expected on the other hand. But Nelson’s theory of ethics argues that
there is no inconsistency here but rather fully consistent and logically must be so.

In this study, we first review Nelson’s critical philosophy and critical ethical system. Then we
examine how anti-democracy comes from this ethical system. Nelson’s political theory assumes
that there exists an ideal for universally valid law (or justice) (Recht). This can only be realized
when a ‘rule-of-law-state” (Rechtstaat) is formed. However, the rule-oflaw-state is incompatible
with “democracy” as the principle of majority by people with different understandings of the
ideal, but rather must be replaced by the rule of the wise along “leader principle”.

After pursuing this logic, we examine the difficulties of Nelson’s ethical theory pointed out by
Nelson’s successors who supported democracy after World War II. This reveals that Nelson’s
theory was not open to experience because of the pursuit of consistency, while thinking about the
practical application of philosophy.

Keywords: Leonard Nelson, critical philosophy, socratic method, critical ethics, rule of the wise,
leadership education



