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Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn (EKL) was
one of the most extraordinary Central Eu-
ropean thinkers and writers in this now
closing century. Extraordinary, because
both the scope of his knowledge and the
direction of his ideology were (and are)
different from such famous Central Euro-
pean social thinkers as Weber, Spann,
Schmitt, Spengler, Heidegger, Popper,
Hayek, v. Mises, Heer, Habermas, et al.  Yet
he had one thing in common with them: the
Austrian-German essence of his character
and of the exposition of his thought. At the
same time he was sui generis: one, but only
one, reason why he had not received the
wide intellectual recognition he may have
deserved—outside of conservative circles
(mainly, though not exclusively, Ameri-
can), that is.

His very presence was impressive. Tall
and spare, in some ways aristocratic, he
stood out among groups of people of all
kinds; when he started to talk, in a heady
and sometimes high-pitched voice, people
were, almost always, forced to listen, since
he rather instantly had some stunning (and,
to some, even showing) things to say. He
had the markings of genius. He spoke and
understood (not an automatic combina-

tion) nearly a dozen languages, including
Hungarian and Japanese. He often exem-
plified the talent that Burckhardt had de-
clared as the only talent due to a first-class
historian: “Bisogna saper leggere,” said
Burckhardt, in Italian; “You’ve got to know
how to read.” He was a tireless traveller. He
dabbled in painting. He was a convinced—
and convincing—Catholic. Most who dis-
liked him did not know him well enough;
most who knew him well admired and liked
him (two inclinations not always the same).

EKL was born in 1909, which means that
the first thirty—meaning, the formative—
years of his life were marked by the worst
possible catastrophes for a young man of
his background and of his times: The First
World War, the breakup of the Habsburg
Monarchy and state, despair, poverty, in-
flation, Communist experiments, Socialist
governments; then Hitlerism and the com-
ing of the Second World War, preceded by
the disappearance of the Austrian state
through its absorption by the German
Third Reich. Yet there was an insouciant
cheerfulness in his character that must have
begun to crystallize in his youth. He lived in
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Austria, Germany, Hungary, travelling far,
including a considerable time in Japan. He
arrived in the United States about two years
before Pearl Harbor. He did not have an
American professional doctorate but he
received employment in two American
Catholic colleges, St. Peter’s in New Jersey
and then Chestnut Hill in Philadelphia
(about which below). In 1947 he took the
extraordinary step of moving in the oppo-
site direction of most European refugees or
emigrés: he decided to return to Austria, an
impoverished country still under foreign
occupation, to his wife’s property near
Innsbruck. There he lived—apart from his
multifarious and frequent travelling—for
the rest of his life: a long life given to him by
God, unvexed by serious illnesses nearly
until the end.

And now another paradox: it was five or
six years after his departure from America
that his influence within—the then only
beginning—American conservative move-
ment began to appear. Three elements were
involved in this. One was the publication,
in English, of his Liberty or Equality
(Caldwell, Idaho, 1952, reprinted since)
which is still his most important book: a
summa theologica of his entire political phi-
losophy. It came to the attention of Bill
Buckley a few years before the start of Na-
tional Review, which provided the second
element in EKL’s career and influence: his
frequent articles in National Review for more
than thirty years—indeed, for awhile he
was National Review’s principal European
correspondent. The third, and related, el-
ement was his assiduous lecturing across
the United States, about three months each
year, to various conservative groups. His
performances as a lecturer were memo-
rable.

EKL’s convictions were Catholic; his al-
legiances monarchical; his political phi-
losophy conservative. Early in life he was
influenced by the then-current Catholic-

conservative and, to some extent, hierar-
chical and authoritarian philosophy of cer-
tain Austrian and German thinkers, react-
ing not only against Socialism but against
what seemed to be the antiquated and cor-
rupt institutions of parliamentary democ-
racy and liberalism. It is EKL’s merit that—
unlike many other young thinkers of that
trend—he withstood the temptations of
sympathizing with National Socialism
(and, at least to some extent, with Italian
Fascism). In the United States he was much
impressed with the wisdom of some of the
Founders, with their insistence of founding
not a democracy but a republic. Such con-
servative theses—together with his stern
anti-Communism—evoked the first re-
sponse from Bill Buckley and others. EKL’s
main doctrine may be summed up as fol-
lows: The cult of Equality is the opposite of
that of Liberty; Democracy, almost inevi-
tably, tends to be both Leftist and ochlo-
cratic; civilization rests on the rule of the
“Right.” In this he was largely in the tradi-
tion of such thinkers as Burke, John Adams,
Burckhardt, Tocqueville, Ortega y Gasset.
He wrote many treatises and books, almost
all of them devoted to his favorite argu-
ments. His last publication, Demokratie—
eine Analyse (Stocker, Graz, 1998) is a mas-
terfully terse summary of the near-encyclo-
pedic and sometimes diffuse Liberty or Equal-
ity. On his 85th birthday the respectable
Vienese newspaper Die Presse wrote of EKL,
admiringly: “The old lion can still roar.” So
he was.

It is perhaps a pity that this powerful and
erudite thinker had no opportunity to teach
in one of the great remaining universities of
the Western world; that the scatteration of
his many books and pamphlets were gener-
ally not equal to the contents of Liberty or
Equality. His duties as a journalist and a
lecturer put further limits on the selection
of his theme; at times his arguments were
repetitious, and his definitions somewhat
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doctrine. His impact on American thinkers
and readers and students remained, thus,
limited to his conservative readers and hear-
ers—regrettably so, because he had much
to say that could be pondered, profitably,
by many Americans. In any event, his ac-
quaintance with continental European
(and mostly Germanic and Latin) culture
was more profound than was his knowl-
edge of Anglo-American civilization—al-
ways with splendid exceptions, of course.
Yet there was a unity and a fullness in the life
of Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn of which his
family and his friends were, and remain,
both cognizant and thankful.

I met him in early 1947, when we were
moving in truly opposite directions. He
was, as I wrote earlier, ready to say good-
bye to the United States and go back to
Europe; I had just fled a Hungary falling
gradually under Communist rule, trying
to establish my solitary existence in the
United States. Two American Catholic
scholars, Professors Eugene Byrne (of
Barnard) and Ross Hoffman (of Fordham)
brought us together. I am forever grateful
to them, and to Erik, who instantly pro-
posed that I take his place, teaching Euro-
pean History, in Chestnut Hill College.
There I remained for 46 years, but my first
encounter with him and with the college
remain vivid in my mind. Because of his
unaccustomed opinions, because of his fine
rhetoric, because of his teaching ability
and, last but not least, because of his strong
European Catholicism he had a lasting
impact on his students, reverberations of
which still exist today even though he had
taught in Chestnut Hill but for five years
(1942–47), commuting from New York.

He dedicated Liberty or Equality to his
“friends and students at Chestnut Hill.” I
had to fill his shoes; I tried my best, but it
was not easy. His generosity and his interest
in my work—together with my discovery
of and appreciation for his ideas and men-
tal powers—went on, uninterrupted
through five decades. He visited us often;
we had plenty to talk about. During the last
ten or so years of his life our contacts even
multiplied; we  wrote to each other (often
in three languages!) and commented on
each other’s published writings. I should

have written down his maxims and apho-
risms (even when better in German than in
English): they would fill a pamphlet, if not
a small book. None of our disagreements—
and there were not many—would obscure
my sense of gratitude for and appreciation
of him. He had, at times, trimmed his argu-
ments to his audiences, as does just about
every journalist or teacher. But he
amounted to much more than that: he had
(and lived with) the courage of his convic-
tions.

Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn
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