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TO MY STUDENTS,

PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE



G
Men are constantly attracted and deluded by two opposite charms: the

charm of competence which is engendered by mathematics and every-

thing akin to mathematics, and the charm of humble awe, which is

engendered by meditation on the human soul and its experiences.

Philosophy is characterized by the gentle, if firm, refusal to succumb to

either charm. It is the highest form of the mating of courage and mod-

eration. In spite of its highness or nobility, it could appear as Sisyphean

or ugly, when one contrasts its achievement with its goal. Yet it is nec-

essarily accompanied, sustained and elevated by eros. It is graced by

nature’s grace. — Leo Strauss, “What Is Political Philosophy?”
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Iwould like to say a word about my motivation for writing this book. The
essays contained in this volume have been written over a number of years

for diverse occasions. It was not until recently that I conceived the idea of
bringing them together in a single volume.

The work of Leo Strauss has long been controversial. A German-Jewish
émigré who found a home in America, Strauss has always been something
of an exotic plant. He is to some degree an acquired taste. But then not
everyone has a taste for philosophy. It is not surprising, therefore, that his
work has been subject to frequent and often willful misrepresentation. For
reasons discussed below, this has reached a crescendo in recent times due
largely to the association of Strauss with the political movement known as
neo-conservatism. Suddenly the name of Strauss has been everywhere: in
the newspapers, in magazines, on the Internet. Virtually everyone with any
power of articulation was weighing in on Strauss. It was in part to register
my own discontent with the mountain of nonsense written on this subject
that I first conceived of this book.

My own acquaintance with the work of Strauss goes back to my under-
graduate days when I first picked up, quite by accident, copies of Natural
Right and History and Thoughts on Machiavelli. At that time I read these
works—or tried to read them—as fairly straightforward histories of political
thought with little awareness of their larger philosophical context or pur-
port. I recall being warned by a teacher to “be careful,” which of course only
whetted my appetite to learn more. Since then I have read and reread Strauss
always with a deepening appreciation for his subtlety as a writer and his
insights as a reader. It is because I do not regard Strauss as a conservative
(neo- or otherwise) but rather as a friend of liberal democracy–one of the best
friends democracy has ever had—that I felt compelled to enter the current



debate. To paraphrase Tocqueville, it is only “foreigners or experience” that
will be able to bring home certain hard truths to democracy.

The Leo Strauss who appears in these pages will avoid, I hope, the some-
times comical, occasionally grotesque caricatures created by both his
detractors and even some of his friends. I never knew Strauss, although I
was privileged to study with students of his as well as with some of the stu-
dents of his students. An oral tradition has grown up around Strauss, as is
bound to happen around all great teachers. My own understanding of
Strauss’s teaching is based not on lore or on any private communications
handed down from teacher to student, but on simply reading and reflecting
upon his works over a fairly long period. Readers seeking gossipy stories or
salacious anecdotes will simply have to look elsewhere. If I can adapt what
Strauss said about his own study of Maimonides, the work that appears
here is the result of “about twenty-five years of frequently interrupted but
never abandoned study.”

Several of these chapters have been presented at conferences or as
invited lectures at different universities. Versions of “How Jewish Was
Leo Strauss?” were presented at the University of Chicago and the
Georgetown Program for Jewish Civilization; “Strauss’s Spinoza” was
written originally for a conference on “Spinoza’s Law” sponsored by the
Benjamin Cardozo School of Law and presented later at Waseda
University in Tokyo and the University of Notre Dame; “Destruktion or
Recovery” was given at a conference on the Legacy of Leo Strauss spon-
sored by the Olin Center at the University of Chicago and also at the
Legal Theory Workshop at the University of Toronto; “Tyranny Ancient
and Modern” was given at a seminar at Dartmouth College; and an earlier
version of “WWLSD; or, What Would Leo Strauss Do?” was given as the
Yuan-Dong Sheu Memorial Lecture at the National Taiwan University. I
would like to thank my hosts and interlocutors for their hospitality in
inviting me to speak on Strauss.

Some of the essays collected here were originally published as follows:
“How Jewish Was Leo Strauss?” was published originally under the title
“Leo Strauss: Between Athens and Jerusalem” in the Review of Politics 53
(1991): 75–99; “Gershom Scholem and Leo Strauss: Notes toward a
German-Jewish Dialogue” appeared in Modern Judaism 13 (1993): 209–29;
“Strauss’s Spinoza” was published in Cardozo Law Review 25 (December
2003): 741–58; “Leo Strauss’s Platonic Liberalism” was printed in Political
Theory 28 (2000): 787–809; and “Destruktion or Recovery?: Leo Strauss’s
Critique of Heidegger” appeared in Review of Metaphysics 51 (1997):
345–77.

x preface



My reading of Strauss’s work has been enhanced over the years by innu-
merable conversations with teachers, colleagues, friends, and students.
Among those who share some burden of responsibility for this book are my
former colleague, John McCormick, the first person to suggest that I put
together a book on Strauss (although we strongly disagree on how Strauss
should be read); Nathan Tarcov, who has been generous with his time and
with his usual scrupulous comments; and Mark Lilla, who has encouraged
l’audace, toujours de l’audace. I would especially like to thank Michelle
Tolman Clarke and Justin Zaremby for reading the manuscript as a whole
and for their many helpful comments and suggestions.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Why Strauss, Why Now?

G

Strauss was a towering presence . . . who neither sought nor had any dis-

cernible influence on what passes for the politics of the group. — Joseph

Cropsey, “Leo Strauss at the University of Chicago”

The essays contained in this volume are all intended as a contribution
to the understanding of the philosophy of Leo Strauss. They do not pur-

port to provide a comprehensive overview of Strauss’s life and work, much
less an evaluation of the influence of his teaching and the creation of a
school of political thought bearing his name. They do attempt to examine
what I consider the central and most enduring theme of Strauss’s legacy,
namely, what he called the “theologico-political problem,” which he also
referred to metaphorically by the names Jerusalem and Athens.

Who was Leo Strauss? Strauss was a German-Jewish émigré, the prod-
uct of the pre–World War I Gymnasium who studied at several universities,
finally taking his doctorate at Hamburg in 1921. He was a research assis-
tant at an institute for Jewish research in Berlin before leaving Germany in
1932 to settle first in England and later in the United States, where he
taught principally at the New School for Social Research in New York and
later the University of Chicago. It was during his period in Chicago that
Strauss had his greatest influence. He was, by most accounts, a compelling
teacher, and like all good teachers everywhere he attracted students, many
of whom came to regard themselves as part of a distinctive school. By the
time of his death in 1973 Strauss had written (depending on how one counts
them) more than a dozen books and around one hundred articles and
reviews.

Strauss’s works were highly controversial during his own lifetime.
When he joined the faculty at the University of Chicago, he was the author
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of two books published in Germany that were long out of print, a slim
monograph on the political philosophy of Hobbes, and an even briefer com-
mentary on a minor dialogue by Xenophon. The future trajectory of his
life’s work would by no means have been obvious. In the autumn of 1949
he gave a series of lectures under the auspices of the Walgreen Foundation,
titled Natural Right and History, that was to set his work on a new and dis-
tinctive path.1 It was, literally, his way of introducing himself to the world
of American social science from the seat of a major university. The book of
the same title was published four years later in 1953. What exactly did
Strauss set out to do?

Strauss offered a deliberately provocative account of what might be
called the “modernity problem” that had been widely debated in prewar
European circles, but which was still relatively unknown to Americans of
that era. Prior to Strauss, the most important current of twentieth-century
American political thought was John Dewey’s “progressivism.” Against the
view that the advance of science, especially the modern social sciences,
was bringing about the progressive triumph of freedom and democracy,
Strauss rang an alarm bell. Strauss argued by contrast that the dynamics of
modern philosophy and value-free social science, were moving not toward
freedom and well-being, but to a condition he diagnosed as nihilism. In
Strauss’s counternarrative of decline, the foundations of constitutional gov-
ernment as understood by the American framers were gradually being
sapped and eroded by the emergence of German-style historicism according
to which all standards of justice and right are relative to their time and
place. All of this was presented as the outcome of a densely detailed history
of political thought in which all the trappings of German scholarship were
on full display. His analysis was bold, audacious, and learned. The ensuing
controversy pitted those advocates of American progressivism against
Strauss, who regarded modernity as a mixed blessing that required certain
premodern classical and biblical supports to rescue it from its own self-
destructive tendencies.2

People on the outside often think of Straussianism as some kind of sin-
ister cult replete with secret rites of initiation and bits of insider informa-
tion—much like a Yale secret society. Straussians are often believed only to
associate with other Straussians and only to read books written by one
another. Some actually believe that Straussianism requires the subor-
dination of one’s critical intellect to the authority of a charismatic cult
leader.3 Others regard it as a political movement, often allied with “neo-
conservatism,” with a range of prescribed positions and ties to conservative
think tanks and policy centers. The liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.
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deplores the influence of what he calls Strauss’s “German windbaggery”
and compares it to the deleterious influence of Hegel on earlier generations.
“Strauss,” Schlesinger complains, “taught his disciples a belief in absolutes,
contempt for relativism, and joy in abstract propositions. He approved of
Plato’s ‘noble lies,’ disliked much of modern life, and believed that a
Straussian elite in government would in time overcome feelings of persecu-
tion.”4 None of these beliefs could be further from my own understanding.

There is no doubt that the influence of Strauss—or at least his pur-
ported influence—is greater now than at any time since his death more
than thirty years ago. Of course, Strauss is widely regarded today as a
founding father, perhaps the Godfather, of neo-conservatism with direct
or indirect ties to the Bush administration. The last few years have wit-
nessed a virtual hostile takeover of Strauss by the political Right. “The
Bush administration is rife with Straussians,” James Atlas has written in
the New York Times.5 Never mind that the Bush administration, like all
administrations, is rife with people of all sorts. The association of Strauss
with neo-conservatism has been repeated so many times that it leaves the
mistaken impression that there is a line of influence leading directly from
Strauss’s readings of Plato and Maimonides to the most recent directives
of the Defense Department. Nothing could be more inimical to Strauss’s
teaching.

Early readers of Natural Right and History like Walter Lippmann saw
in the book a support for the belief that the growing debility of modern
democracy was due to its loss of faith in the natural law tradition.6

Straussians have always advocated a strong national government against
the crabbed conservatism of “states rights” fundamentalists or the reac-
tionary defenders of a purely federal reading of the Constitution. A text-
book on American political thought compiled by two students of Strauss
was dedicated to the memory of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Felix
Frankfurter and “to the noble employment of the power they once
wielded.”7 The editors of the collection commend FDR for expanding the
powers of government beyond securing the bare rights of life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness to the “higher and grander” conception of the mod-
ern welfare state. What distinguished the Straussian approach to politics
was its focus on the “philosophic dimension” of statecraft, often at the
expense of mass behavior or interest-group politics that attracted the atten-
tion of mainstream of political science. Straussians typically studied not
only the deeds, but the words of singular political leaders and statesmen,
but without any particular ideological pique or animus. Straussians might
be either liberal or conservative, although there was a bias toward those
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who sought to anchor their policies in a reading of the principles of the
American founding. Even recently a distinguished student of Strauss served
as a prominent member of the first Clinton administration, advising on
matters of domestic policy.8

The fact is that Strauss bequeathed not a single legacy, but a number of
competing legacies. It is a gross distortion to retrofit Strauss’s teachings to
conform to the agenda of neo-conservatism. His writings on a wide range of
subjects continue to spark lively debate among students in a host of fields.
New scholarly editions of his work including previously unpublished
essays and lectures as well as a voluminous correspondence have all
recently appeared, and more are slated for the future. The influence of his
ideas on politics and policy-making are continually discussed, debated, and
frequently condemned in leading opinion magazines, journals, and newspa-
pers. To the question “why Strauss, why now?” I would say, “if not now,
when?”

What Is a Straussian?

Once when I was in graduate school, at a party where there was probably
way too much to drink, a friend of mine—now by coincidence a prominent
attorney in New Haven—was asked if he was a Straussian. “If you mean by
that do I regard everything that Leo Strauss ever wrote as true,” he replied,
“then, yes, I am a Straussian.” We all laughed because my friend’s answer
so perfectly captured and parodied the common view of Straussianism. The
question, am I a Straussian, is something I have been asked on more than
one occasion over the years. Sometimes the question seems prompted by
nothing more than the idle desire to know what Straussianism means. At
other times it has the vague character of an “are you now or have you ever
been . . .” kind of accusation. In any case the question has caused me to
think about what it is to be a Straussian.

The first point I would make about Straussianism is that it is not all of
a single piece. There is rather a set of common problems or questions that
characterize Strauss’s work: for example, the difference between ancients
and moderns, the quarrel between philosophy and poetry, and of course the
tension between reason and revelation. None of these problems can be said
to have a priority over the others nor do they cohere in anything as crude
as a system. Whatever may be alleged, there is hardly a single thread that
runs throughout these different interests. Strauss did not bequeath a sys-
tem, doctrine, or an “ism,” despite what may be attributed to him. Rather,
he presented a distinctive way of asking questions or posing problems that
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may have been loosely related but that scarcely derived from a single
Archimedean point of view. It is questions that motivate all of Strauss’s
writings—questions like “Is reason or revelation the ultimate guide to
life?” “Has the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns been decided
in favor of modernity?” and “Are the philosophers or the poets better edu-
cators of civic life?” The point of Strauss’s questions is less to provide
answers than to make us aware of certain alternatives. In the age-old
debate, he was probably more a fox than a hedgehog.

There are many different kinds of Straussians with many and varied
interests and perspectives. Some Straussians have devoted themselves
entirely to ancient philosophy, while others work on postmodernism; some
are deeply religious, while others are proudly secular; some think about pol-
itics and policy-making, while others delve into the deepest problems of
Being. This diversity reflects, to some degree, the variety of Strauss’s own
interests. Strauss’s writings range from studies of the ancient political phi-
losophy of Thucydides, Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle, to the Judeo-Arabic
writers of the Middle Ages, to such early modern political thinkers as
Machiavelli, Hobbes, Spinoza, and Locke, to late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century figures like Nietzsche, Weber, and Heidegger, to issues
regarding the philosophy of history, hermeneutics, and the nature of the
social sciences. In each of these areas Strauss made notable and lasting con-
tributions that are still widely discussed today.

Few people—one might have to go back to Hegel—have written with as
much authority on so wide a range of philosophical, literary, and historical
topics. Precisely because Strauss’s work covers such a broad landscape,
there is not one way of being a Straussian. In fact there are considerable dif-
ferences among his heirs over precisely what is most valuable in his legacy.
Strauss regarded himself as taking the first tentative steps toward the
reawakening of substantive interest in the permanent or fundamental prob-
lems of political philosophy at a time when it was widely argued that polit-
ical philosophy was dead.9 More than this, he expanded the repertoire of
political philosophy to include a large number of previously neglected
thinkers and topics. The major textbooks of his era made no reference to
any of the medieval Judeo-Arabic writers or even to the works of the
American founders. Strauss’s work treated the American founding as an
important philosophical moment in the development of modernity and
even encouraged a reconsideration of the ideas of philosophically minded
statesmen like Jefferson, Lincoln, and Wilson. His work also inspired a seri-
ous engagement with the work of African-American political thinkers from
Fredrick Douglass to W.E.B. DuBois to Martin Luther King, Jr. at a time
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when their writings received little formal recognition in the academy.10

None of this, however, gets us any closer to an understanding of what a
Straussian is.

Careful Readers and Careful Writers

Straussianism is characterized above all by what its practitioners often call
the art of “careful reading.” When asked what he taught, it is said, Strauss
often replied “old books.” Strauss paid special attention to reading mainly
primary sources, typically in their original languages. This does not sound
terribly controversial today except that at the time the idea of actually read-
ing the great works of political theory had fallen out of favor. It was widely
believed in many circles that the development of the modern behavioral
sciences had put political philosophy on the path to ultimate extinction. It
was believed by many that the meaning of writers like Plato, Hobbes, or
Rousseau had been more or less established and all that was necessary was
to situate them in their place along the historical time line so that the
proper burial rites could be given. Political philosophy had become a kind
of undertaker’s art with little relevance or importance for the living issues
of either politics or philosophy.

Strauss helped to change this perception. In the language of the old
Westerns, he came to realize that “there’s gold in them thar hills.” In con-
trast to the prevailing historicism that regarded the great works of the tra-
dition as a product of their times, Strauss treated these texts not as
museum pieces to be labeled and catalogued, but as living and vital con-
temporaries from which there was still much to learn. The history of polit-
ical thought was not an end in itself, but a necessary propadeutic to the
recommencement of serious political philosophy. Strauss taught that the
interpretations that had been ascribed to the great writers of the past were
far from settled or obvious, that to understand them it was necessary to
bracket our contemporary preconceptions about the path of progress or his-
tory, and to consider their writings afresh as part of an ongoing conversa-
tion in which we, the readers, were invited to take part. It is possible for us
to participate in such a conversation precisely because the great thinkers
disagree with one another. Is Being one or many? Does it exhibit perma-
nence or change? It thus becomes necessary for us to try to understand and
to judge between rival teachings, to determine which among them is closer
to the truth. The reader is thus invited to participate in a conversation in
which the outcome is far from predetermined, but which remains, in
Strauss’s term, an open question.
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Strauss was, above all, a reader. He taught his students how to read and
how careful writers, like himself, wished to be read. Strauss expanded the
scope of our reading to include forgotten figures and others who had been
overlooked by the canon of political philosophy. Not only did he breathe
new life into familiar figures and texts, he introduced new and unfamiliar
writers like Alfarabi, Judah Halevi, Maimonides, and Spinoza to the atten-
tion of political philosophers. He pioneered the study of politics and litera-
ture by focusing on the literary character of texts and highlighting the “old
quarrel” between philosophy and poetry in his reading of thinkers like
Plato and Nietzsche. He inquired into the rhetoric in which philosophical
arguments are cast long before it became fashionable to talk about “speech
acts” and the performative function of language. He paid special attention
to ironies, jokes, and puns even in the most serious works and devoted one
of his last books to a study of the comedies of Aristophanes.11 Strauss’s
most important legacy was teaching his readers how to read. No one can be
a Straussian who does not fundamentally love to read.

It is, of course, slightly disingenuous to suggest that Strauss taught the
simple art of reading. No reading, we have been taught to believe, is ever
innocent, and Strauss was scarcely a naive reader. He was in fact one of the
great “masters of suspicion.” Strauss’s manner of reading unfolded from a
single premise that he happened upon slowly and that he developed in a
variety of contexts over many years—namely, that great writers often hide
or conceal their most profound thoughts from all but the most careful and
persistent readers. This seems a simple enough, even a commonsense
premise. Do any of us ever say (or intend to say) all that we mean? Do we
not speak in different ways to different people depending on the context of
the conversation and the extent of our desire to communicate? Strauss’s
discovery—actually, he called it a “rediscovery”—of esoteric writing can be
attributed to a number of causes, from the simple desire to avoid persecu-
tion for unpopular or heterodox opinions, to a sense of “social responsibil-
ity” to uphold the dominant values of one’s society, to the wish to tantalize
potential readers with the promise of buried treasure.

Strauss’s recovery of the esoteric tradition has been deeply controver-
sial, to say the least. In the first place, there is the question of how we know
when an author is writing in a way to deliberately conceal or obscure his
teaching. There is, for example, genuine disagreement over whether
Descartes’s incorporation of God into his system was a strategic ploy or a
genuine expression of his religious convictions. One could ask similar ques-
tions of a host of thinkers. Did Maimonides write to confirm or undermine
a belief in the primacy of revelation? Did Machiavelli write to advise or
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usurp the prince? Did Locke’s theory of natural rights, the virtual corner-
stone of the American Declaration of Independence, secretly contain a
crypto-atheist and materialist tendency? The answers to these questions
are obviously not self-evident. It is clear from what Descartes says about
himself that he was writing with the example of Galileo’s fate before the
Inquisition strongly impressed on his mind, and we know from recent biog-
raphies of Locke that he wrote under constant surveillance—so much so
that the Master of his Oxford college once referred to him as “the master of
taciturnity.”12

Critics of Strauss’s practice of “reading between the lines” have latched
onto two potential pitfalls or abuses of the method. There is a genuine prob-
lem of how to distinguish careful writers who may disguise their teachings
from those who are simply muddled. When is a contradiction simply a con-
tradiction and when is it a clue to a paradox? How do we know whether an
author is trying to reveal something through a system of elaborately “con-
trived deceptions” or is simply confused? Strauss himself expressed caution
when applying this method. “Reading between the lines,” he wrote, “is
strictly prohibited in all cases where it would be less exact than not doing
so.”13 Strauss is clearly being deliberately coy here, but his point is a seri-
ous one. There is no a priori way of answering this question, any more than
there is an a priori way of knowing when a wink is a wink and not a blink.
In other words, look and see for yourself. The proof is in the eating.

There are other critics who believe that Strauss’s manner of reading
leads to the perverse conclusion that whenever a writer says X, we should
assume that he really means not-X. Thus a learned classicist—who should
know better—has written of Strauss’s reading of Plato’s Republic that he
makes the text mean exactly “the opposite of what it says.”14 This is, of
course, absurd. The idea that an esoteric communication could be decoded
simply by inverting the literal meaning of a text stands in direct violation
of the very principles of esotericism. It would be to turn interpretation into
a kind of cryptography. What Strauss did show is that the Republic is a
book written for several different types of audiences represented by the dif-
ferent characters in the dialogue and that this helps to explain the very dif-
ferent rhetorical stratagems employed throughout the work.15 Strauss
stressed that every text will inhabit a different set of historical circum-
stances that delimit what can and cannot be said and that every author will
express a very different temperament and sensibility regarding his audi-
ence. In contrast to any kind of flat-footed literalism, he sought to avoid the
reductionism inherent in the view that every book can be read in exactly
the same way.
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Perhaps the most revealing (although less often commented upon)
aspect of Strauss’s manner of reading is his claim that “the real opinion of
an author is not necessarily identical with that which he expresses in the
largest number of passages.”16 In other words, careful reading must be
attuned to the singular, the unexpected, and the anomalous. The true inten-
tion of an author may be revealed more clearly in what is left half-said or
only subtly alluded to than in what is constantly and relentlessly reaf-
firmed. The result of this manner of reading is to create what a recent
French reader of Strauss has referred to as “two regimes of proof.”17 The one
follows the scientific method that regards the true as what is subject to rep-
etition and verification, while the other, Strauss’s hermeneutic method,
sees the truth in what is singular and nonrepeatable. Truth is to a certain
degree “identical with rarity.”18

Strauss’s recovery of esoteric writing could not but leave the impression
that his own writings were presented in some kind of code to which only
the initiate held the key. Of course, if there ever was such a secret teach-
ing, those who know it aren’t saying and those who are saying don’t know.
Strauss did write cautiously and reticently, especially with regard to the
American regime, but certainly not to conceal some sinister intent. He did
not write for the sake of undermining democracy, restoring ancient hierar-
chies, or advocating policies of imperial expansion—all accusations that
have been leveled against him—but for the purpose of protecting the regime
from the corrosive blasts of skepticism that philosophy necessarily effects
on any body of received opinion. He did not sanction the selective use of
lies in public life, as has been asserted, and he certainly nowhere claimed
that his own works, much less those of others, were written to convey the
opposite of what they said. Strauss wrote as he read, that is, with an aware-
ness that there are multiple kinds of readers with different interests and dif-
ferent needs and that like any good teacher it is necessary to address them
in different ways.

There is considerable controversy over the sources of Strauss’s recovery
of the esoteric tradition. Was its source in Plato’s artful use of the Socratic
dialogue to convey various meanings to different readers without actually
speaking in his own name? Was it in Maimonides’s allegorical reading of
certain scriptural passages and imagery? Or was it in Nietzsche’s claim that
all that is profound loves masks? Strauss himself loved masks and even
admitted in a letter to his fellow émigré Karl Löwith that “Nietzsche so
charmed me between my 22nd and 30th years that I literally believed
everything I understood of him.”19 Strauss was not a Nietzschean. As he
says, Nietzsche’s spell on him was broken after he reached the age of thirty.

why strauss, why now? 9



But he did carry with him something of Nietzsche’s love of unmasking oth-
ers and his desire to hide behind masks of his own making. No one can
claim to have read Strauss seriously without attaining an appreciation for
the immense sense of playfulness, of hide and seek, that attends his man-
ner of reading and writing.20

The Theologico-Political Problem

The great theme of Strauss’s life work—what he himself referred to as “the
theme of my investigations”—is the theologico-political problem, a term
he drew from his early studies of Spinoza.21 At the center of the theologico-
political problem is a choice or conflict between two comprehensive and
apparently irreconcilable alternatives: revelation and reason, or as he refers
to them metaphorically, Jerusalem and Athens.22 The difference between
Jerusalem and Athens is not simply a philosophical or theological problem;
it is at heart a political one. It is a matter of authority and who holds ulti-
mate authority. Does final authority rest with the claims of revelation and
all that it implies or with one’s autonomous human reason as the most fun-
damental guide to life?

Yet while Strauss sometimes presents Jerusalem and Athens as two
incompatible alternatives between which one must choose, he elsewhere
presents them as two limbs of the tree of knowledge that have mutually
nourished and sustained one another. It is the dialectical tension between
these two that has provided the “core” or “nerve” of the Western political
tradition.23 Indeed, Strauss shows that the theologico-political problem is
more than just a function of civilizations touched by the great monotheis-
tic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It extends as far back as
Socrates, the first political philosopher, who was sentenced to death by the
city of Athens for corrupting the young and disbelieving the gods of
the city. From the outset, the claims of philosophy have been at odds with
the ancestral laws of the city and its interpreters. The conflict between
Jerusalem and Athens was already something that took place, figuratively
speaking, within the heart of historical Athens. It is a problem conceivably
coeval with humanity itself.

The conflict between Jerusalem and Athens is, however, more than an
extended metaphor for the conflicting claims of revelation and reason.
Jerusalem meant for Strauss the spiritual and historical homeland of
Judaism and the Jewish people. Strauss was a German Jew who grew up
during the final years of Wilhelmine Germany and who came to adulthood
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during the Weimar Republic, before leaving Germany for good at the onset
of the Hitler period. His earliest writings dealt almost exclusively with
Jewish themes and Zionist theory. He described himself as having been
“converted” to political Zionism at the age of seventeen, and he was later
able to write that the establishment of the state of Israel procured “a bless-
ing for all Jews everywhere” whether they realized it or not.24 The Zionism
advocated by Strauss was not of the messianic or redemptivist kind. He
strongly opposed the view that the establishment of the Jewish state could
provide a solution to the Jewish Question. He once enigmatically referred
to the Jewish people and their fate as “the living witness for the absence of
redemption.”25 The establishment of the Jewish state was rather a political
necessity forced on the Jews not only for the sake of their collective sur-
vival, but for the sake of Jewish self-respect.

The question for any student of Strauss’s work is where he stood on the
theologico-political problem. Was he a citizen of Jerusalem or Athens? As
the studies in this work indicate, there is no simple answer to this ques-
tion. Strauss taught sacred texts as though they were philosophical works
and philosophical works as if they were sacred texts. His careful readings
have often been called “Talmudic,” generally by people who know little of
Talmud, and sometimes “kabalistic” by those who know even less of
Kabala. What is true is that he often saw things that more conventional
readers ignored. In an essay on Thucydides he emphasized the role of piety
and “the gods,” concluding with the question quid sit deus (what does God
mean?).26 In an article on Genesis he could treat the opening chapters of the
Bible as if they were a companion to Plato’s Timaeus.27

Strauss taught his readers to listen carefully and to take seriously the
claims of Jerusalem, especially at a time when the modern social sciences
were treating religion as if it were some atavistic holdover from a dark
antedeluvian past. The Enlightenment’s “Napoleonic” attack upon revela-
tion, best expressed in Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, was beaten
back by successive waves of counter-Enlightenment theology and the call
for a return to orthodoxy. The rationalist’s attempt to overthrow faith is
self-refuting, as it rests on a faith in reason that reason itself cannot justify.
Nietzsche’s announcement of the “death of God” must be considered at
best premature. But neither did Strauss’s critique of the Enlightenment lead
to an endorsement of Jerusalem. “The victory of orthodoxy through the
destruction of rational philosophy was not an unmitigated blessing,” he
wrote.28 The challenge was not to declare a winner in the struggle, but to
remain open to the claims of each and the challenge of each.
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The Politics of Philosophy

What were Strauss’s politics? This seems to be the question at the heart of
the recent debate over Straussianism. To be sure, an extraordinary range of
positions have been attributed to him or have been said to be inspired by
his writings, from a politics of “national greatness” to expanding an
American empire. He has been declared an enemy of democracy and a par-
tisan of the radical Right. But where did Strauss even remotely imply this?
His opposition to communism, his rehabilitation of the tradition of natural
right, and his skepticism of the general direction of democracy has as much
in common with liberalism as with conservatism. On the basis of my own
reading, Strauss had no politics in the sense in which that term is generally
meant. His works do not endorse any political program or party, whether of
the Left or of the Right, Democratic or Republican. He was a philosopher.

If there is a distinctive politics in Strauss’s writings, it concerns almost
exclusively what could be called the politics of philosophy. Political phi-
losophy meant for him not merely the philosophical treatment of politics,
but the political treatment of philosophy. Strauss once declared his writings
to be a contribution to the study of the “sociology of philosophy,” by which
he meant the study of philosophers as a class.29 What distinguishes all
philosophers as a class from all non-philosophers is an intransigent desire
to know, to know things from their roots or by their first principles. It is
precisely because philosophy is radical that politics must be moderate.
Accordingly, Strauss saw a permanent and virtually intractable conflict
between the needs of society and the requirements of philosophy.
Philosophy understood as the search for knowledge is based on the desire
to replace opinion about all things with knowledge of all things. This desire
to replace opinion with knowledge would always put philosophy at odds
with the inherited customs, beliefs, and dogmas that shape and sustain
social life. The politics of philosophy consists of the philosopher’s twin
needs to show a respect—a decent respect—for the opinions and beliefs that
sustain the collective life of society and at the same time to address and
recruit new members into the ranks of the potential philosophers.

The question that naturally arises is the relation between the philoso-
pher and the city or the political regime, or (to put the matter a slightly dif-
ferent way) the relation between theory and practice. Strauss often presents
these as two virtually incompatible ways of life, that of the philosopher and
that of the citizen-statesman or what he sometimes, following Aristotle,
calls the gentleman. Is philosophy ministerial to the statesman’s life or is
politics of value only because it provides the context for the pursuit of
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philosophy? Which holds the higher rank? Strauss’s writings exhibit the
same degree of discretion and tact in discussing this problem as in address-
ing the related theme of Jerusalem and Athens.

It is this problem of the relation of philosophy to the regime that has
divided the Straussian legacy between rival East Coast and West Coast
camps. Of course this distinction refers not merely to geography, but to a
state of mind. At issue is the meaning of the word “political” in the expres-
sion “political philosophy.” East Coasters are said to believe that “politi-
cal” refers only to philosophy’s mode of expression, the deference
philosophy pays to what it is compelled to obey and what it perforce pre-
tends to esteem. West Coasters, by contrast, regard political philosophy as
offering substantive moral guidance to political life on issues like religion,
patriotism, and the status of America among the nations of the world. Does
philosophy ultimately stand above or apart from the world of politics? or
are politics and patriotism goods that philosophy, too, must respect? The
result, as the founder of the West Coast school has put it, has been a “cri-
sis of the Strauss divided.”30

The essays collected in this volume all take a stand on the East Coast—
the far East Coast—world of Straussian geography. Strauss was, on my read-
ing, a philosopher for whom philosophy meant reflection upon the
fundamental or permanent problems of political life. Strauss believed all
alleged solutions to such problems, the theologico-political problem for
example, to be inherently contestable. He was, as he once described him-
self, a skeptic in the original Socratic sense of the term.31 It was, as Strauss
saw it, the peculiar heroism of philosophy to live with that sense of uncer-
tainty and to resist the attractions of absolutist positions in both politics
and philosophy. Strauss taught the necessity of detachment, of a certain
ironic distance from the world of politics and the partisanships that it
engenders. Those who put politics before philosophy or who regard philos-
ophy as an instrument of political action threaten to demean philosophy, to
reduce it to the status of an ideology, no different from Marxism.

Strauss was fundamentally a skeptic for whom the ends of politics and
philosophy were inherently irreconcilable. Strauss taught, if he taught any-
thing, that “there is a fundamental disproportion between philosophy and
the city,” that is, the ends of philosophy and the ends of politics are irre-
ducible to one another.32 He was far more impressed with the irreconcil-
ability of basic values than with their harmony. The closest he ever came
to giving a clear and unequivocal answer to the problem of philosophy’s
relation to politics occurs in a public exchange late in life with his friend
Jacob Klein. Strauss regarded Klein, along with Alexandre Kojève and

why strauss, why now? 13



Hans-Georg Gadamer, as his oldest philosophical friends, a group who,
despite their philosophical differences, remained committed to the idea of
philosophy as a way of life. In a revealing sentence Strauss noted that on
the basis of his reading of Maimonides he came to attach a much greater
significance to the tension between philosophy and morality than had
Klein. “Mr. Klein and I differ regarding the status of morality,” Strauss said.
He then goes on to clarify his meaning as follows:

Now let me explain this. That the philosophic life, especially as Plato

and Aristotle understood it, is not possible without self-control and a

few other virtues almost goes without saying. If a man is habitually

drunk, and so on, how can he think? But the question is, if these virtues

are understood only as subservient to philosophy and for its sake, then

that is no longer a moral understanding of the virtues. . . . If one may

compare low to high things, one may say similarly of the philosopher,

what counts is thinking and investigating and not morality.33

It has sometimes been argued that Strauss’s defense of philosophy as a
way of life has led to the creation of an inward-looking elite that exempts
itself from the moral principles applicable to the rest of humanity. This
assertion of the priority of the philosophic over the political life did not lead
Strauss to neglect, much less to despise morality or virtue. To the contrary,
Strauss was deeply concerned with the steady erosion of democracy into a
form of mass culture. “Democracy,” he wrote, “ is meant to be an aristoc-
racy which has broadened into a universal aristocracy.”34 By this he meant
a regime in which education—liberal education—had become the preroga-
tive of every citizen. Democracy as originally understood was, in a word,
liberal democracy. But this classical conception of democracy as an aristoc-
racy of everybody has slowly degraded into a form of “really existing”
democracy. Modern democracy is today a form of mass rule, but mass rule
does not mean rule directly by the masses so much as rule by mass culture,
a culture manipulated by marketing techniques and other commercial
forms of propaganda. “Are we not crushed, nauseated, degraded,” Strauss
asks rhetorically, “by the mass of printed material, the graveyards of so
many beautiful and majestic forests?”35 It remains today the task of liberal
education to act as a “counterpoison” to the effects of mass culture and to
recall citizens to the meaning of democracy as it originally was meant.

Strauss once described himself as a “friend of liberal democracy.” This
was clearly intended to be ambiguous. A friend of liberal democracy is not
the same thing as a liberal democrat. So what kind of friend was he? Strauss
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was not a liberal in any orthodox sense of the term, but there is such a thing
as Straussian liberalism. He was certainly not a partisan of the hardcore
Right, although some of his students have been. Strauss’s politics, such as
they were, had more in common with cold-war liberals of his generation—
Isaiah Berlin, Lionel Trilling, Walter Lippmann, Raymond Aron—than with
any of the major conservative figures of the same period. What Strauss
brought to liberalism was a kind of “Tocquevillian” sensibility that
regarded the freedom of an educated mind as the best antidote to the
pathologies of modern mass politics. Contrary to the views attributed to
him by many of his friends and virtually all of his enemies, Strauss regarded
himself as a teacher of moderation. “Moderation,” he wrote, “will protect
us from the twin dangers of visionary expectations from politics and
unmanly contempt for politics.”36

The Current Volume

The essays included in this volume attempt to sketch out a range of topics
central to the understanding of Strauss. They have all been written—and in
some instances rewritten—in a manner that, I hope, will be of use to both
longtime readers of Strauss and relative newcomers hoping to discover for
themselves what all the hoopla is about. These essays do not purport to be
exhaustive, although they do attempt to canvass Strauss’s views on some of
the most significant and controversial topics as well as to put him into con-
versation with a number of his most important contemporaries.

This collection is divided into two unequal sections that broadly cap-
ture the bipartite nature of the theologico-political question. The first sec-
tion, titled “Jerusalem,” deals with Strauss’s views on religion and
particularly on Jewish themes and thinkers; the second, titled “Athens,”
presents his views on a variety of strictly philosophical and political topics.
To be sure, these two parts are more intimately linked than any cut-and-
dried division between them would suggest. Jerusalem is not only the name
of the holy city, the city of faith, but is simultaneously the political cen-
ter of the Jewish people; likewise Athens is not just the place of an often
contentious democratic polity, but—as Strauss’s own writings on
Aristophanes, Thucydides, and Plato indicated—a city saturated with con-
cern about piety and the gods.

The theme of the first essay, “How Jewish was Leo Strauss?” explores
the tension between Jerusalem and Athens as the two conflicting poles of
human loyalty and aspiration. This essay takes its theme from Strauss’s
1957 lecture “Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Reflections,” a
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theme to which he continually returned throughout his writings, notably in
his lectures on “Progress or Return” and the “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique
of Religion.” The issue to which Strauss drew his readers’ and his listeners’
attention was whether Judaism understood as a body of revealed law was
compatible with the requirements of citizenship in a modern liberal democ-
racy. Can one be both a Jew and a citizen in the fullest sense of those terms,
especially if one chooses to live in one of the lands of the diaspora?

The second essay is a comparative study of Strauss and one of his great-
est contemporaries, Gershom Scholem, the founder of the modern histori-
cal study of kabala or Jewish mysticism. Strauss’s relation with Scholem
went back to the 1920s in Berlin. The two maintained a friendship and cor-
respondence virtually until the end of Strauss’s life; only recently have
some of those letters been published. It was under Scholem’s sponsorship
at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem that Strauss gave his famous lecture
series “What Is Political Philosophy?” during the academic year of 1954/55.
One finds between these two giants of twentieth-century Jewish thought a
dialogue of the highest kind, carried out with great mutual respect, with
Strauss the defender of a kind of Maimonidean rationalism on the one hand
and Scholem the great anti-Maimonidean defender of the role of the mysti-
cal, irrational, and antinomian sources of Jewish life and thought on the
other. The essay concludes with an examination of the implications of their
historical studies for their understanding of Zionism and modern Israel, to
which they were both passionately, albeit not unambiguously, attached.

The third essay, “Strauss’s Spinoza,” considers Strauss’s relation to the
figure he once described as “the greatest man of Jewish origin who had
openly denied the truth of Judaism and had ceased to belong to the Jewish
people without becoming a Christian.”37 Spinoza was the subject of
Strauss’s first book, Die Religionskritik Spinozas, published in 1930, and
the figure who continued to haunt his studies throughout the rest of his
life. Spinoza represented for Strauss the high point of modern rationalism,
to which, as a young man, Strauss was reluctantly committed, although
later he came to regard Spinoza’s critique of such traditional Jewish beliefs
as revelation, prophecy, and the law as resting on a set of hypothetical
premises that could not be proved. I try to show that Strauss’s critique of
Spinoza was filtered through the great figures of the German Counter-
Enlightenment, notably F. H. Jacobi, who was the subject of Strauss’s doc-
toral dissertation. From these figures, as well as others, Strauss came to see
that the rationalist critique of orthodoxy rested on beliefs about the power
of reason that on closer inspection turned out to be either circular or self-
contradictory. Strauss, I suggest, like some of the great philosophical

16 introduction



“fideists” of the past—Montaigne, Pascal, Wittgenstein—regards the alter-
natives of reason and revelation as resting on an act of choice or faith.

The section of the book devoted to “Athens” begins, appropriately, with
an essay on “Leo Strauss’s Platonic Liberalism.” Plato was the figure to
whom Strauss returned again and again throughout his writings; but what,
exactly, did Plato represent to him? In contrast to the earlier orthodoxies
that regard Plato as one of the chief enemies of the “open society” or that
regard his theory of Ideas as the basis of modern metaphysics with its “for-
getfulness of being” (Heidegger), Strauss continually emphasized the dia-
logic, open-ended, and ultimately skeptical character of the Platonic
dialectic. The dialogue form was not for Plato merely the medium, Strauss
argued; it was the message. Most importantly, the famous Platonic theory
of Ideas was not a system of metaphysical absolutes, but something like the
permanent problems or questions of life to which thoughtful men and
women would always, but inconclusively, return. It was precisely the
aporetic character of the Platonic dialogues Strauss fastened on, and that
focus allowed him to develop a distinctively liberal Platonism. The essence
of Strauss’s Platonic liberalism was a radical questioning of all utopias or
final solutions in political life that purport to put an end to philosophical
reflection.

It is only fitting that Strauss’s reflection on the greatest ancient politi-
cal thinker be paired with his analysis of the greatest modern thinker.
“Destruktion or Recovery?” puts Strauss into conversation with Heidegger,
the figure he called “the only great thinker of our time” and the “highest
self-consciousness” of modern thought.38 Strauss met Heidegger in 1922
during a postdoctoral year in Freiburg, where Strauss had gone to study
with Edmund Husserl, the founder of the phenomenological school. It was
during this year that he heard Heidegger’s lectures on Aristotle’s
Metaphysics, which led him later to remark that his earlier philosophical
hero, Max Weber, appeared as an “orphan child.” Strauss remained fasci-
nated, one might almost say obsessed, with Heidegger, especially with the
latter’s claim to have carried out a “Destruktion” of the Western philo-
sophical tradition. By a “Destruktion” Heidegger meant both an uprooting
of the ultimate presuppositions of thought and a radical historicization of
thought, the relativization, as it were, of being and time. Strauss’s work as
a whole, I argue, especially Natural Right and History, in which
Heidegger’s name never even appears, can and should be read as an attempt
to overcome Heideggerian “Destruktion” through a recovery of the tradi-
tion and its conception of philosophy. In particular Strauss was deeply con-
cerned about the way Heidegger’s thought proved inseparable from his
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support of Nazism not only before, but even after World War II. What was
it about Heideggerian “Destruktion” that led it not merely to acquiesce to,
but to actively support Hitler’s revolution of 1933? Strauss’s attempt to
recover the classical grounds of what he called natural right was part of an
elaborate stratagem to provide the rational grounds for resistance to
tyranny.

The theme of tyranny is the subject of the next chapter, on “Tyranny
Ancient and Modern.” Strauss’s On Tyranny, originally published in 1948,
was the first of three books he would write on the political philosophy of
Xenophon, and the first book he would write in America. Writing shortly
after the conclusion of World War II, Strauss, like many political scientists
of the era, was interested in understanding the nature of modern tyrannies
like Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia. Rejecting the idea that these repre-
sented some new and unprecedented kind of regime unknown in all previ-
ous history, he argued that the roots of tyranny, ancient and modern, are
better accounted for by a little-remembered dialogue of Xenophon’s entitled
Hiero or On Tyranny.

Of course, Strauss’s commentary on this dialogue would scarcely be
remembered today were it not for his subsequent exchange with the
Russian émigré philosopher Alexandre Kojève. Kojève and Strauss were old
friends who produced a sizeable body of correspondence between them. By
the time of their exchange over Strauss’s study of tyranny, Kojève had
become a senior official in the French Ministry of Economic Affairs. He was
also an ardent defender of the “progressive” function of modern tyrannies,
especially the Soviet Union, which he saw as hastening the advent of a
global state that would extend universal recognition to free and equal men
and women. Their exchange focused on the Hegelian-Marxist idea of an
“end of history” that has recently been taken up again by Francis
Fukuyama in his book of the same name. At the core of the debate was the
question of whether the phenomenon of tyranny is better understood by the
presuppositions of classical political philosophy or by the modern doctrines
of history and progress.

The last two chapters in this work both deal with Strauss’s relation to
his adopted home. “Strauss’s America” is an attempt to unearth Strauss’s
subtle but controversial treatment of the American regime. At issue is
whether Strauss believed America has its roots in some combination of the
classical and biblical tradition or whether it belongs mainly to the world of
the Enlightenment and modern philosophy. The answer is clearly in some
respects both, but there is no doubt in my mind that the preponderance of
the evidence supports the “low but solid” foundations of the American
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republic in early modern political philosophy. Strauss’s writings on
America, I argue, follow the pattern he detects in all careful writers. This
consists of a pious and patriotic teaching at the beginning and end of a dis-
course and a more cautiously expressed but subversive teaching in the mid-
dle or in other out-of-the-way places. For reasons already indicated, Strauss
was deeply reluctant to criticize publicly the land that offered him safe
haven from European tyranny, but his sense of loyalty and obligation did
not blind him to some of the underlying pathologies at work in modern
thought and culture to which America was not immune. His solution was
to offer a reform of the teaching of modern political science that in its
desire to become scientific had lost sight of the distinction between
tyranny and freedom.

The final chapter, “WWLSD; or, What Would Leo Strauss Do?” addresses
the widely held opinion that Strauss has served as the inspiration for a group
of foreign-policy hawks in or around the Bush administration. It is not my
purpose in this chapter to assess the wisdom of the war in Iraq or to try to
attribute responsibility on the basis of who studied with whom (always a
risky and questionable exercise). I am interested instead in teasing out what,
if anything, Strauss had to say about foreign policy in order to find out what
bearing his thought might have on our current predicament. To make a long
story short, Strauss was a great admirer of strong leadership and gave some
of his highest marks of approval to those great statesmen who either
founded or preserved regimes, especially in times of war. In particular he
claimed that extreme measures are necessary when the very existence or
independence of society is at stake. At the same time, I suggest, Strauss
would have been deeply skeptical of the current rhetoric of a “war against
evil.” Strauss wrote frequently about evil; it is a term that recurs through-
out his work. But his purpose is always to show that evil is inseparable from
the human situation and therefore that our expectations must be moderate
rather than the reverse.
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But while being compelled, or compelling myself, to wander far away

from our sacred heritage, or to be silent about it, I shall not for a mo-

ment forget what Jerusalem stands for. — Leo Strauss, “What Is Political

Philosophy?”

Harold Bloom, the Yale literary critic, once described Leo Strauss as
“political philosopher and Hebraic sage.”1 This always seemed to me

unusually prescient. For Strauss is most frequently understood as an inter-
preter and critic of a number of thinkers, both ancient and modern, who
belong to the history of political philosophy. But he is far less often regarded
as a contributor to Jewish thought. It is neither as a historian nor as a
philosopher, but as a Jew that I want to consider him here.

At first blush this approach to Strauss seems relatively unproblematic.
Even a superficial perusal of his major works show that Jewish themes were
a continual preoccupation from the earliest times onwards. His first book,
Die Religionskritik Spinozas (1930), was written while he was a researcher
at the Akademie für die Wissenschaft des Judentums in Berlin.2 His second
book, Philosophie und Gesetz (1935), looked to Spinoza’s most illustrious
predecessor, Moses Maimonides, and his conception of law.3 Furthermore,
a number of later essays and lectures return to these early themes, espe-
cially his Frank Cohen lecture on “Jerusalem and Athens.”4 Finally, in a
semi-autobiographical introduction to the English translation of his book
on Spinoza, Strauss spoke in no uncertain terms about the various currents
of neo-orthodoxy and of political and cultural Zionism within which he
came to maturity.5

Jewish themes have not, however, always been regarded as central to
Strauss’s oeuvre. His most widely read book, Natural Right and History,



makes scarcely a reference to any of the thinkers of the ancient or modern
Jewish tradition. Here his interest is in recovering the ground of natural
right from the rise of the German historical consciousness. He makes it
appear as though the greatest problem affecting post–World War II America
has been the influence of Max Weber on American departments of social
science. In addition, there is not so much as a nod toward the two most sig-
nificant events of twentieth-century Jewish history: the Holocaust and the
creation of the state of Israel. Strauss seems intent on downplaying his
Jewishness even as his silence underscores it. If one were to ask Strauss the
same question he put to others—namely, had he written a Jewish book or a
philosophical book—the answer, I think, would be obvious.

Yet this cannot be the whole story. At best it belongs to what Strauss
elsewhere calls “the sociology of knowledge.”6 It does not go to the heart of
the matter. For a writer who taught his students to read “between the
lines” and for whom what is left unsaid is as important as what is repeated
ad nauseam, it should not be surprising if the Jewish Question were to turn
out to be Strauss’s major concern. A recent review in the Times Literary
Supplement by George Steiner captures something of this:

If, in the traditional pairing which Strauss adopts, the life-long labors

turn around Jerusalem and Athens, it is the former which, at the last,

radiates at the center. It is in the light or dark of Jewish identity and his-

tory, made dramatically intense by the twentieth century, that Leo

Strauss, Hermann Cohen’s dissenting successor in the development and

tragedy of German Judaism, reads, that he “lives” the interactions

between classical Greek, Islamic, Renaissance, and Judaic views of the

meaning of man. Everywhere the declared topic is outwardly remote

from Judaica, in the somewhat strange book on Aristophanes and

Socrates, for example, we need, as Strauss himself would have it, to read

between the lines. The Hebrew characters are never far off.7

To say that Strauss is not just a historian but also a contributor to Jewish
thought presupposes that there is some meaningful sense in which we can
speak of something called Jewish political thought. But what, for instance,
does the thought of men such as Akiba, Rashi, Judah, Halevi, and Maimonides
have in common with the thought of such “non-Jewish Jews” as Spinoza,
Heine, Marx, and Freud? What is Jewish thought? Is it the iconoclastic natu-
ralism of Spinoza? The rationalist universalism of Mendelssohn or Cohen?
The Zionism of Hess and Herzl? The neo-orthodoxy of Soloveitchik and
Leibowitz? Or the redemptivist nationalism of Rav Kook and the Gush
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Emunim? What can such names possibly mean apart from their inclusion on
a list of Jewish thinkers, no different from books and magazines that include
names of famous Jewish movie stars and sports figures (Did you know that
Cary Grant . . . ?). It gets us no closer to defining the thing in itself.

While there might be some reason to believe that the political problems
faced by Jews are no different from those faced by any other peoples, even
a moment’s reflection reveals that this is emphatically not the case. At the
risk of arbitrariness, I would suggest that Jewish political thought is
uniquely marked by a preoccupation with such themes as exile, homeless-
ness, and marginality. Since for much of its history Judaism has existed as
a “despised religion” (Judah Halevi) among non- or even anti-Jewish peo-
ples, the aspirations for assimilation and the assertion of separateness are
the twin polarities within which Jewish thought has developed.

The position of the Jews in modern, enlightened, liberal society is only
the most tangible contemporary expression of the theologico-political prob-
lem. Strauss traces his own preoccupation with this problem back to his
experiences as “a young Jew born and raised in Germany.” The Germany to
which he alludes here is Weimar Germany, the Germany that came into
being in that all-too-brief period between the Treaty of Versailles and the
Reichstag fire. Weimar was, of course, a liberal democracy, one that could
trace its name back not only to the residence of Goethe, but to a preference
for things Western and, above all, French and English. The Weimar
Republic was of a “moderate, nonradical character,” determined to main-
tain “a balance between the dedication to the principles of 1789 and the
dedication to the highest German tradition.”8 This Germany offered both
unusual opportunities and dangers for the Jews.

On the one hand, liberal democracy traces its origins in continental
Europe back to the French Revolution’s claim to be entirely neutral on the
religious issue. Liberalism, as articulated in the philosophy of such men as
Locke, Montesquieu, and Kant, to say nothing of such official documents
as the American Declaration of Independence and the French Declaration
of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, was based on a universal morality of
natural rights that was blind to the difference between Jews and Gentiles.9

Liberalism was thus the first European political settlement to offer the Jews
“emancipation” from the tyranny of state-sponsored religious intolerance.

On the other hand, the emancipation of the Jews was conceived by lib-
eralism along the lines of assimilation. Jews would henceforth forgo their
claims to exclusivity and adherence to a specific tradition and become one
with the non-Jewish majority. Even Zionism of the type sponsored by Herzl
and Pinsker did no more than offer a political or civil solution to the
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so-called Jewish Question. It promised the Jews a state of their own that,
like the modern European states, would be a liberal state that is indifferent
to or above religion. Strauss described as “blasphemous” the very sugges-
tion that liberalism or Zionism could be regarded as the solution to the
Jewish Question. He could write in 1962 that

The establishment of the state of Israel is the most profound modifica-

tion of the Galut which has occurred, but it is not the end of the Galut:

in the religious sense, and perhaps not only in the religious sense, the

state of Israel is a part of the galut. Finite, relative problems can be

solved; infinite, absolute problems cannot be solved. . . . From every

point of view it looks as if the Jewish people were the chosen people, at

least in the sense that the Jewish problem is the most manifest symbol

of the human problem insofar as it is a social or political problem.10

The Jewish problem, then, is of interest because it is “the most mani-
fest symbol of the human problem.” But what is the human problem of
which the Jewish problem is but a symbol? In a phrase, it is the problem of
the universal and the particular, the one and the many. It is a problem with
many branches and tributaries. But in purely social or political terms it
presents itself as a conflict between universalistic commitments and par-
ticularistic identifications. For Strauss, this problem became a conflict
between assimilation and eventual absorption in a universal humanity, or
the assertion of a stubborn loyalty to a particular tradition. When the par-
ticular tradition in question claims divine or revealed origins, as Judaism
does, this conflict is made all the more difficult. It was precisely his choice
to stand outside of or above this conflict as a sort of mediator between rea-
son and revelation that constitutes the uniqueness of Strauss’s answer to
the Jewish Question.

Jerusalem or Athens

The core of Strauss’s thought is the famous “theologico-political problem,”
a problem, he said, that “remained the theme of my studies” from very
early on.11 The question quid sit deus, first raised in his study of Spinoza,
was later described by him as “the all-important question” of philosophy,
“although the philosophers do not frequently pronounce it.”12 This prob-
lem reveals a number of distinct aspects that must be untangled.

In the first place, the theologico-political problem represents for Strauss
the “core” or “nerve” of the West. The conflict between biblical faith and
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Greek philosophy is said to be “characteristic of the West” and “the secret
of its vitality.”13 This conflict, symbolized by the eternal archetypes of
Jerusalem and Athens, indicates the two great antitheses of the Western tra-
dition. The Bible and philosophy represent two fundamentally different
“codes” or ways of life that defy final reconciliation. In the final analysis one
can be either a philosopher or a theologian but one cannot be both, even
though Strauss argues that each should be open to the challenge of the other.

What exactly is that challenge? Philosophy, as Strauss claims, is the
attempt to replace opinion about all things with knowledge about all
things.14 By its nature, philosophy is the effort to understand the whole or
cosmos by means of one’s unaided reason alone. Philosophy must submit,
and submit ruthlessly, everything to the bar of its own critical rationality.
It was their relentless emphasis on reason, their own reason, that led the
philosophers to believe that contemplation, theoria, is the highest or best
life for a human being. Biblical thought, by contrast, begins not from the
experience of intellectual curiosity about all things, but from a sense of
sacred awe or fear of the Lord. According to the Bible, human life is char-
acterized not by self-sufficiency but by a radical sense of our dependence
upon God. Not contemplation but piety, obedience, and the need for divine
mercy are what is most characteristic of us.15

This conflict, then, between revelation and reason, the Bible and philos-
ophy, took on from the beginning a predominantly secular or political char-
acter. Philosophy, as represented in the person of Socrates, finds its natural
home in the city. Philosophy presupposes a context of urbanity, wealth, and
leisure to sustain it. By contrast, the life of simple piety and humble awe, as
extolled by the Bible and its most authoritative interpreters, is unequivo-
cally in favor of the rustic or pastoral life. According to the Bible, the first
murderer was also the founder of the first city and of the arts necessary for
civilized life. It is no accident that it was not Cain, the tiller of the soil, but
Abel, the keeper of the sheep, who found favor in the eyes of God.16

But this secular conflict has another dimension as well. The conflict
between philosophy and the Bible is ultimately a conflict about how polit-
ical and ecclesiastical authority should be divided. In earlier times com-
munities were held together by powerful moral and legal codes said to be
derived from God or the gods. The theos nomos, divine law, is said to con-
stitute the foundation of all society. Accordingly, the ideal regime was a
theocracy governed by priests or kings claiming priestly authority. The
problem is the conflict, or potential conflict, between divine laws.

Over time this monopoly of power was challenged by those philoso-
phers seeking to carve out a sphere of freedom of thought and opinion over
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which clerics should have no say. Strauss attaches enormous significance
to this fact. Apparently belief in the gods or religion is found wherever
humans live together. Philosophy, by contrast, is a late and relatively rare
phenomenon. Philosophy was made possible only with the discovery of
“nature.” There is, Strauss likes to remind his readers, no word in biblical
Hebrew that approximates the Greek term physis. The Hebrew mishpat
meaning “way” or “custom” is at best a pre-philosophic anticipation of
nature.17 To inquire into nature is to seek for principles or first causes.
However, the discovery of nature was only a necessary and not a sufficient
condition for the possibility of political philosophy. It was only when
Socrates applied the idea of nature to the study of the human and political
world that political philosophy proper was born. It is, again, no coincidence
that Plato’s Republic, the greatest work of ancient political philosophy, cul-
minated in the claim that there would be no cessation of evils until kings
became philosophers or philosophers became kings.

Despite the obvious and important differences between biblical thought
and classical philosophy, Strauss was not blind to their areas of agreement. In
particular, he points to two. First, there is broad agreement regarding the
place of morality in the overall economy of human life. Both Greek philoso-
phy and the Bible agree that the locus of morality is the patriarchal family,
which is the basic cell of society. And second, both agree that the core of
morality is justice. By justice is meant primarily obedience to law. Law is
understood here to mean not just civil law, but divine law, law with some
transcendent sanction.18 Strauss is not altogether clear about the precise con-
tent of justice or the penalty for its transgression. However, it entails a fun-
damental intuition about certain restraints upon our behavior or, as he put it,
“a kind of divination that not everything is permitted.”19 Indeed, Strauss
claims that what Plato says about the power of divine retribution in the Laws
is “literally identical” with certain verses of Amos and Psalm 139.20

The conflict or tension between the Bible and philosophy that has been
the “nerve” of the Western world seemed, at the time when Strauss wrote,
to be on the verge of extinction. While many would, no doubt, regard this as
a sign of progress, Strauss takes it as symptomatic of a “crisis.” The “crisis
of the West,” as Strauss sometimes calls it, is a direct result of a new kind of
philosophy, the philosophy of the Enlightenment, which is based on the idea
of progress.21 The heritage of this idea is neither clearly Greek nor clearly bib-
lical. Unlike the biblical prophets who chastised their contemporaries by
invoking an earlier time of piety and obedience, the modern philosophers,
beginning with Machiavelli, Descartes, and Hobbes, turned away from the
past and looked toward the future. Between the past and the future one could
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discern progress understood as the conquest of nature for the relief of man’s
earthly estate. Strauss even toys with the idea that the Enlightenment con-
ception of science as a universal technique was known to the ancients but
rejected by them in advance as “unnatural” or “destructive of humanity.”22

The cause of this crisis can be discovered in the attempt of the
Enlightenment to abolish or truncate the roots of the West. Whatever the
differences between ancient philosophy and the Bible alluded to above, pre-
Enlightenment thought was “conservative” in the sense that it did not seek
a solution to the human problem through unaided human effort. The best
city of the Republic, just like the messianic kingdom of Isaiah, was to be an
object of fervent wish or prayer but not of political activism. This aware-
ness served to impose some limitations on what was deemed politically
possible. It was ancient political philosophy’s understanding that “evil
cannot be eradicated” from the soul and that “one’s expectations from pol-
itics must be moderate” that allowed it to escape the “fanaticism” of
destruction.23 All of the revolutionary movements of our day, on both the
Left and the Right, can be traced back to the Enlightenment’s forgetfulness
of this and other such pieces of prudential advice. The French Revolution’s
demand to establish justice here and now was just the first act in a politi-
cal drama that would seek to overcome all otherworldliness or transcen-
dence.24 It is no accident, then, that the Enlightenment appears in Strauss’s
thought as nothing less than unprecedented “propaganda” seeking to
advance itself through a combination of ridicule and intimidation.25

The crisis of the West reveals itself today as the attempt of modern phi-
losophy or the Enlightenment to vanquish, once and for all, the claims of
revealed religion, or what Strauss calls simply “Orthodoxy.”26 At the core
of orthodoxy—whether Christian, Jewish, or Muslim—is a belief in the
revealed or mysterious character of the law. Even later claims regarding the
natural law represent a falling away from the standards of strict orthodoxy
by suggesting that law can be understood or discovered by unaided human
reason. Obviously, the attack upon orthodoxy is as old as philosophy itself.
The official charge brought against Socrates by the court of Athens was that
he was atheos, a disbeliever. What Strauss disputes is that any premodern
thinker ever seriously doubted the necessity of religion as a prerequisite for
social order.27 The belief that God or the gods are in some sense “first for
us” and that consequently the city is subservient to divine or revealed law
constitutes the original form of political self-understanding.28

It is only with the modern Enlightenment that we find for the first time
the intransigent demand that philosophy replace orthodoxy as the founda-
tion for social order. “Political atheism,” Strauss remarks, “is a distinctly
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modern phenomenon.”29 Accordingly, the claims of religion were reviled in
the works of the Enlightenment as productive only of error, distortion, and
superstition.30 The underlying premise of the Enlightenment was that the
truths of philosophy were “harmless,” that is, beneficial to society as a
whole, and that henceforth philosophers should be regarded not as threats
to, but as benefactors of the public good.31 To be sure, the early founders of
the Enlightenment wrote works like Spinoza’s Theologico-Political
Treatise, Locke’s The Reasonableness of Christianity, and Kant’s Religion
within the Limits of Reason Alone precisely to defend themselves from
allegations of political atheism. The early or moderate Enlightenment still
regarded some kind of rationalized religion as a necessary basis for securing
a just and stable social order. However, it became part of the modern
demand for “probity” that religion, just like politics, defend itself in the
court of reason.32 For later, more radical thinkers like Marx, Nietzsche, and
Heidegger the terrors and harshness of existence or history were to be pre-
ferred to the comforts and illusions offered by the religious imagination.33

The question Strauss asks us to consider, then, is this. Was the
Enlightenment successful in banishing religion or at least pushing it to the
very periphery of civilization? Has the progress of culture witnessed an
abatement of hostility toward philosophy? Or can we expect to see a
“return of the repressed”? Is religion a permanent need of the soul, a per-
manent response to the human condition, or is it a remnant left over from
a pre-rational, pre-scientific age? These are questions to which we shall
return.

The Dilemma of German Jewry

Strauss’s views on the theologico-political problem did not arise full-blown.
Rather, they emerged only gradually in his writings and, according to some
interpreters, underwent a profound modification over time.34 The earliest
evidence of Strauss’s concern with this problem occurs in a review article
of Max Nordau’s Zionism published in Martin Buber’s journal Der Jude in
1923.35 In this article the young Strauss makes clear his differences with
the policies of both liberal assimilationists and Zionists. He deplores espe-
cially the “self-destructive” tendencies of assimilationist Jews, with their
naïve belief in the liberalizing principles of the French Revolution and their
willingness to abandon the traditional grounds of Judaism, namely, the idea
of chosenness and faith in the Messiah. For Strauss, the experience of the
galut—the history of the Jews during their Diaspora—has had the positive
effect of strengthening the traditional faith. “This is the essence of galut,”
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Strauss writes. “It provides the Jewish people with a maximal possibility of
existence by means of a minimum of normality.”36 The policy of assimila-
tion seeks to reverse the historical relationship of the Jews with their host
nations. Its goal could be stated as providing a minimum possibility for
existence by ensuring a maximum normality. Strauss considers this policy
illusory. It deprives the Jews of “the self-assurance of ghetto life” by prom-
ising “the illusionary surrogate of trust in the humanity of civilization.”37

As for political Zionism, it merely “continues and heightens the deju-
daizing tendency of assimilation.” This de-judaizing tendency is revealed in
Zionism’s attribution of the distress of the Jews not to divine punishment
for the sins of the fathers, but to “the accumulation of minor political and
economic facts.”38 And likewise Zionism understands the amelioration of
this distress as having nothing to do with the coming of the Messiah, but
everything to do with the secular, political struggle of the Jewish people for
a homeland. While for tactical reasons Strauss felt closer to the representa-
tives of German Zionism than to the representatives of assimilation, he
recognized that Zionism too was but another form of assimilation based
on the belief that the Jews should become a people no different from
any other.

In other words, Zionism offers the Jews only another version of the lib-
eral secular state—“a state for a people, for a people without a state.”
Nordau’s particular form of Zionism, with its lofty appeal to a politics of
honesty, sincerity, and candor, has no other aim than to appeal to “the
Jewish heart which is always susceptible to an appeal to innocent suffering
and disappointed idealism.”39 But a Jewish state divorced from traditional
Jewish beliefs and practices can be only an empty shell. Consequently,
Nordau’s quasi-Hegelian belief that European civilization is moving toward
a more rational solution to the Jewish problem is itself evidence of a gross
philistinism. “Nordau,” Strauss writes, “has the attitude of Homais the
apothecary [in Flaubert’s Madame Bovary] who puts his famous scientific
knowledge in the service of the public by engaging in the improvement of
cider making while constantly emphasizing his virtue.”40

Strauss’s identification of the delusions of German Jewry (or at least its
most prominent representatives) led him to search out the roots of this atti-
tude. His book on Spinoza was a result of that search. Spinoza was, after all,
the founder of the so-called “higher criticism” of the Bible, with its search
for more accurate historical and philological evidence about the dates of
composition. But even more importantly, Spinoza gave decisive impetus to
the twin currents of Zionism and assimilationism mentioned above.
Strauss’s book was in large part an answer to Hermann Cohen, the founder
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of the Marburg School of neo-Kantianism, who had savagely attacked
Spinoza at a time when the latter’s reputation was being rehabilitated
among educated German Jews.41

Cohen had attacked Spinoza’s Ethics periodically throughout his long
career, but it was only when he turned to the Theologico-Political Treatise
that his criticism turned hateful. Cohen’s attack stemmed from the belief
that Spinoza’s entire philosophy represented a kind of “revenge” upon
Judaism for the edict of excommunication he had received from the rab-
binate of Amsterdam.42 Cohen denounced Spinoza first and foremost as a
“renegade to his people” and an “apostate” who preferred Christianity to
Judaism. Spinoza’s cardinal sin was his depiction of Judaism as a purely
political religion that had the function of denying the universalism and eth-
ical idealism of the prophets. Consequently not only did Spinoza willfully
misrepresent Judaism before a predominantly Christian audience, but his
work became a justification for anti-Semitism among those who have taken
his depiction of Judaism as authoritative.43 For all of these reasons, Spinoza
stood condemned as a “base traitor” to his people, guilty of a “humanly
incomprehensible betrayal.”44

In an early article titled “Cohen’s Analysis of Spinoza’s Bible Science”
(1924), Strauss denied that Spinoza’s philosophy could be understood sim-
ply as motivated by a desire for revenge.45 He attacked Cohen’s psycholo-
gistic method of attempting to explain a text by reference to motives like
hatred or a desire for revenge. In fact, the emphasis Cohen had put upon
Spinoza’s excommunication is at best a “conjecture,” since the main lines
of Spinoza’s biblical criticism had been worked out prior to his expulsion
from the synagogue.46 Further, Strauss doubted the authenticity of Cohen’s
claim that Spinoza’s sacrilege consisted in his politicization of Judaism. For
Cohen, the social democrat, it would have have been not “satanic” but
rather “godly” if Spinoza had said that the religion of Moses was the foun-
dation of the socialist state.47 Finally, Strauss maintained, as he would
almost forty years later, that Spinoza’s Bible science was motivated not by
a hatred of Judaism, but by a desire to free philosophy from ecclesiastical
supervision. His critique of the prophets is not “completely incomprehen-
sible” once we realize that it is directed not to any specifically Jewish mat-
ters, but to the sect-filled Netherlands of the seventeenth century.48 Strauss
concludes that Spinoza’s Bible science is “adequately motivated” by “objec-
tive considerations” and cannot be reduced to the “personal motives”
stressed by Cohen, although he applauds Cohen’s efforts to move beyond
the image of Spinoza as a “god-intoxicated man” and therefore to move
beyond both German and Jewish romanticism.49
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Cohen’s reasons for repudiating Spinoza are tied not only to his com-
mitment to Judaism but to his ethical theory and especially the Kantian idea
of rational autonomy. Cohen’s argument proceeds in two stages. In the first
place, he accepted Kant’s view that for a moral law to be binding—a “cate-
gorical imperative” in Kant’s terms—it had to be universal. A universal law
is one whose determining ground is the rational will (vernunftige Wille) and
not simply the agent’s arbitrary whim or caprice (Wilkür). Indeed, for Cohen
as for Kant, there can be no other source of law than an individual’s practi-
cal rationality itself; any other incentive for obeying the law would, strictly
speaking, be outside of reason and therefore not a moral justification.

But while Cohen accepted the Kantian demand for universality, he had to
reject Kant’s specific views on Judaism. For Kant, Judaism was nothing more
than a collection of “statutory” laws and therefore “really not a religion at
all.”50 Kant accepted Spinoza’s view (although he lacked Spinoza’s profound
knowledge of Jewish law and tradition) that Judaism was a purely political or
civil legislation and as such indifferent to the higher moral or spiritual needs
of mankind. The religious practices and rituals of Judaism—the entire
domain of halakha—are no more than a historical contingency and are thus
lacking in moral necessity. Judaism was for Kant a religion of sheer heteron-
omy, that is, of externally imposed command. Thus did Kant regard the
Akedah, the binding of Isaac, as an “illusion” contrary to the moral law.51

Cohen’s conception of Judaism seemed to owe more to Kant’s greatest
Jewish contemporary, Moses Mendelssohn. For Mendelssohn, Judaism was
the original repository of a rational monotheism. Belief in God, providence,
and the immortality of the soul are rational precepts not dependent upon rev-
elation. The beauty of Judaism’s ethical monotheism is that it is independent
of any special revelation or particular providence, but is available to man as
such. After all, did Mendelssohn not write in his Jerusalem that “According
to the concepts of true Judaism, all the inhabitants of the earth are destined
to felicity; and the means of attaining it are as widespread as mankind itself,
as charitably dispersed as the means of warding off hunger and other natural
needs?”52 Did not Talmudic Judaism itself declare that “the righteous of all
nations have a share in the world to come?” For Cohen as for Mendelssohn,
the essence of Judaism is that it is a “religion of reason” in which all human
beings, so long as they are rational, are invited to participate.

This leads to another set of differences between Spinoza and Cohen,
namely, their treatment of the messianic theme in Judaism. For Spinoza, the
prophets were not philosophers but men with “a more vivid power of imagi-
nation” and as such “less fitted for purely intellectual activity.”53 In contrast
to Maimonides, for whom Mosaic prophecy was raised above that of all other
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prophets, Spinoza argued that “it would be hardly likely that men addicted to
Egyptian superstition . . . should have had any sound understanding of God”
and that the Mosaic prophecy, far from representing a liberation, merely sub-
stituted one form of oppression for another.54 Indeed, the alleged election of
the Jewish people had less to do with their wisdom or tranquility of mind than
with their social organization and the means by which they acquired and
maintained political hegemony. Accordingly, the gift of prophecy was limited
to the period of Jewish sovereignty after which it was lost forever.55

For Cohen, however, the messianic idea in Judaism is not of a purely
national or political character. The Messiah is not just a national savior but
a universal redeemer. For Cohen, messianism was tied to the idea of the
progress or the perfection of the human race, to be attained not through
God’s grace, but through the historical process itself.56 Cohen goes so far as
to suggest that the messianic idea of a united humanity living under self-
chosen laws was already implicit in the teachings of the prophets.
Messianism is only another term for socialism, which envisages a perfect
unity of all mankind raised above petty national vanities and rivalries.
Indeed, Cohen’s passionate attack on Zionism was undertaken out of the
belief that the reassertion of Jewish nationalism would only affirm what
the anti-Semites had believed all along.57

Cohen believed that there was a particular affinity between Germany
and Judaism that it was the unique contribution of his work to explore. In
a wartime pamphlet titled “Deutschtum und Judentum” he argued that the
essence of “Germanism” (Deutschtum) was its “ethical idealism,” by
which he meant the humanistic culture of Kant, Schiller, and Beethoven. It
was also this cosmopolitan (Weltbürgerlich) outlook that informed the
prophetic teachings of Judaism. The combination of Germanism and
Judaism, then, would bring out the best of both “the nation of Kant” and
the people of the book.58 To be sure, Cohen understood that this “German-
Jewish symbiosis” was not yet an actuality. It remained for him an “idea”
in the precise Kantian sense of the term, a legitimate object of moral aspi-
ration. For this reason, he feared the over-hasty tendency of many of his
contemporaries toward assimilation. Until a cosmopolitan culture had
been realized, Jews had an obligation to remain apart, if only because he
believed the very future of monotheism was at stake.59

While remaining an admirer of Cohen, Strauss did not share either
Cohen’s rationalistic conception of Judaism or his optimistic assessment of
its future in the German homeland. In the first place, he believed there was
a kind of unreality in Cohen’s conception of Judaism as the religion of rea-
son. This conception depended for its validity upon a distinction between
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what is rational and hence morally obligatory and what is merely historical
and contingent in Judaism. But this distinction is itself a product of the
modern Enlightenment and as such is external to Judaism itself. Cohen’s
method of “idealization” thus led him to distort the very thing he tried to
understand and defend.

Strauss’s conception of Judaism always remained closer to Cohen’s
younger partner, Franz Rosenzweig, to whose memory Strauss’s Spinoza book
was dedicated, and “whose name,” he would later remark, “will always be
remembered when informed people speak about existentialism.”60 Strauss
was especially impressed by Rosenzweig’s claim that Judaism is not about law
(Gesetz) in the Kantian sense of universality but about command (Gebot).61

The mitzvot are commandments in the primordial and most revealing sense
of the term: God speaks, we listen. But this emphasis on command did not
entail a return to a religion of sheer heteronomy or otherness. God’s first com-
mand to “love men” is followed by another to “love thy neighbor.”62

According to Rosenzweig, the command to love is superior to the Kantian
demand for rational autonomy for two reasons. First, it provides some “con-
tent” to the Kantian moral imperative, which Rosenzweig, following Hegel,
regards as an “empty formalism.”63 And second, the Kantian emphasis upon
formal laws or rules makes unintelligible the highest form of moral action,
namely, saintliness which is only possible with the assistance of divine love.64

Even here, it must be admitted, Strauss did not find Rosenzweig’s recon-
struction of Judaism altogether convincing. Rosenzweig himself admitted
that he could not believe all the commandments revealed in the Torah.
A number of them remained “alien” to him. At the heart of his Judaism,
Rosenzweig imposed a conception of free choice that Strauss regarded as con-
trary to the spirit of genuine orthodoxy. For all of his efforts to avoid the exces-
sive rationalism of the philosophers, Rosenzweig still regarded his work as “a
system of philosophy.” Despite his claim to be developing a “new thinking”
(neue Denken) different from both the philosophers and the rabbis,
Rosenzweig remained in some sense dialectically dependent upon the thought
he tried to supersede.65 Concerning this point Strauss wrote: “Whereas the
classic work of what is called Jewish medieval philosophy, the Guide of the
Perplexed, is primarily not a philosophical book, but a Jewish book,
Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption is primarily not a Jewish book, but ‘a sys-
tem of philosophy.’”66 The failure of Rosenzweig to produce a “Jewish book”
merely showed the difficulty of recovering orthodoxy in the face of modernity.

Strauss did not share Cohen’s optimistic forecast for an eventual syn-
thesis of Germanism and Judaism. Cohen believed that this synthesis was
made possible because of the inherent perfectibility of human nature.
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Interpreting Moses’ exclamation “Would that all the Lord’s people were
prophets” (Numbers 11:29) in the light of Kant’s perfectibilian philosophy of
history, Cohen predicted an eventual end of war and human suffering.67 In
contrast to Cohen’s prophetic idealism, Strauss emphasized the constancy of
human nature and especially the human propensity for evil. Cohen’s belief
in progress, which relegated hatred of Jews completely to the past, was itself
refuted by subsequent events. Cohen’s synthesis of Greek classicism,
German idealism, and Jewish messianism did not survive beyond 1933. In
his lecture on “Jerusalem and Athens” Strauss devastatingly concluded:

Cohen’s thought belongs to the world preceding World War I. . . . The

worst things that he experienced were the Dreyfus scandal and the

pogroms instigated by czarist Russia: he did not experience Communist

Russia or Hitler Germany. . . . Catastrophes and horrors of a magnitude

hitherto unknown, which we have seen and through which we have

lived, were better provided for, or made intelligible, by both Plato and

the prophets than by the modern belief in progress.68

According to Strauss, Cohen sought to replace both historical Judaism
and Christianity with a religion of reason. This religion would provide the
basis for a new culture that would be secular in its scholarship, democratic
in its politics, and individualistic in its ethics. This belief in the redemptive
or transformative power of culture reached its high water mark in Germany
in the years immediately before and after World War I. At that time “the
faith in the power of Western culture to mold the fate of mankind” was
considerably greater than it is today. The fact that this kind of culture—
modern, secular, and democratic—soon became the object of the murder-
ous hatreds of both the Left and the Right proved to Strauss that the
Enlightenment’s solution to the Jewish question was deeply flawed.

Strauss’s “Maimonidean” Turn

The flaws with the Enlightenment came to light only in the course of
Strauss’s later studies of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed, a work, he
would say later, that occupied “about twenty five years of frequently inter-
rupted but never abandoned study.”69 What, exactly, were the fruits of this
study?

Strauss discovered that the modern Enlightenment of which Spinoza
was one of the chief proponents had been preceded by a medieval
Enlightenment whose greatest representative was Maimonides. Unlike the
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modern Enlightenment, which had as its public goal the “Epicurean” inten-
tion to banish fear of invisible powers from the religious imagination, the
“medieval Enlightenment” was characterized precisely by its esoteric
teaching. The medieval philosophers by contrast were, in the original
understanding, precisely not Enlighteners. They were less concerned with
spreading knowledge than with preventing its misuse.70

The difference between modern and medieval rationalism can be traced
back to their different views regarding the relationship of reason to civil
society. The esoteric mode of utterance was necessary, in the first place, to
protect philosophers from the accusations of impiety and atheism that
inevitably attend the utterance of unpopular truths. The popular suspicion
of philosophy derives from the belief that knowledge is power and that
philosophers must aspire to tyranny. Strauss does not believe that this alle-
gation is simply false. It is because, as a practical matter, philosophers lack
the power to attain their ends that they are forced to resort to esoteric rhet-
oric. Esoteric teaching, therefore, was widely practiced as a matter of prac-
tical necessity in pre- or nonliberal societies that do not guarantee the
absolute right of freedom of speech.

At the same time, esoteric writing was practiced by those writers who
wished not just to protect themselves from persecution, but also to protect
society from the dangers always inherent in philosophy. Accordingly, pre-
modern thinkers presented a purely edifying teaching that could be grasped
by any relatively intelligent reader and another, esoteric teaching wrapped
up in enigma, contradiction, and paradox that would have quite another
meaning for the philosophers or philosophers-in-training.71 The distinction
between esoteric and exoteric writing is not, as a recent interpreter main-
tains, simply a convenient medium through which the philosopher can put
forward a shocking, nihilistic teaching.72 There is rather a public or politi-
cal purpose to this distinction. The distinction is necessary so that the
philosopher’s proposals for political reform are phrased in a language or
rhetoric that his audience will be able to understand. Exoteric writing is a
way of exercising political responsibility. “Exoteric teaching is political
philosophy,” as Nathan Tarcov says.73

Strauss found ample evidence of the esoteric character of medieval
rationalism in Maimonides’s Guide. In the introduction to the work
Maimonides notes that the two main subjects to be taught there, Maaseh
Bereshit and Maaseh Merkavah, the Account of Creation and the Account
of the Chariot, are equivalent to physics and metaphysics respectively.
Furthermore, he notes that there is a rabbinic injunction against the public
discussion of these teachings. “The Account of the Chariot,” the injunction

how jewish was leo strauss? 37



reads, “ought not to be taught even to one man, except if he be wise and
able to understand himself, in which case only the chapter headings may be
transmitted to him.”74 And Maimonides goes on to remark that these
teachings will not be set down by him in order but will be “scattered and
entangled with other subjects” so that “the truths be glimpsed and then
again concealed.”75

From passages such as these, Strauss became convinced that Maimonides
practiced a mode of writing that revealed different things to different people
with different abilities. The Guide, he tells us, is a book “sealed with many
seals” and “an enchanted forest.”76 The exoteric or public premise of the
work is that reason and revelation are mutually compatible, but to the care-
ful reader Maimonides indicated that there was a profound, perhaps
unbridgeable gulf between them. Thus to vouchsafe the freedom to philoso-
phize Maimonides had to present philosophy as something commanded by
the Torah or within the traditional framework of Jewish law. There was,
Maimonides argued, a legal obligation to philosophize laid down by Moses
“our Master.” Only by its presentation within the context of law could phi-
losophy acquire respectability within the community of the orthodox.

Maimonides’s attribution of a secret teaching to Scripture and espe-
cially to the story of Creation in Genesis 1-3 is scarcely unique in medieval
literature.77 The so-called Gnostic heresy of late antiquity took the account
of creation not as a literal story of God’s workmanship, but as a tissue of
symbols and allegories that had to be properly decoded if Scripture was to
reveal its deeper meaning. Christian writers of the second century like
Valentinus completely inverted the literal meaning of the story. No longer
was the world seen as the creation of the just and loving God; rather, the
Gnostic deity was something “wholly other” who stands in no positive
relation to the finite, human world. Indeed, thanks to Gershom Scholem
we now know that Gnosticism was not just a Christian phenomenon, but
had deep roots in early Jewish mysticism as well. The school of Merkabah
mysticism incorporated important Gnostic elements in its interpretation of
Ezekiel’s vision of the throne as a kind of apocalyptic disclosure of God’s
knowledge of the end of days.78

The idea, then, that Scripture contained a deeper, richer allegorical sub-
structure than had been thought had potentially explosive implications. As
Hans Jonas, Strauss’s friend and colleague from the New School for Social
Research, argued, Gnosticism contained latent nihilistic and antinomian
movements of thought.79 For if God is withdrawn from human affairs as the
Gnostics assert, then we are permitted an unprecedented freedom to dispose
of our powers as we see fit. The paradoxical results, as Jonas demonstrates,
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are the revolutionary extremes of asceticism and libertinage. The two are
equally valid (but also equally groundless) replies to a cosmic order that has
been purged of telos and where the only legitimate source of value is the
pneumatic self. From here, one can see, it is not far to the infamous doctrine
of “redemption through sin” according to which those who have been initi-
ated into gnosis (knowledge) are encouraged to abrogate the laws of the
Torah in order to hasten the end of time.80

The adequacy of Strauss’s interpretation of Maimonides and other
medieval writers is obviously too large a topic to be treated here.81 Suffice
it to say that Strauss’s attribution to them of an esoteric teaching has
important implications for his understanding of the theologico-political
problem. For if his reading is correct, it follows that Maimonides regarded
the entire history of Jewish law as having only instrumental value.
Normative Judaism, like all religion, should be judged by its ability to
secure such pragmatic goals as social peace and stability and not by its abil-
ity to attain the higher ends of intellectual or theoretical perfection. Indeed,
the entire thrust of Maimonides’s teaching, according to Strauss, is the sub-
ordination of moral to intellectual virtue, the way of the Torah to the way
of philosophy. Consequently, exoteric works like the Mishneh Torah which
are intended as a guide for the regulation and direction of Jewish practice
are sharply severed and even depreciated when compared to such esoteric
works as the Guide which are intended to fashion and reform opinion.

Strauss was aware that this interpretation of the Guide, like the Guide
itself, was rich with paradox. For if the Guide contains a hidden teaching,
Strauss appears to be violating the first rule of that teaching, namely, dis-
cussing publicly what is best left wrapped in silence or enigma. By recover-
ing and publicizing this “forgotten kind of writing,” Strauss seems to be in
“flagrant transgression” of the law. How does he justify this act?

Strauss is not unaware of this paradox and offers two solutions to it. In
the first place he says, “the historical situation today is fundamentally dif-
ferent from that of the twelfth century.”82 This statement suggests that
while public opinion at the time of Maimonides was ruled by a belief in the
divine or mysterious origin of the law, today this is simply no longer
believed. The modern Jew has become a disciple of Spinoza with the belief
in the historical or merely contingent character of the Torah. The modern
scholar, unlike Maimonides, need not fear persecution at the hands of the
Jewish community because both scholar and layman are likely to share sim-
ilar beliefs. Consequently, Strauss feels justified in transgressing the rab-
binic injunction because the law itself no longer has the same hold upon the
lives of modern Jews. The esoteric tradition can today become a subject of
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scholarly research and even public debate because it is a dead tradition, one
which, like political philosophy itself, is in a state of “decay” or “putrefac-
tion.”83 Thus what earlier generations could only whisper or hint at through
indirection, Strauss feels justified in revealing in the full light of day.

But there is another reason justifying Strauss’s apparent transgression of
the law. Commentary, even on an esoteric work, need not imply disobedience
to the law. There are commentaries and there are commentaries. Strauss him-
self hints at the possibility of an esoteric commentary on Maimonides.84 Such
a commentary may be today the only way of keeping alive the philosophical
tradition of which Maimonides was the greatest representative. It is not
inconceivable that Strauss’s manner of writing sought to wed modern schol-
arly research with the function of the traditional commentator as a keeper and
transmitter of tradition. Strauss suggests that the historical recovery of works
from the past “takes on philosophical significance for men living in an age of
intellectual decline.”85 Commentary on an ancient author, then, becomes a
way of recovering certain “fundamental problems” or questions, questions
like the proper relation of order and freedom.86 If the author in question is one
like Maimonides who operated within a tradition of revealed law, it falls to
the scholar to recover the meaning of the law and how it was understood both
by the author and by his audience. It is a suggestive possibility that in his
emphasis on scholarly commentary and the close reading of texts Strauss was
fulfilling, not abrogating, the claims of orthodoxy.

Citizen or Jew?

To return, then, to our original question: how Jewish was Leo Strauss? How
does his handling of the Jewish Question help us understand the more gen-
eral theologico-political problem? Where do we stand vis-à-vis the univer-
sal and the particular?

At one level Strauss defends the integrity of Judaism from the skeptical
assaults of philosophy. He denies that reason can ever simply refute ortho-
doxy. The only way one could refute orthodoxy would be to prove that the
cosmos is perfectly intelligible without recourse to the workings of a mys-
terious God. Spinoza and Hegel were in Strauss’s view the two thinkers
who made the grandest efforts to refute the very possibility of biblical rev-
elation by means of reason alone. But their philosophies reveal themselves,
on close examination, to rely on arbitrary premises or on premises no more
rational than the claims of revelation. Thus from a strictly epistemological
or scientific angle, modern philosophy remains no more certain than the
view of orthodoxy that it set out to refute.87
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On the other hand, however, Strauss seems to believe that orthodoxy is
no longer a viable option for ourselves as citizens of the modern enlight-
ened world. By orthodoxy Strauss means such things as the belief in an
omnipotent and inscrutable God, the creation of the world ex nihilo, and
the possibility of miracles. Any modification of these fundamental tenets
or “roots,” as the medieval Jewish tradition would call them, would be a
corruption of the original spirit of orthodoxy. Despite his repeated asser-
tions that we must remain “open” to the claims of both reason and revela-
tion, I do not believe that Strauss considered orthodoxy a feasible
alternative in the final analysis. The suspension of critical judgment needed
for such things as belief in the resurrection of the dead is no longer a living
possibility. Indeed, Strauss himself often warned of the dangers in attempt-
ing to reoccupy earlier positions. He remarks that every modern attempt to
return to an earlier position has unwittingly resulted in “a much more rad-
ical form of modernity.”88 The attempt to restore orthodoxy in its pristine
form today can only lead to obscurantism and fanaticism.

The question becomes, then: what posture ought a Jew to take living in
a skeptical age? Here Strauss delineated two attitudes. The first was that of
Spinoza, the most consistent and uncompromising critic from within
Judaism. His was the rationalistic criticism of the Enlightenment that
everywhere juxtaposed philosophic detachment or freedom from the tradi-
tion of his own people. Spinoza as well as other Aufklärer of his age rejected
not only Judaism but all tradition as incompatible with the alleged freedom
and dignity of man.

The second form of criticism Strauss, following Hermann Cohen, calls
“idealizing.” Rather than rejecting tradition in toto, the idealizing critic
begins from a posture of “fidelity” or “sympathy” toward one’s tradition.
This does not mean uncritical or blind acceptance of tradition, but rather
the interpretation of a tradition in the light of its highest possibilities. To
idealize is not just to praise or flatter, but to use what one regards as the best
or highest aspects of one’s tradition as a standard to criticize others. It is
this method of criticism that is at the basis of Strauss’s oft-quoted remark:
“It is safer to try to understand the low in the light of the high than the high
in the light of the low.”89 It is this kind of idealizing criticism that Strauss
practiced himself in his treatment of the Jewish Question.

At long last this brings us to the relation between Judaism and liberal
democracy. Are they compatible? There is surely much evidence for an
affirmative answer to this question. It is arguable that the liberal democra-
cies of the West with their guarantee of full civil rights and universal suf-
frage have provided the only decent solution to what Strauss called the
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theologico-political problem. The liberal solution to this problem can be
described as a combination of legal equality plus private discrimination.
Liberalism is based on the distinction between public and private. Thus
while the liberal state has by and large eradicated the worst forms of state-
sponsored religious bigotry and persecution, it cannot and has not sought to
abolish all social hierarchies and private forms of religious and ethnic dis-
crimination. The attempt to use political power as a means of abolishing all
private discrimination may result in a cure worse than the disease.

At the same time Strauss believed that it was unconscionable for Jews
to abandon their ancient faith for the sake of assimilation to the main-
stream. As the early critique of Nordau indicated, the price of assimilation
came at the cost of a loss of Jewish self-identity and Jewish pride. The result
of assimilation was inevitably “the bog of philistinism . . . a most inglori-
ous end for a people which had been led out of the house of bondage into
the desert with careful avoidance of the land of the Philistines.”90 While
there is no reason to doubt that Strauss was profoundly grateful to the
United States for the opportunities it had bestowed on the Jews to live safe
and secure from the worst forms of European anti-Semitism, this by no
means blinded him to a frankly realistic assessment of the problem:

It is very far from me to minimize the difference between a nation con-

ceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are cre-

ated equal, and the nations of the old world, which certainly were not

conceived in liberty. I share the hope in America and the faith in

America, but I am compelled to add that that faith and that hope cannot

be of the same character as that faith and that hope which a Jew has in

regard to Judaism and which the Christian has in regard to Christianity.

No one claims that the faith in America and the hope for America are

based on explicit divine promises.91

This brings us close to Strauss’s core belief about the essence of Judaism.
The core of Judaism is its belief in the reality of a supernatural revelation.
The fundamental Jewish experience in history is God’s revelation of the
Torah on Mount Sinai. This revelation has the function, to some degree, of
insulating and protecting the Jews from the cultures of other nations. Unless
it can somehow be demonstrated that this revelation demands the unifica-
tion of all mankind by the overcoming of each particular faith, Jews will be
justified in remaining stubbornly attached to their own particularity. To the
extent that the liberal Enlightenment has urged the abolition of particular
providence, it will always be at odds with Judaism.
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C H A P T E R T W O

Gershom Scholem and Leo Strauss:
Notes toward a German-Jewish Dialogue

G
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I see again that you are the only antiphilosophic contemporary—for you

are consistent enough to be antiphilosophic—from whom I learn some-

thing with pleasure. — Leo Strauss to Gershom Scholem, in a letter

dated August 11, 1960

When someone eventually writes the intellectual history of the twen-
tieth century, it would not be at all surprising if Gershom Scholem

and Leo Strauss turn out to be the two most important Jewish thinkers.
Their prominence, if not preeminence, among the most important German
Jewish thinkers is already secured.1 Despite their renown and influence in
their respective fields of kabala and political philosophy, no comparative
study of their work has yet been attempted. This essay represents a first
step in that direction.

The biographies of Scholem and Strauss present some striking parallels
and contrasts. Scholem was born into a middle-class, assimilated Berlin
family, the milieu of which he ridiculed mercilessly in his autobiography,
From Berlin to Jerusalem. From an early age he was attracted to political
Zionism and was active in the German anti-war movement during World
War I, something that proved a profound embarrassment to his parents. He
studied mathematics and philosophy at the universities of Berlin, Jena, and
Bern before deciding to return to Germany to pursue a doctorate on the
kabala at Munich. It was during these years that he struck up a friendship
with the Marxist philosopher Walter Benjamin that would eventually pro-
duce one of the great literary correspondences of this or any other age.2

Strauss, by contrast, was born into a religiously observant family in the
Hessian village of Kirchhain. He would later describe it as a home in which
“the ceremonial laws were rather strictly observed,” but where “there was



very little Jewish knowledge.”3 He too studied philosophy, natural science,
and mathematics before taking a doctorate at Hamburg under the great neo-
Kantian Ernst Cassirer. During the 1920s Strauss worked as a researcher at
an academy for Jewish studies in Berlin, where, it appears, he and Scholem
crossed paths for the first time. While Scholem emigrated to Palestine in
1923, later to become Professor of Jewish Mysticism at the newly estab-
lished Hebrew University in Jerusalem, Strauss remained in Germany until
the early 1930s. In 1932, with the aid of a grant from the Rockefeller
Foundation, he left Germany for a brief stay in France, where he established
a lifelong friendship with the Russian Hegelian emigré Alexandre Kojève.4

Strauss emigrated to the United States in 1938, where he taught principally
at the New School for Social Research and at the University of Chicago
until his death in 1973.

It was only after Scholem’s departure for Jerusalem that he and Strauss
struck up a correspondence, if not exactly a friendship, that continued well
into the 1960s. Their correspondence, which has only recently been col-
lected, expresses on the surface great mutual esteem and regard. Yet this
apparent esteem is implicitly undercut by their published works, in which
each demonstrates scant attention to or recognition of the work of the
other. Scholem’s studies make only the most passing nod to Strauss, while
Strauss’s brief personal statements make no mention of Scholem what-
ever.5 To be sure, neither man was prone to excessive praise of contempo-
raries. Scholem’s extensive autobiographical works appear to suggest that
he found himself a subject of endless fascination and believed that others
should think so too, while Strauss’s rather scant use of the personal pro-
noun testifies to a desire to hide—or perhaps disappear altogether—behind
the various texts he chose to interpret.

What is of interest here is not so much what Scholem and Strauss say
as what they leave unsaid. Their silences seem to me to go beyond the mere
facts of professional rivalry or even a conflict of personalities. Rather, they
point to the most profound differences regarding their views on history,
modernity, and, perhaps most of all, Jewish identity. It is through a juxta-
position of the views of these two great representatives of mittel Europa
that we can begin to reconstruct their own German-Jewish dialogue.

The Limits of Wissenschaft

For all of their many differences, Scholem and Strauss have one important
fact in common: they were both radicals. I do not mean this in the collo-
quial and uninteresting sense of being either “left-wing” or “right-wing.”
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I mean it in the philosophic sense of breaking profoundly with the prevail-
ing orthodoxies of their day. Both men were driven by a belief not only that
modern scholarship was intellectually flawed, but that it created, rather
than removed, grave obstacles to honesty and self-understanding.

Scholem’s lifelong antagonist was the school of Wissenschaft des
Judentums, which, as the name implied, held up the idea of science or
Wissenschaft as “the summit of values.”6 The so-called science of Judaism
was a creation of the early nineteenth century and its attempt to enthrone
the new historical consciousness as the queen of the sciences. The
Wissenschaft school, whose leading proponents were Leopold Zunz and
Moritz Steinschneider, sought to comprehend Judaism not as living spiri-
tuality but as a historical artifact. Applying to Judaism the Hegelian adage
that “philosophy is its time apprehended in thoughts,” the idea of the
Wissenschaft school was to locate Judaism as a historical phenomenon
firmly in the past. The purpose of this endeavor, as its founders recognized,
was not only scholarly but political. Their project of historicization meant
to integrate Jewish studies within the broader context of the development
of European civilization.7

Scholem found the Wissenschaft school defective for at least two reasons.
First, the very idea of a science of Judaism seemed from the outset to preju-
dice the findings of this school in favor of the legal and rationalistic themes of
Judaism and against its mystical and antinomian dimensions. Scholem’s reha-
bilitation of kabala was his herculean effort to liberate the “underside” of
Judaism from the dead hand of historical positivism and to accord it a living
respectability. Jewish mysticism was not for Scholem merely bad theology or
some kind of heresy; it was vital to the very development of Judaism as a tra-
dition. Thus rather than depicting Jewish history, as did the Wissenschaft
school, as the gradual unfolding of the idea of a rational faith, Scholem saw it
as deeply torn between conflicting rationalist and antinomian tendencies.8

Second, Scholem attacked what he took to be not merely the scientific
or scholarly project, but the political and ideological tendencies of this
school. By seeking to divest Judaism of its irrationalist and antinomian
qualities, the Wissenschaft school sought to “normalize” or accommodate
Judaism to the cultural mainstream of Protestant Europe. To be sure, the
Wissenschaft school had come of age during the era of romantic historiog-
raphy, with its search for the authentic roots of particular national and reli-
gious cultures and its aim of achieving pluralism and toleration. But as the
century wore on, this aspiration to diversity turned more toward the desire
for assimilation. Scholem was fond of quoting Steinschneider’s blunt but
absolutely revealing remark that “We have only one task left: to give the
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remains of Judaism a decent burial.” Thus while the Wissenschaft des
Judentums had begun as a project of cultural awakening aimed at the
restoration of Jewish pride, by the early twentieth century it had collapsed
into a species of self-abnegation and “dejudaization.”9

Strauss’s attack on the core assumptions of modern social science and
intellectual history mirrored some of the same presuppositions and moti-
vations that underlay Scholem’s critique of the Wissenschaft school. Like
Scholem, Strauss attacked the Wissenschaft ideal in historical studies as
identical with the dominant academic positivism. The particular object of
Strauss’s critique, however, was Max Weber’s conception of “ethical neu-
trality” and “value freedom.” Turning the argument for value freedom back
upon itself, Strauss argued that it was pre-committed to certain values and
beliefs that were hardly neutral. The very idea of a social science presup-
poses values like open-mindedness, liability to error, and respect for truth.
It cannot help but assert, if only implicitly, the superiority of these values
to all others. Hence, the demand for strict ethical neutrality in the social
sciences, he argued, was a contradiction in terms.10

Strauss maintained that the subject matter of the social sciences is by
its nature constituted by reference to some good, that is, to some goal or set
of goals that people believe to be desirable, valuable, or advantageous for
their well-being. To demand that these goals be described in a scientifically
neutral language is to distort the very subject matter of our inquiry. For
Strauss, for whom the experiences of Stalin’s Russia and Hitler’s Germany
were always at the forefront of his consciousness, this seemed like an abne-
gation of the purpose of a social science. To describe the goings-on in a con-
centration camp without reference to such value-laden terms as “cruelty,”
“inhumanity,” or “barbarism” would produce not a more scientifically
accurate account but a mockery of truth and clarity. Social and historical
studies are, in contrast to the prevailing norms of social relativism, linked
not only to description but to judgment and evaluation.11

Furthermore, in the study of political ideas in particular Strauss denied
the prevailing orthodoxy, which held that the ideas of a thinker must always
be studied as a response to or a reflection of that thinker’s immediate time,
place, and circumstance. This is not to say that Strauss went to the oppo-
site and equally absurd extreme of believing that an author or text can be
studied in isolation from all context or history. Rather, he remained true to
the claim that we must seek to understand an author as he understood him-
self, and to do this we must begin from the author’s own indications of how
he or she wished to be understood. The attempt of modern intellectual his-
torians to derive an author’s thoughts from the economic, cultural, or (as it
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is said nowadays) linguistic context of the age is to impose an external stan-
dard on that author’s thought that distorts his perspective from the outset.
It is to claim that we know better than the author himself what his
thoughts really mean. For Strauss, true historical objectivity requires us to
bracket our prejudices and beliefs in order to allow the author’s own ques-
tions and understanding of his context to guide our inquiry.12

Scholem and Strauss were thinkers who were deeply convinced that
theirs was an age of crisis, a crisis whose most visible or immediate symp-
toms were the great wars and upheavals of their time, but whose true causes
lay more deeply hidden or sedimented in the traditions they sought to
understand. For both, tradition was at once a vital and living source of ideas
and at the same time an obstruction to clarity. In order, then, to uncover
those causes it was necessary to cultivate a critical attitude toward that tra-
dition, to see better what, precisely, it concealed from view. For Scholem,
this meant interrogating—one could almost say deconstructing—the tradi-
tion of rabbinic Judaism in order to grasp those theological tendencies it
had sought vainly to repress. Scholem’s monumental studies of kabala in
general and the Zohar or Book of Splendor in particular were undertaken
with this critical end in view.

For Strauss, the crisis was precipitated not so much by the institutional
prejudices of rabbinic Judaism as by modern political philosophy itself.
Strauss’s rehabilitation of Maimonides as the “classic” of medieval ratio-
nalism was intended to aid in our understanding of the progressive destruc-
tion of reason by both positivism and historicism.13 As with Scholem,
Strauss’s purposes were diagnostic. But here already we can see the begin-
nings of a quarrel between Scholem and Strauss that affects both their diag-
noses of the crisis as well as the direction of their studies. For Scholem, the
problem stems precisely from a surfeit of rationalism that has tried to
repress everything that does not fit its categories and concepts; for Strauss,
it is the abnegation of reason and the denial of possibly true standards that
is the root cause of the problem. With this in mind we can begin to see bet-
ter why Scholem was drawn to a study of the Gnostic and Sabbatian move-
ments within Judaism, while Strauss was drawn to the Platonic and
Maimonidean forms of rationalism as antidotes to the problem.

The Lure of Kabala

Scholem’s analysis of Jewish mysticism grew out of a practical desire to off-
set the predominantly rationalistic understanding of Judaism propounded
by both the rabbis and the scholarly consensus. However, it would be a 
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mistake to see him as giving up altogether on the project of Geistesgeschichte.
Unlike other historians (e.g., Salo Baron, who wrote a social history of the
Jews), Scholem remained in many ways committed to determining the true
or real Geist of Judaism. His quarrel was with those who would reduce the
Geist to some version of rational ethics (e.g., Hermann Cohen). Rather, for
Scholem the real Geist of Judaism no longer spoke through the authorita-
tive voice of halakha, but through the subterranean incantation of the mys-
tics and kabalists. To use Nietzschean language, it was the Dionysian spirit
of Judaism that Scholem sought to liberate from its rational Apollonian
form.

Scholem’s analysis of Jewish mysticism has been the subject of consid-
erable scholarly controversy among students of religion.14 It is not my pur-
pose here to question the validity or historical accuracy of Scholem’s
categories, but rather to see how mysticism functions within his overall
philosophy of history. It is necessary to observe at the outset that the phe-
nomenon of mysticism constitutes a definite stage within what Scholem
often refers to as his “dialectical” theory of history. As Hegel does in his
Philosophy of History, Scholem regards Judaism as passing through three
stages. The first consists of a “naive” or “immediate” stage of religious
experience corresponding to the situation of ancient Israel prior to the
destruction of the Temple. The second stage consists of a more self-
conscious or mediated encounter between the believer and the various
myths and legends embodied in the Torah. This stage corresponds histori-
cally to the Talmudic period and the beginnings of the legal and halakhic
institutions intended to govern life in the diaspora. It is only in the third
stage that mysticism comes into play. The mystical stage attempts to
recapture the lost spontaneity and innocence of toratic belief, but through
the use of a highly abstract, and even esoteric set of categories.

Scholem’s account of the mystical stage of religion is best stated in his
own words:

The secret of the success of the Kabbalah lies in the nature of its rela-

tion to the spiritual heritage of rabbinical Judaism. This relation differs

from that of rationalist philosophy, in that it is more deeply and in a

more vital sense connected with the main forces active in Judaism.

Undoubtedly both the mystics and the philosophers completely trans-

form the structure of ancient Judaism; both have lost the simple relation

to Judaism, that naïveté which speaks to us from the classical docu-

ments of Rabbinical literature. Classical Judaism expressed itself: it did

not reflect upon itself. By contrast, to the mystics and the philosophers
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of a later stage of religious development Judaism itself has become prob-

lematical. Instead of simply speaking their minds, they tend to produce

an ideology of Judaism, an ideology moreover which comes to the res-

cue of tradition by giving it a new interpretation.15

This is an admittedly cursory account, but it contains all the main
themes of Scholem’s analysis of mysticism. In the first place, it expresses
his view that Jewish mysticism both runs counter to and is superior to the
greatest works of medieval Jewish philosophy. Scholem’s opposition of
kabala to philosophy seems a bit like a distant relative of Plato’s famous
“quarrel between poetry and philosophy” in book 10 of the Republic.
While medieval philosophy and the kabala both emerged in response to
rabbinic Judaism, Scholem leaves little doubt regarding his preference for
the kabalists. This preference appears to be based on the belief that phi-
losophy stands, so to speak, outside of Judaism or at best as an alien
growth within it. Its principal questions and problems derive from Plato
and Aristotle rather than from within traditional Jewish sources.
Philosophy remains, then, disconnected from the main lines of Jewish life
and spirituality.

More importantly, Scholem carries over a critique of philosophy that
derives at least some of its force from the nineteenth-century romantic
attack on rationalism and finds resonance in the works of Benjamin and
other members of the Frankfurt School.16 For Scholem, philosophy always
represents the rationalistic attempt to neutralize the content of religion by
converting it into a set of bloodless abstractions. Typical here is Scholem’s
attitude toward Maimonides, whose “negative theology” he sees as demys-
tifying and hence displacing the teachings of the Torah. Mysticism may in
some sense be just as abstract as philosophy, but its purpose is to reinvigo-
rate life, to add to it new depths of meaning and purpose that cannot be
given purely rational expression. Thus mysticism sought to revitalize
Judaism from within, which allowed it to present itself as a form of inter-
nal renewal and innovation.

The second feature of Scholem’s account is mysticism’s esotericism.
For the mystics, kabala is an esoteric discipline in two senses of the word.
It deals with the most deeply hidden and hence mysterious meanings of the
Torah, the so-called “Secrets of the Law”; and it is a knowledge available
only to an elite. Scholem traced this tradition of esoteric interpretation
back to the Gnostic sects of late antiquity that had already endowed the
story of creation in Genesis and Ezekiel’s vision of the throne-chariot with
great allegorical significance. The Gnostic or esoteric interpretations of
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these works typically contained elaborate rules for achieving the ascent of
the soul from earth through the hostile planet-angels to the Merkabah or
seat of divine wisdom. Later Jewish mysticism even established schools
and cults with elaborate rites of passage and initiation for those deemed
competent to receive gnosis (divine knowledge).17

The third and final feature of Jewish mysticism is its antinomianism.
From the outset mysticism was related less to contemplation than to
action. Its goal was redemptive. The big question was how this redemption
was to be achieved. For Scholem, the idea of redemption and the coming of
the messiah in rabbinic Judaism took a largely conservative or “restorative”
form. It looked to the restitution of Jewish sovereignty but along the lines
of the Davidic monarchy of the past. The messianic age or the world to
come would not entail any essential rupture with cosmic processes or even
with historico-political possibilities. Rather, the early kabalists sought to
bring about the coming of the messiah through a scrupulous adherence to
the law, which they regarded as immutable, eternal, and absolute. Thus the
messianic age could at most be a product of wish or prayer but was cer-
tainly not the outcome of anything like historical “progress” or the dynam-
ics of the historical process.18

According to Scholem, this largely conservative attitude toward the
messianic age changed radically after 1492, the year that witnessed the
forced expulsion of the Jews from Iberia. The shock of this expulsion was
so great that it seemed to many that the biblical end of days might not be
only a distant and remote possibility, but might already be at hand. The
person most responsible for affecting this transformation from restorative
to “apocalyptic” messianism was the Spanish kabalist Isaac Luria.
According to Luria, God created the world through an initial “breaking of
the vessels” that produced a scattering of divine sparks throughout the uni-
verse. This act of divine self-alienation, mirrored in the fall of Adam and
the subsequent exile of Israel, would only be redeemed with the ingather-
ing of the sparks and the restoration of the cosmic order. For Scholem the
novelty of Lurianic kabalism was its depiction of the expulsion not simply
as an event in secular time, but as part of a cosmic drama of exile and
redemption. Luria’s emphasis on tikkun, or a “mending” of the world, had
the function of turning kabalism from an esoteric doctrine intended only
for the elite into the basis of a mass movement that shook rabbinic Judaism
to its foundations. Luria, Scholem notes, was not himself a radical,
although his version of the kabala put an unprecedented emphasis on
human activity and on the will as a means of bringing about the end.
Lurianic kabalism was apocalyptic precisely because it envisaged a messianic
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kingdom not as a restoration (or maybe a remembrance) of things past, but
as a radical overcoming and break with the normal state of affairs.19

Without prolonging this story needlessly, the radical possibilities only
latent in the Lurianic kabala were extended by later messianic movements,
particularly the appearance of the false messiah Sabbatai Zevi. It was only
with Sabbatianism that kabala became an avowedly antinomian movement
that maintained that the laws of the Torah became obsolete with the
appearance of the messiah. The aim of this movement was nothing short of
liberation understood as freedom from the yoke of the law rather than as
the traditional freedom to fulfill what the law requires. The Sabbatians first
announced the nihilistic doctrine of “redemption through sin,” which not
only excused but justified antinomianism on the grounds that it would has-
ten the end. Even Sabbatai’s later apostasy was interpreted as evidence that
he was the bearer of a new law.20

Scholem attributes enormous historical importance to Sabbatianism for
preparing the ground for the Enlightenment, “Frankism,” and the various
forms of secular messianism that have dotted the modern era.21 It provided
some basic unity to the immense transformations of modernity. Though
the official movement went into eclipse after Sabbatai’s apostasy, Scholem
claimed to discern what amounted to a Sabbatian underground exerting
tremendous influence. Thus he detected its influence during the French
Revolution and the later reform movement in Judaism. He also argued that
the kabalistic doctrines of divine immanence that found resonance in
Spinoza played a largely unacknowledged role in the rise of modern science
with its attempt to control and manipulate the hidden forces of nature.22

Mystical Theology or Rational Philosophy

Scholem’s philosophy of history contains interesting and important paral-
lels with that of Strauss. Strauss’s scholarly project received its practical
impetus from a sense of the weakness or vulnerability of German Jewry.
He described the dilemma of modern Judaism, torn between fidelity to
an ancient faith and entrance into the modern emancipated world, as a
“theological-political predicament” that held him in its “grip.”23 This
predicament remained the basic theme of his thought from very early on.
Like other Weimar Jews, Strauss regarded the return to orthodoxy as impos-
sible, yet he remained skeptical of the various modern alternatives to it.
Strauss’s “turn” to Maimonides and medieval Jewish philosophy, like
Scholem’s study of kabala, can be understood as a response to the situation
of Jews in modernity.
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Strauss’s analysis of the “medieval Enlightenment,” as he called it, was
premised on the contrast it presented to the modern Enlightenment of
the eighteenth century. In particular the modern Enlightenment derived
its strength from the critique of revealed religion or what Strauss called
simply “Orthodoxy.”24 This conflict, at its core, juxtaposed the Enlight-
enment’s faith in reason, our limited human rationality, and the biblical
faith in revelation or the prophetic power of the law. Strauss concluded that
at its deepest level this conflict could not be resolved in favor of either
reason or revelation. Yet rather than producing a sense of despair or cyni-
cism over the permanence of this conflict, Strauss took it to be the “core”
or “nerve” of the Western tradition. It was precisely this tension between
Torah and philosophy—or, put metaphorically, between Jerusalem and
Athens—that was both an invitation to reflection and the secret of
the West’s “vitality.”25 Already, however, this statement of the problem
bespeaks important differences between Scholem’s and Strauss’s under-
standings of the philosophical inheritance of the West. Scholem regarded all
philosophy as simply of a piece. Its single purpose was for him ultimately
to translate mystical theology into a system of rational ethics. Consider the
following passage: “Authoritative Jewish theology, both medieval and mod-
ern, in representatives like Saadia, Maimonides, and Hermann Cohen, has
taken upon itself the task of formulating an antithesis to pantheism and
mythical theology, i.e.: to prove them wrong. In this endeavor it has shown
itself tireless.”26

Strauss, by contrast, repudiated the view of a monolithic philosophical
tradition stretching from the ancient to the modern world. He emphasized
instead the radical differences between ancient and medieval philosophy on
the one hand and the varieties of modern thought on the other. These dif-
ferences stem from their quite different notions of the relation of philoso-
phy to society as a whole. To put the matter crudely, but not altogether
misleadingly, modern philosophy beginning with the Enlightenment
sought to reform if not to abolish theology, while the ancient and medieval
Enlightenments took the problem of the divine law, the Torah, or the new
dispensation as a necessary point of departure and asked how philosophy
could be justified within its parameters.27 Strauss’s studies of the classics of
medieval Jewish thought, such as Judah Halevi and Maimonides, were
undertaken in large part to bring to light the deep differences separating
them from such typically modern Jewish philosophers as Hermann Cohen
and Franz Rosenzweig.28

At first glance Scholem and Strauss appear to agree that the very term
“medieval Jewish philosophy” is an oxymoron. The term is a hybrid of two
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historically and conceptually opposed bodies of thought: Greek philosophy
and the biblical faith in revelation. Yet within this broad area of agreement,
Strauss disagrees entirely with Scholem’s curt dismissal of philosophy and
his assertion of the superiority of kabala. Contrary to Scholem’s claim that
“the whole world of religious law remained outside the orbit of philosoph-
ical inquiry” and that “to the philosophers, the Halakhah either had no sig-
nificance at all, or one that was calculated to diminish rather than enhance
its prestige in his eyes,”29 Strauss replied that it was never the intention of
philosophy to enhance belief or to find new, more rational grounds for prac-
ticing the mitzvot. The purpose of medieval philosophy, on Strauss’s view,
was to provoke a dialectical confrontation between the biblical faith, with
its belief in oral inspiration and the revealed character of the Torah, on the
one hand, and the sufficiency of the contemplative life on the other.
Furthermore, it was by no means clear, in his view, who the winner in such
a confrontation would be.30

These differences point to even deeper divisions between Scholem’s and
Strauss’s understandings of the relation between kabala and philosophy.
Here again both men appear to occupy some common ground in the special
attention they accord to the esoteric character of their respective disci-
plines. For Scholem the Zohar represented the flower of kabalistic esoteri-
cism with its Gnostic interpretation of Scripture, while for Strauss
Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed occupied this position. In a remark-
able series of letters to his friend Jacob Klein, Strauss describes Maimonides
as possessing “a truly free mind” (ein wirlkich freier Geist) and as one who
has managed to treat the subject of religion with “an infinite finesse and
irony” (unendlichen Feinheit und Ironie) worthy of Voltaire.31 Strauss used
Maimonides to recover a “forgotten kind of writing” that he thought typi-
fied philosophers prior to the advent of modernity.32 This kind of writing is
political not in the sense that it takes politics as its primary subject matter,
but in the sense that it made the author’s relation to society into a
hermeneutic principle in the interpretation of texts. Politics is, then, an
implicit theme of every text insofar as every careful writer must at some
level acknowledge the possible influence of his words on the wider social
and political context in which they occur. It was precisely Maimonides’s
use of a rhetoric of caution, indirection, and ellipsis that made him in
Strauss’s view the political writer par excellence.33

Unlike Scholem, who made esotericism into the unique province of
Jewish mystical theology, Strauss saw it as a fundamentally political act.
While every interpreter of Maimonides had to make some acknowledgment
of the esoteric aspect of the Guide, only Strauss turned it into the key for
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understanding the work as a whole. The result, paradoxically, was both a
more and a less radical Maimonides than had previously been thought.
Maimonides came to appear as more radical because of his studied ambi-
guity regarding such controversial themes as the problem of creation ex
nihilo versus the eternity of the world, to say nothing of the vexed issue of
personal immortality. He seems less radical because of the reaffirmation of
such traditional beliefs as the existence of a personal deity, the revealed
character of the law, and the centrality of the prophets as the bearers of this
divine legislation for the sustenance and political health of the community.
It is this dual strategy, pursued by Maimonides as well as other Jewish and
Arabic writers, that made the interpretation of their thought so much more
difficult than had been previously believed. Further, this hermeneutic pro-
cedure produced a much higher degree of interpretive skepticism and
uncertainty precisely because of the deliberate ambiguities, contradictions,
and anomalies the texts themselves contained.34

Scholem’s and Strauss’s works contain parallel causal accounts of the
rise of modernity. Scholem stressed the rise of apocalyptic messianism in
the wake of the Spanish expulsions of 1492. Strauss, however, emphasized
the pivotal role of Machiavelli in effecting the break with the ancient and
medieval tradition. Strauss highlighted three aspects of Machiavelli’s
thought that prepared the ground for the subsequent development of all
modern political philosophy. First, he emphasized Machiavelli’s new “real-
ism,” his repudiation of the utopianism of the ancients and his desire to
bring about a political order more attuned to the often brutal realities of
human nature. The classical concern with justice gave way to the concern
for survival and stability.35 Second, Machiavelli’s new teaching about virtue
sought to reverse the traditional means-ends categories of both pagan and
biblical antiquity. No longer would politics serve to promote the moral or
intellectual virtues; instead, the virtues were to be instrumental to the col-
lective safety and security of society. The result was an unprecedented
“lowering of the standards” of premodern thought.36 And third, Machiavelli
pioneered a new attitude toward nature that came to fruition in the later
works of Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes with their project for the conquest
of nature for the sake of human convenience. Nature ceased to be a source
for human ends and purposes, as it was in the hands of Aristotle and the
Stoics, and became instead the domain of chance or fortuna that could be
made to reveal its secrets through policies of conquest and domination.37

These differences notwithstanding, Strauss’s interpretation of
Machiavelli is not without a kabalistic dimension.38 Strauss is the only
interpreter of Machiavelli to my knowledge to stress Machiavelli’s injunc-
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tion against the “pious cruelty” (pietosa crudeltà) of Ferdinand for his
expulsion of the Marranos.39 Further, Strauss highlights Machiavelli’s
Discourses on Livy, II, 5 where in the context of a critique of the
Aristotelian conception of the eternity of the world Machiavelli notes that
religions tend to change two or three times every five to six thousand
years.40 This passage, which has struck most commentators as no more
than a curiosity, indicates Machiavelli’s belief that religions have a typical
life span of not less than 1,666 and not more than 3,000 years.41 But as
Strauss surely knew, 1666 was for the kabalistic tradition a number of great
mystical significance, and it coincided more or less with the date of the
appearance of the false messiah Sabbatai Zevi. This is not to say that
Strauss thought Machiavelli was a kabalist, but only someone like Strauss
who knew the meaning of kabala could have brought out these themes in
his interpretation.42

It is at this point, however, that any remaining similarities between
Scholem and Strauss begin to break down. Scholem diagnosed the develop-
ment of modernity as leading to increasingly secular forms of rationality,
while Strauss saw Machiavelli’s new orientation as leading to new and dan-
gerous forms of irrationalism. Each of the “three waves of modernity” tried,
unsuccessfully in Strauss’s view, to ground the political order in the ever-
shifting sands of the passions. The first wave consisted of proto-liberals like
Hobbes and Locke who tried to domesticate Machiavelli and thus find a
ground for natural rights in the passions or desire for self-preservation and
productive acquisitiveness.43 The second wave was initiated by Rousseau
but culminated in Hegel and Marx, who effected the decisive change from
nature to history. For these thinkers, history itself became the source of
moral ends operating through the blind and willful play of human passions
and interests.44

The third phase of modernity began with Nietzsche and culminated in
Heidegger’s “radical historicism.” Nietzsche denied the efforts of those
thinkers of the second wave who regarded history as a rational process
endowed with some intelligible point or purpose. Their various attempts to
find meaning in history seemed but a faint-hearted way of reintroducing
theology through the back door. Nietzsche’s critique of historical reason
thus prepared the way for Heidegger, whom Strauss called the “highest self-
consciousness” of modern thought. Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology,”
with its search for the authentic roots of Dasein, had the practical function
of abandoning the individual to the mercy of fate, chance, or destiny, what-
ever that might happen to be or wherever it might happen to lead. It was
this repudiation of eternity that led the most radical historicist in 1933 to
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succumb to “the verdict of the least wise and least moderate part of the
nation while it was in its least wise and least moderate mood.”45

Ahavat Yisrael

These contrary causal accounts of modernity gave rise in turn to very dif-
ferent assessments of modernity’s possibilities and objective tendencies.
Not only did they give different diagnoses of the causes of modernity, but
they offered very different prognoses for its future. Wherein, then, do they
differ?

Scholem saw modernity as leading to the gradual drying up of precisely
those mystical and antinomian currents that had been the traditional life
blood of Judaism. It was, of course, reason—the reason of the philosophers
and the rabbis—that contributed most to the rigidification of this tradition.
For Scholem, the legitimate or dialectical use of reason came not through
its legislative but through its “critical” or “destructive” side. The great reli-
gious and ethical systems of the past, he averred, were never the product of
reason alone but of “other forces” that had had “far more outstanding and
decisive successes in construction than Reason.”46

For Scholem, then, as for the great poets and mystics, reason is ulti-
mately dependent upon a source or sources outside itself. The idea of a
rational ethics was for him always a contradiction in terms. The following
passage speaks to Scholem’s skepticism about a purely rational morality of
the kind envisaged by Kant and his modern heirs:

I don’t believe it is possible to build a morality that will be an immanent

network for Reason. I confess that in this respect I am what would be

called a reactionary, for I believe that morality as a constructive force is

impossible without religion, without some Power beyond Pure Reason.

I do not believe in this possibility. This is an utter illusion of philoso-

phers, not to speak of sociologists.47

It was, then, the critical or dialectical impulses in reason that explained
Scholem’s fascination with and attraction for anarchism and various other
antinomian movements. Only anarchism, which he calls a “positive utopi-
anism,” is capable today of keeping the messianic vision alive. “Of course,”
he concurred, “from the standpoint of the values of official traditional
Judaism, this conception is negative.”48

Like Scholem, Strauss’s evaluation of modernity also traced the gradual
decay or “putrefaction” of the tradition that he would understand. He was
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convinced that his was an age of “intellectual decline” in which only his-
torical studies could substitute for and perhaps even stimulate genuine
philosophic investigation and a recovery of the “fundamental problems.”49

Further, this decline was directly traceable to the progressive destruction of
reason and the consequent crisis of confidence in the very purpose of the
West. The loss of confidence, Strauss held, was precipitated by Nietzsche
and other radical historicists who attacked the premises of the modern lib-
eral project with its conception of “a universal league of free and equal
nations, each nation consisting of free and equal men and women” enjoy-
ing unprecedented peace and prosperity guaranteed by the power of modern
science and technology.50 It was not only the persistence of evil in the face
of affluence, but the emergence of a new kind of nihilism that denied the
ability to distinguish good and evil that led many late modern doctrines to
question the very humanity of the West.51

Strauss was by no means sanguine that this process of decay could be
halted, much less reversed. He seems to have accepted the possibility that
the modern West was evolving toward a new type of human being that
Nietzsche had identified as the “last man.” Strauss’s cautious defense of
liberal democracy must be seen as an attempt to stave off for as long as pos-
sible Nietzsche’s hideous vision of a world of test-tube–bred homunculi.52

At the same time Strauss regarded the shaking of all traditions as a precon-
dition for a genuine recovery of the central problems of political philoso-
phy. He even speaks of the “accidental advantage” accruing from the decay
of all tradition that makes possible a new understanding of what was pre-
viously understood “only in a traditional or derivative manner.”53 It is only
in an age when God is dead and, literally, all things seem possible that we
might be able to effect a genuine recovery of the past.

I want to conclude with some brief reflections on the role of Jewish
identity for both Scholem and Strauss. Both men were passionate (if some-
what idiosyncratic) Zionists who believed that the establishment of the
state of Israel “procured,” in Strauss’s words, “a blessing for all Jews every-
where regardless of whether they admit it or not.”54 Scholem’s view was
most eloquently stated in a public letter to Hannah Arendt in response to
her analysis of the Eichmann trial and her famous “banality of evil” the-
sis.55 Here Scholem accused her of lacking any sense of Ahavat Yisrael or
love for the Jewish people.56 A word about this exchange will be useful.

The exchange over Eichmann both capped and ended what had been an
almost thirty-year friendship between Scholem and Arendt. Both were great
admirers of Walter Benjamin, to whom Scholem dedicated his Major Trends
in Jewish Mysticism. And like many Jews from the German Left, they
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shared strong reservations about the nationalistic Revisionist wing of the
Zionist movement led by Jabotinsky. Scholem was a founding member of
the Brit Shalom group (Covenant for Peace), which in the 1920s and 1930s
favored a binational solution to the Jewish-Arab conflict in Palestine.57 For
many of the figures associated with this group, which included Hugo
Bergman, Ernst Simon, and Judah Magnes, the danger of the Revisionists’
demand for immediate Jewish sovereignty was its tendency to conflate
Zionism with messianism. The convergence of the two, Scholem wrote, is
a “great error . . . for which Zionism might have to pay dearly.” Zionism is
“a movement within the mundane, immanent process of history.” It is not
only a conceptual mistake, but a piece of political irresponsibility to infuse
politics with messianic expectations of redemption and of bringing about
an end of time “within the history of an unredeemed and unmessianic
world.”58

The differences between Scholem and Arendt emerged slowly in
response to the Holocaust—Scholem always referred to it as the
Catastrophe—and the creation of a Jewish state in its wake. In an essay
titled “Zionism Reconsidered” Arendt argued as late as 1944 that the
demand for a Jewish state was a part of the orbit of nineteenth-century
European nationalism and imperialism. The Jewish leadership was at fault
for allowing the nationalist wing of the Zionist movement to trump its
socialist and internationalist side.59 Two years later Scholem responded to
her with some reluctance (“I don’t have the slightest wish to have a fatal
falling out with you”), but making clear his displeasure with her views.
“Your article has nothing to do with Zionism,” he wrote, “but is instead a
patently anti-Zionist, warmed-over version of Communist criticism,
infused with vague galut nationalism.”60 He accused her of attacking
Jewish separatism while at the same time complaining that “when the
same Jews make efforts to fend for themselves, in a world whose evil you
never cease to emphasize, you react with a derision that itself stems from
some otherworldly source.” Describing his own political credo as anar-
chistic, he goes on to state that “I cannot blame the Jews if they ignore so-
called progressive theories which no one else in the world has ever
practiced.”61

These differences finally came to a head over the Eichmann trial.
Although Scholem had publicly opposed the execution of Eichmann, he
refused to acquiesce to Arendt’s depiction of Nazi “banality.” “This new
thesis [the banality of evil],” he wrote bluntly, “strikes me as a catchword:
it does not impress me, certainly, as the product of profound analysis.”62

Instead, he opposed this conception to Arendt’s own more fruitful analysis
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of “radical evil” in her earlier book On the Origins of Totalitarianism.
Stung by her analysis of the role of the Jewish councils (Judenräte) as com-
plicit in their own fate and even suggesting some degree of moral equiva-
lence between them and their captors, Scholem cautioned her to adopt a
little more interpretive sympathy (“there were among them also many peo-
ple in no way different from ourselves”).63 It was here that Scholem accused
Arendt of lacking Ahavat Yisrael. “In you, dear Hannah,” he writes, “as in
so many intellectuals who came from the German Left, I find little trace of
this. . . . In circumstances such as these, would there not have been a place
for what I can only describe by the modest German word—Herzenstakt
[tact of the heart]?”64

Part of what was behind Scholem’s description of Arendt as a member
of the “German Left”—a description Arendt loftily dismissed—is a broader
critique of those intellectuals who sought to treat Israel and Zionism as a
derivative European, rather than a distinctively Jewish, phenomenon.
Scholem regarded Zionism as a modern continuation of certain atavistic,
kabalistic energies, with its desire to end the exile and its proud refusal to
bow to the pressures of assimilation. His emphasis on the particularity of
Jewish identity led him to deny the possibility of any German-Jewish sym-
biosis. His attack on the very idea of a “German-Jewish dialogue” set him
sharply at odds with those Enlightenment universalists who could still
maintain that the Holocaust was an aberration and distortion of the essen-
tial humanity of Western civilization.65

Still, Scholem regarded Zionism as a “calculated risk.” True to his
dialectical perspective, he interpreted it within the dynamics of modern
secularization theory. Zionism was an understandable and legitimate
response to traditional Judaism that had accommodated itself to what must
have appeared as permanent life in exile. The attempt to establish a home
for the Jews in Israel, therefore, met a genuine historical and political need
by facilitating the Jewish entry into the modern world. Nevertheless,
Scholem did not consider the secular vision of a Jewish homeland to be the
last word and saw the slogan that Israel should be “a nation like all
nations” as foolish and self-destructive. It was, above all, the fact of revela-
tion that defined the moral center and purpose of Jewish life and made
Israel different from the other nations. To deny this value by courting
assimilation to the way of the nations would be an unconscionable act of
self-liquidation.66

In an essay titled “Reflections on Jewish Theology” Scholem provided
perhaps his most trenchant remarks on this tension between secularism
and revelation and its meaning for the future of Israel:
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If we live in a world in which Revelation as a positive possession has

been lost, the first question is: Does this not mean the liquidation of

Judaism insofar as Revelation is understood as a specific characteristic

of the Jewish people, as the shape in which it has presented itself in

world history? . . . I am quite convinced that the realization of this slo-

gan [“like all nations”] could only mean the transition to the decline or

even disappearance of the Jewish people.67

Scholem expressed confidence that despite the dialectical tension
between political Zionism and the facts imposed by revelation that a tran-
sition to a completely secularized world was unlikely. There was no rea-
son why Zionism and the traditional faith in the one God could not and
should not coexist as parts of the same community. As always, however,
it was for Scholem the religious dimension of life that was accorded the
final say. “If humanity should ever lose the feeling that there is mys-
tery—a secret—in the world, then it’s all over with us,” he told an inter-
viewer in 1975. “But I don’t believe we’ll ever come to that,” he
concluded.68

“The Most Profound Modification of the Galut”

Likewise, from an early age Strauss expressed deep respect and gratitude
for Zionism and its role in helping to maintain a sense of Jewish dignity
and self-respect (Selbstauchtuung). Zionism meant for him “simple,
straightforward political Zionism,” the demand of Jews to be politically
self-determining. But the desire to be self-determining, he recognized,
meant a “radical break” with the principles of the Jewish tradition inas-
much as it substituted reliance on one’s own power for the traditional trust
in God’s providence. Strauss illustrated this point with an amusing anec-
dote from his youth:

I was myself . . . a political Zionist in my youth, and was a member of a

Zionist organization. In this capacity, I occasionally met Jabotinsky, the

leader of the Revisionists. He asked me, “What are you doing?” I said,

“Well, we read the Bible, we study Jewish history, Zionist theory, and,

of course, we keep abreast of developments, and so on.” He replied,

“And rifle practice?” And I had to say, “No.”69

Strauss’s meeting with Jabotinsky brought home to him a basic truth
about politics that he would later have confirmed in his study of Hobbes,
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namely, that “covenants without the sword are but words.” Politics was
more than talk. From Weber, too, whom Strauss much admired during this
period, he learned that power was central to politics. The state, according
to Weber’s definition, was characterized by its possession of the monopoly
on violence. But it was from Carl Schmitt, whose book The Concept of the
Political (1927) Strauss both read and reviewed, that he found the theoreti-
cal framework within which to locate his Zionism.70

Schmitt’s book was an effort to define the essence of what he called das
Politische. Schmitt regarded all efforts to explain the political by reference
to economic, social, cultural, or technological conditions as a form of
“depoliticization.” Politics represented an autonomous sphere indepen-
dent of all nonpolitical spheres of influence. Just as economics is defined by
the distinction between profit and loss, the aesthetic by the categories of
the beautiful and the ugly, morality by reference to the good and the bad,
so politics is defined by the primordial distinction between friend and
enemy.71 “The political,” he writes, “is the most intense and extreme
antagonism and every concrete antagonism becomes that much more
political the closer it approaches the most extreme point, that of the
friend-enemy grouping.”72 For Schmitt, the political meant, above all, that
peoples are by nature pitted against one another in a condition of war or
readiness for war. The idea of a League of Nations or a body of interna-
tional law designed to put an end to war was to Schmitt the very negation
of the political.73

It was from Schmitt that Strauss learned that conflict, not just
between individuals, but between states and peoples, is the core of polit-
ical life. What most impressed him was Schmitt’s claim that a world
without conflict, a world bent on consensus or the pacification of differ-
ences, would be a world that lacked moral seriousness. In such a world
“there would be culture, civilization, economic life, morality, law, art,
entertainment, and so on, but there would be neither politics nor the
state.”74 In this passage, the words are Schmitt’s but the emphasis is
Strauss’s. The desire to abolish conflict, to reach agreement at all costs,
to avoid risk and danger, would be a world where nothing really matters,
where there is nothing worth fighting for. “Hence what the opponents of
the political have in mind,” Strauss writes, “is to bring into being a world
of entertainment, a world of fun, a world devoid of seriousness (eine Welt
ohne Ernst).”75 Strauss brought something of Schmitt’s sense of existen-
tial drama and urgency to his understanding of politics. The liberal desire
to secure the conditions for life is in danger of obscuring the question
about the meaning of life. At the moment “when man abandons the task
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of raising this question regarding what is right, and when man abandons
this question, he abandons his humanity.”76

Schmitt and Strauss drew fundamentally different conclusions from
their understandings of politics. Schmitt’s affirmation of the “dangerous-
ness” of human nature led him to endorse a form of Catholic authoritar-
ianism that drew inspiration from the counter-Enlightenment doctrines
of Joseph de Maistre and Juan Donoso-Cortes. The essence of the politi-
cal meant the state of emergency (Ernstfall, literally: earnest case) when
the rule of law is suspended for the sake of maintaining order. Schmitt
wished to invest authority in a Reichspräsident who, like Hobbes’s
Leviathan, stands outside the constitution and has the power to declare
the exception.

Strauss drew from Schmitt an awareness of the illusions of liberal cos-
mopolitanism and a belief that the fate of Jews could not be entrusted to
either benevolent governments or the norms of the international commu-
nity. Strauss took the view that the Jews cannot rely on the good will of
others, but must take affairs into their own hands, must use their own
“hardware,” so to speak. If the Jews are a people, they must start to act like
a people and provide themselves with more “natural conditions of exis-
tence.” In the diaspora Jews have lived as a Luftvolk, a people without land
or real estate. Zionism showed the emptiness of the promise of emancipa-
tion or assimilation, which “takes away from the Jews the self-assurance
of ghetto life and gives them instead the illusory surrogate of trust in the
humanity of civilization.”77 It is necessary to replace “the helotry of
assimilation” with “the Spartan spirit of Zionism.” This will only happen
after the displacement of “teleologism” (i.e., providence) by a “manly
causalism.”78

Strauss reaffirmed the positive role of Zionism thirty years later after
spending the academic year of 1954-55 at the Hebrew University. In a rare
public intervention he wrote an angry letter to the editors of the National
Review protesting the magazine’s “anti-Jewish animus.” In his letter
Strauss defended Israel as “the only country which as a country is an out-
post of the West in the East” and “in which a single book absolutely pre-
dominates in the instruction given in elementary schools and in high
schools: the Hebrew Bible.” The spirit of Israel he declared to be one of
“heroic austerity supported by the nearness of biblical antiquity.” Further,
Strauss defended Zionism for restoring Jewish dignity and Jewish pride
when “the moral spine of the Jews was in danger of being broken by the so-
called emancipation which in many cases had alienated them from their
heritage” while supplying nothing more than “merely formal equality.”
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Whatever the problems with political Zionism, Strauss concluded, it
deserves our lasting gratitude for “what it achieved as a moral force in an
era of complete dissolution.”79

Strauss’s views on Zionism did not significantly alter over time, but
he came to emphasize that politics and statehood alone could not solve
the “Jewish Question.” In the remarkable preface to the English-language
edition of Spinoza’s Critique of Religion published in 1965 Strauss stated
in no uncertain terms that the future and survival of the Jews as Jews
could not be guaranteed by political means alone but required something
more. That something was the simple faith that had sustained them
throughout the centuries of diaspora. Zionism was at best a partial solu-
tion to the problem of Jewish survival in a predominantly non-Jewish,
even hostile world. Thus Strauss could say that the creation of the state
of Israel was “the most profound modification of the Galut which has
occurred, but it is not the end of the Galut.” The survival of Judaism
remained a problem that could never be solved by human, political
means alone: “From every point of view,” he wrote, “it looks as if the
Jewish people were the chosen people in the sense, at least, that the
Jewish problem is the most manifest symbol of the human problem as a
social or political problem.”80

Whatever other differences might have been between Scholem and
Strauss, they were both prepared to admit that profound obstacles stood
in the way of their prognoses for the future of Jewish identity. Each of
their alternatives seems fraught with danger. Scholem’s reassertion of
theological antinomianism courted the dangers of the religious nihilism
that he so powerfully diagnosed. It was by no means clear that the kind of
secular mysticism about which he spoke could serve as a catalyst to
ensure Jewish continuity and tradition. His passion for kabala centered on
its antinomian and apocalyptic dimensions, which seem more suitable to
a people in exile than to those who face the concrete exigencies of state-
craft and political life.

Strauss was also a critic of the dangers of assimilation, but for whatever
reason he found it easier than Scholem did to make peace with a life in
exile. For Strauss, the practices and institutions of Western liberalism, with
their tacit endorsement of public toleration of and private discrimination
against Jews, seemed preferable to any of the going alternatives. However,
Strauss’s guarded defense of liberalism coupled with his preference for the
Maimonidean form of rationalism with its self-professed esotericism will
seem to many inconsistent with the demand for “intellectual probity,” the
supreme value of modern life.81 Judaism would thus come to serve the same
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function as a Platonic noble lie or a Machiavellian civil religion intended to
ensure a sense of Jewish pride and self-respect, but void of truth content or
redemptive grace. This essay does not even attempt to answer the question
which of these alternatives may be correct. It is enough for now to have
opened up this neglected Dialog unter Abwesenden.
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C H A P T E R T H R E E

Strauss’s Spinoza

G

65

The Jewish people and their fate are the living witness for the absence

of redemption. This, one could say, is the meaning of the chosen people;

the Jews are chosen to prove the absence of redemption. — Leo Strauss,

“Why We Remain Jews”

Introduction

In an essay from 1932 titled “Das Testament Spinozas” Leo Strauss
observed that the reception of Spinoza has undergone various stages, from
condemnation as a soulless atheist and materialist, to canonization by the
German romantics who saw him as a mystical pantheist and “God intoxi-
cated man,” and finally to neutrality by scholars who had come largely to
accept the results of his historico-critical approach to the Bible.1 The
official reception of Spinoza was possible, Strauss writes, only once the
famous querrelle des anciens et des modernes had been decided in favor of
the moderns and the legitimacy of modern thought had been accepted. It
was this that permitted Spinoza to enter “the small band of superior
minds” that Strauss, following Nietzsche, refers to as the “good
Europeans”:

To this community belong all the philosophers of the seventeenth cen-

tury, but Spinoza belongs to it in a special way. Spinoza did not remain

a Jew, while Descartes, Hobbes, and Leibniz remained Christians. Thus

it is not in accordance with Spinoza’s wishes that he be inducted into

the pantheon of the Jewish nation. Under these circumstances it seems

to us an elementary imperative of Jewish self-respect that we Jews

should at last again relinquish our claim on Spinoza. By so doing, we by



no means surrender him to our enemies. Rather, we leave him to that

distant and strange community of “neutrals” whom one can call, with

considerable justice, the community of “good Europeans.”2

The question posed by “Das Testament Spinozas” is whether Spinoza
and the principles of modern thought have come to triumph too easily.
What does this community of “good Europeans” represent and what does it
mean for the future and possibility of Judaism and especially what he calls
orthodoxy? The question is not whether the principles of modern philoso-
phy have triumphed, but whether they deserve to have done so.

The very legitimacy of modernity is the issue addressed in Strauss’s first
book, Die Religionskritik Spinozas, the most profound work of Spinoza
scholarship written in the twentieth century.3 The book was published
under the aegis of the Akademie für die Wissenschaft des Judentums, where
Strauss was then a fellow and whose co-founders were Hermann Cohen and
Franz Rosenzweig.4 The work carries a dedication to the memory of
Rosenzweig, an early benefactor and confidant of Strauss, who had died the
year before its publication and whose name, Strauss would later remark,
“will always be remembered when informed people speak about existen-
tialism.”5 Strauss’s book is an attempt to situate Spinoza’s “Bible science”
(Bibelwissenschaft) within the tradition of the critique of theology from
Epicurus to Hobbes. His aim was to cast doubt on the new scientific study
of Scripture that Spinoza had done so much to influence and in doing so
help to reopen the ancient question of reason and revelation, Athens and
Jerusalem.

From early in his career Strauss realized that the issue at stake was not
merely the status of Spinoza’s philosophy, but the problem of the
Enlightenment. Spinoza’s philosophy stands or falls by its claim to have
refuted the authority of biblical orthodoxy with its belief in such things as
the creation of the world ex nihilo, the revealed character of the Law, and
the possibility of miracles. The comprehensive goal of his work was to
replace the God of Abraham with the light of reason as the authoritative
guide to life, to replace the opening chapters of the book of Genesis with
the opening definitions and axioms of the Ethics as the definitive account
of the nature of the universe and our place within it. Spinoza’s philosophy
is poorly understood, or rather it is not understood at all, unless it is seen
as casting the initial broadside in the Enlightenment’s war against ortho-
doxy.

In attempting to come to terms with the Enlightenment’s critique of
orthodoxy, Strauss was not flying solo. In the 1965 preface to the English
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translation of Spinoza’s Critique of Religion Strauss gives an oblique
acknowledgment of his intellectual debts. The “formal reception” of
Spinoza into Germany was effectively accomplished in 1785 when F. H.
Jacobi “made public the fact that in Lessing’s view there was no philosophy
but the philosophy of Spinoza.”6 The subsequent canonization of Spinoza
through the influence of German idealism was to continue until the twen-
tieth century, when Strauss set out to rethink the Enlightenment tradition
which Spinoza himself set out to found.

This bare reference to Jacobi conceals the fact that Strauss had written
his doctoral dissertation in 1921 on Das Erkenntnisproblem in der
philosophischen Lehre Friedrich H. Jacobi at the University of Hamburg
under the direction of Ernst Cassirer.7 Although he later disparaged this
work as a “disgraceful performance,” and although Jacobi is hardly ever
mentioned in his later works, Strauss’s indebtedness to the Jacobian cri-
tique of reason is evident up to and including the autobiographical preface
just mentioned.8 Yet it would be premature to identify Strauss entirely with
the intellectual tradition of the German Counter-Enlightenment of which
Jacobi was a part. Strauss’s purpose, as we shall see, is not to vouchsafe the
primacy of faith, as Jacobi’s was, but to defend the idea of the Law as under-
stood by Judaism. If Strauss’s critique of Spinoza should reveal the essential
limitations of the Enlightenment, this would require not an embrace of
irrationalism but a reconsideration of orthodoxy.9

Jacobi’s Affirmation of Faith

The first person to indicate the problematic status of Spinoza’s rationalism
was F. H. Jacobi. Jacobi was a minor figure of the German Counter-
Enlightenment who, along with Hamann and Herder, was the principle
instigator of the famous Pantheismusstreit, the pantheism dispute that
raged throughout Germany in the 1780s and 1790s.10 The pantheism debate
was occasioned by the rehabilitation of the reputation of Spinoza in
Germany in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Although he had
been anathema for approximately a century after his death, the fortunes of
Spinoza took a dramatic turn once it was revealed that Gotthold Lessing
had been a secret admirer and even a closet Spinozist for much of his life.
The subsequent debate took place between Jacobi and Moses Mendelssohn,
who sought to defend his friend from what was regarded as a dangerous slur
and accusation. The pantheism debate, however, was much more than a
dispute over the reputation of Spinoza or over Lessing’s alleged Spinozism.
It was at bottom a debate about the authority of reason.
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Jacobi and the romantics were not simply opposed to reason, as they are
often made out to be. They were opposed to the Enlightenment’s concep-
tion of sufficient reason. By the principle of sufficient reason is meant the
belief that for any possible state of affairs there are reasons capable of
explaining it. To accept the principle of sufficient reason is, then, tanta-
mount to accepting Spinoza’s view that everything that is happens for a rea-
son and that to understand that reason is to see that events could not have
happened otherwise. It is ultimately equivalent to accepting some form of
determinism according to which for every event, A, there must be some
prior event, B, that is sufficient to explain A. Whether this is an accurate
depiction of Spinoza’s understanding is not the issue. The point for the
romantics is that accepting the principle of sufficient reason meant deny-
ing that we are free and responsible agents who can choose to do this rather
than that on the basis of our free will and understanding. The romantic cri-
tique of reason was, therefore, less an epistemological than a moral one. Its
aim was ultimately to save the possibility of morality from all forms of
determinism.

In the romantics’ crusade against the Spinozist principle of sufficient
reason, they acquired an unlikely ally in David Hume.11 In the Treatise of
Human Nature Hume had demonstrated that reason has a far more
restricted scope than the Enlightenment had alleged. Applying reason to
itself, Hume contended that there are no necessary or causal relations
between events. That we see the sun rise in the morning and set at night is
not a necessary truth of reason. It is at most an observed regularity, but
there are no sufficient reasons capable of explaining it. At most what we
believe to be universal and necessary laws are no more than judgments
made on the basis of habit, custom, and experience. The truths of reason
may be applicable to limited areas of thought like mathematics and logic,
but to the vast areas of human experience there are no necessary conse-
quences following from the nature of things, only loosely associated
sequences of events. The most we are entitled to say is that it is probable
that events will occur in the future as they have in the past; there is no
necessity for them to do so. In some respect these claims seem modest
enough, but for the romantics, Hume’s deconstruction of the claims of rea-
son came as a liberation. They extended his claim to mean that the way we
perceive and understand the world is the product not of reason, but of faith.

Jacobi achieved notoriety after publishing his Letters to Herr Moses
Mendelssohn Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza (1785).12 The Letters
took the form of a series of conversations between Jacobi and Lessing in
which the latter allegedly professed to being a disciple of Spinoza.
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According to the account of these conversations, not published until after
Lessing’s death, Jacobi told how he journeyed to Wolfenbüttel to discover
Lessing’s opinions on a range of philosophical and theological topics.
Among the topics the two men discussed was a copy of Goethe’s then-
unpublished poem, “Prometheus.” After reading the poem Jacobi reports
the following exchange.

jacobi: Do you know the poem?

lessing: The poem I have never seen before; but I think it is good.

jacobi: It is good in its kind, I agree; otherwise I would not have shown it to

you.

lessing: I mean it is good in a different way. . . . The point of view from which

the poem is treated is my own point of view. . . . The orthodox concepts of

the Divinity are no longer for me; I cannot stomach them. Hen kai pan!

I know of nothing else.13

Jacobi professed to express surprise at Lessing’s endorsement of the
philosophical principle of pantheism (Hen kai pan) or the belief that God is
immanent in the world. When the two spoke again the next day, Lessing
continued his defense of Spinozism as follows:

lessing: I have come to talk to you about my hen kai pan. Yesterday you were

frightened.

jacobi: You surprised me, and I may indeed have blushed and gone pale, for

I felt bewilderment in me. Fright it was not. To be sure, there is nothing that

I would have suspected less, than to find a Spinozist or a pantheist in you.

And you blurted it out to me so suddenly. In the main I had come to get help

from you against Spinoza.

lessing: Oh, so you do know him?

jacobi: I think I know him as only very few can know him.

lessing: Then there is no help for you. Become his friend all the way instead.

There is no other philosophy than the philosophy of Spinoza.14

The issue of Lessing’s Spinozism is hardly the point. At issue is Jacobi’s
belief that a pantheistic system, a religion of divine immanence, leads not
only to atheism, but to a radical determinism with no room for human free-
dom and agency. The result is to turn human beings into passive effects of
a system of immanent causality rather than self-governing agents capable of
initiating new chains of causality. Jacobi takes this to mean that in Spinoza’s
world there can be no “I” who acts or thinks, but only a conjuncture of
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forces governed by the same laws that govern everything. Jacobi expresses
this opinion in a lengthy rejoinder:

The whole thing comes down to this: from fatalism I immediately con-

clude against fatalism and everything connected with it. If there are only

efficient, but no final, causes, then the only function that the faculty of

thought has in the whole of nature is that of observer; its proper busi-

ness is to accompany the mechanism of the efficient causes. The con-

versation that we are now having together is only an affair of our bodies;

and the whole content of the conversation, analyzed into its elements,

is extension, movement, degree of velocity, together with their con-

cepts, and the concepts of these concepts. The inventor of the clock did

not ultimately invent it; he only witnessed its coming to be out of

blindly self-developing forces. So too Raphael, when he sketched the

School of Athens, and Lessing, when he composed his Nathan. The

same goes for all philosophizing, arts, forms of governance, sea and land

wars—in brief, for everything possible.15

Jacobi’s point is that if Spinoza and the principle of sufficient reason
are correct, then the inevitable result is not only determinism but fatal-
ism and atheism, in other words a complete denial of human agency and
freedom. Once again, this is not intended to be simply an attack on
Spinoza’s Ethics; rather, it calls into question all systems of rationalistic
metaphysics. While Hume had chastised reason in order to show that our
moral beliefs were rooted in certain preexisting natural sentiments, Jacobi
and the romantics limited reason in order to make room for faith
(Glaube). No more than Spinoza did Jacobi mean by faith belief in the God
of Scripture. Faith meant for him simply the place at which all rational
demonstration came to an end. Glaube refers to certain pre-rational
“givens” that were simply the primary data of experience that could not
be questioned. All argument rests on certain assumptions and beliefs
about what counts as true or valid. My belief that a glass of water is on
the table is possible because of certain assumptions I make about the
veracity of perception and the nature of physical reality. But these
assumptions cannot in turn be justified in terms of the beliefs they vali-
date without falling into circularity. Reason is incapable of establishing
its own premises. This means for Jacobi that all of our assumptions—the
assumption that everything is determined no less than the assumption
that we possess free will and choice—rest ultimately on an act of faith.
Jacobi’s answer to Spinozistic determinism is his concept of the salto
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mortale, a death-defying leap of faith confirming a belief in freedom and
individual moral responsibility.

Jacobi’s brief against Spinoza is ultimately carried out in defense of
morality. Spinozistic determinism, like all systems of philosophical ra-
tionalism, undermines faith, the sole basis for morality, Jacobi believed.
Jacobi’s case was not directed at Spinoza ad hominem, but rather against all
philosophical systems, of which the Ethics was simply the limiting exam-
ple. The Ethics had taken the rationalism of all philosophy and simply
pushed it to its outer limits. Rationalism can only lead to a loss of faith and
hence to skepticism and indecision, a moral posture he was the first to call
Nihilismus.16 Although Jacobi carried out his critique of rationalism in the
name of Christianity, he ultimately saw it as applicable to all forms of
moral belief. Moral beliefs and commitments require faith, not reason.
Reason can analyze and criticize, but morality requires belief, at a mini-
mum belief in human freedom and individual responsibility. Jacobi is not
saying that morality can dispense with reason. He is not an irrationalist,
although he sometimes looks like one. He is arguing rather that reason pre-
supposes faith or choice and that choice presupposes the primacy of our-
selves as moral agents. The difference between freedom and determinism is
not a theoretical matter, a question of truth; it is a moral question, a mat-
ter of choice between two competing systems. We can choose to affirm our
freedom through a leap of faith or we can deny it. The one thing we cannot
do is to ignore it altogether.

The Modern Impasse

The issues raised in Jacobi’s Letters form the intellectual background to
Strauss’s critique of Spinoza and the Enlightenment. Strauss well under-
stood the challenge to rationalism posed by the Jacobian critique of reason,
but unlike Jacobi he was less concerned with defending the possibility of
faith than with what he termed orthodoxy. The claims of orthodoxy—
revelation, miracles, the immutability of the Law—had all been shaken by
Spinoza and the radical Enlightenment he helped to launch. The challenge
to orthodoxy posed by Spinoza was turned by Strauss into nothing less than
the fate of modern Judaism torn between a fundamental choice: either join
the party of Spinoza and the radical Enlightenment or return to orthodoxy
and all that it entails. Nothing less was at stake.

This challenge was addressed at length in the preface to Strauss’s sec-
ond book, Philosophy and Law, a study of Maimonides and his predeces-
sors.17 The title of the book already reveals an important difference between
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Jacobi and Strauss. As we have seen, the central concept of Jacobi’s critique
of Spinoza was Glaube in the dual sense of faith and belief. Strauss, how-
ever, takes as his point of departure not the primacy of faith but that of Law,
that is, the objective experience of revelation. The major disjunction for
Jacobi is between faith and knowledge, between what we can know and
what we are, perforce, compelled to believe, while for Strauss it is between
Philosophie und Gesetz, between the claims of reason and the revealed
character of the Law. The difference is crucial for an understanding of how
Strauss differs from the romantic critique of the Enlightenment.

Early in the work Strauss presents Spinoza as the source of the “radical
Enlightenment.” By the Enlightenment he understands not just an attempt
to purify religion from the stain of priestcraft and corruption, but a whole-
sale repudiation of the very pillars of the law, the “roots” of the faith, as it
were. At issue is nothing less than the choice between Enlightenment and
orthodoxy:

If . . . the basis of the Jewish tradition is belief in the creation of the

world, in the reality of biblical miracles, in the absolute obligation and

the essential immutability of the Law as based on the revelation at

Sinai, then one must say that the Enlightenment has undermined the

foundation of the Jewish tradition. The radical Enlightenment (Spinoza

comes to mind) did just this from the beginning, with full consciousness

and full intent.18

The attempt of the radical Enlightenment to overthrow orthodoxy met
with a number of responses. Among them were various efforts, undertaken
in all good faith, to mediate between or mitigate the twin poles of ortho-
doxy and Enlightenment. The work of Moses Mendelssohn comes most
immediately to mind. Mendelssohn was the greatest exponent of a “mod-
erate Enlightenment” that attempted to construct a Judaism amenable to
philosophy, a rational Judaism, a “religion of reason from the sources of
Judaism” as Hermann Cohen would later call for. Mendelssohn refused to
go down the path of either Spinoza or Jacobi by maintaining that a natural
religion of reason could hold together the two alternatives of metaphysics
and faith.19

In part because of what he believed to be the failed example set by
Mendelssohn, Strauss showed himself hostile to all such efforts at media-
tion, at defending religion before the tribunal of philosophy. Every third
way or affected synthesis could do no more than obscure the fundamental
differences between reason and revelation, philosophy and the law. The
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Enlightenment described this third way as natural religion or natural the-
ology. “It must necessarily remain the case,” Strauss writes, “that not just
every compromise but also every synthesis between the opposed positions
of Orthodoxy and Enlightenment proves to be untenable.”20

Strauss was deeply suspicious of all efforts to bridge the gap between
philosophy and revelation in part because the result could not but distort
the original claims of each. Learning from both Jacobi and Spinoza that phi-
losophy and revelation stand on totally different foundations, Strauss
regarded the attempt to synthesize the two as leading either to the subor-
dination of philosophy to theology (“the queen of the sciences”) or the
transformation of religion into a faith, that is, a matter of conscience and
private belief, something quite different from the authoritative character of
law. The result of this transformation of orthodoxy into a matter of inner
faith could be nothing less than theological asphyxiation. The effort to
divest religion of its public, that is to say, its legal character could not but
be a victory of the Enlightenment over orthodoxy. “These reconciliations,”
Strauss avers, “always work ultimately as vehicles of the Enlightenment,
not as dams against it.”21

The situation described in these passages is the dilemma shaped by the
Enlightenment but only fully developed or made explicit under conditions
established by Nietzsche and Weber with their demand for probity and intel-
lectual honesty (Redlichkeit) at all costs.22 While earlier thinkers and earlier
times were certainly familiar with the conflicting loyalties engendered by
the claims of Jerusalem and Athens, only the modern Enlightenment has
made necessary the choice between fidelity to the Law (Torah, Talmud,
Midrash) and acceptance of an unqualified this-worldliness or political athe-
ism. This existential impasse has clarified the situation, but as such admits
of no way out. It offers a choice but not a solution, or at least not a solution
that even Strauss himself seems willing to accept. In an unusually self-
revealing passage he admits the cul-de-sac in which he finds himself:

For a Jew who cannot be orthodox and must hold unconditional politi-

cal Zionism (the only possible “solution to the Jewish problem” on the

basis of atheism) to be a highly honorable but in the long and serious run

unsatisfactory answer, the situation created by that alternative, the con-

temporary situation, seems to allow no way out.23

This awareness of an irreconcilable conflict between Jerusalem and
Athens was central to Strauss’s analysis in Natural Right and History.
Although there is little in this book that directly acknowledges this matter,
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Strauss alludes to it obliquely in the context of his treatment of the sociol-
ogy of Max Weber.24 Contrary to certain reigning views of Weber as a sci-
entific positivist, Strauss treated him as a kind of existentialist who had
shown the plurality of “value systems” and made plain the necessity of
choosing between them. In his methodological writings Weber could not
help but identify the chasm that exists between life and science. Life is
based on ideals. Ideals require commitment and dedication and this is in
the last instance a question of faith and moral belief. But science is based
on reason, on what we can know either empirically or causally. Science
requires the suspension of belief or at least neutrality toward the conflict-
ing ideals that constitute life. It is this awareness of the irreconcilable split
between life and science that raised what was for Strauss the “fundamental
question”:

The fundamental question . . . is whether men can acquire that knowl-

edge of the good without which they cannot guide their lives individu-

ally or collectively by the unaided efforts of their natural powers, or

whether they are dependent for that knowledge on Divine Revelation.

No alternative is more fundamental than this: human guidance or

divine guidance. The first possibility is characteristic of philosophy or

science in the original sense of the term, the second is presented in the

Bible.25

“The dilemma,” Strauss goes on to say, “cannot be evaded by any har-
monization or synthesis”:

For both philosophy and the Bible proclaim something as the one thing

needful, as the only thing that ultimately counts, and the one thing need-

ful proclaimed by the Bible is the opposite of that proclaimed by philos-

ophy: a life of obedient love versus a life of free insight. In every attempt

at harmonization, in every synthesis however impressive, one of the two

opposed elements is sacrificed, more or less subtly but in any event

surely, to the other: philosophy, which means to be the queen, must be

made the handmaid of revelation or vice versa.26

The situation described in these passages forms the ground of what
Strauss would later call his “theologico-political predicament,” which he
addressed directly in the preface to the translation of Spinoza’s Critique of
Religion.
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Strauss’s “Theologico-Political Predicament”

In the preface to the English translation of his Spinoza book, Strauss
describes himself as “a young Jew born and raised in Germany who found
himself in the grips of a theologico-political predicament.”27 The most
immediate and urgent manifestation of this predicament was the tenuous
situation of the Jews in Weimar. Weimar was a republic, a liberal democracy
that came into being in that brief period between the Treaty of Versailles and
the Reichstag fire. Weimar was a product of the French Revolution and the
Enlightenment, but was also connected to the home of Goethe and the tra-
dition of German idealism that contributed to its “moderate, nonradical
character.” As such Weimar struck a balance between dedication to the
principles of 1789 and dedication to the highest German tradition.28

The problem with Weimar was in the first instance its weakness and
instability. The weakness of Weimar became most evident not with the eco-
nomic crisis of 1929—other democracies faced similar economic problems—
but with its inability to protect the Jews. This dilemma was made all the
more acute because the Jews of Germany, more than the Jews of any other
nation, had put their faith in liberal democracy to provide a solution to
the “Jewish Question.” Liberal democracy was understood as the regime
devoted to ending persecution not only of Jews, but of all religious and eth-
nic minorities. It was the first political regime to grant full citizenship and
equal rights to Jews while recognizing their right to remain Jews. If for this
reason only, the assassination of Walter Rathenau, the Jewish Minister of
Foreign Affairs, in 1922 proved a moment of profound crisis.29

The dilemma of modern Jewry has a long genealogy going back before
Weimar to the time of Spinoza. Spinoza was to Strauss and many of his gen-
eration the first example of the modern Jew. Spinoza not only championed a
break with orthodoxy and the burdens of the ceremonial law; he was also the
first Jewish thinker to endorse liberal democracy in something like its mod-
ern form.30 Although Spinoza had been ostracized by the Jewish community
of Amsterdam, he was subsequently canonized by generations of Jewish
modernists who celebrated him not only for showing the way out of the
ghetto, but for establishing a new kind of secular religion and culture based
on the highest aspirations of the educated middle class. Spinoza is depicted
by Strauss as nothing short of the prophet of a new kind of ethical culture:

He thus showed the way toward a new religion or religiousness which

was to inspire a wholly new kind of society, a new kind of Church.
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He became the sole father of that new Church which was to be univer-

sal in fact, and not merely in claim as other churches, because its foun-

dation was no longer any positive revelation—a Church whose rulers

were not priests or pastors, but philosophers and artists and whose flock

were the circles of culture and property.31

In particular Spinoza opened the door to liberal democracy, a society
that was neither Christian nor Jewish but above or impervious to each.
Central to the liberal solution to the theologico-political predicament was
the distinction between public and private and the belief that religion
belonged exclusively to the private sphere of life. Henceforth religion
would be deprived of the tools of force and coercion and turned into a mat-
ter of conscience and private belief, something quite different from the nor-
mative function of the law. This effort to divest religion of its public
character was to have far-reaching consequences:

The millennial antagonism between Judaism and Christianity was

about to disappear. The new Church would transform Jews and

Christians into human beings—into human beings of a certain kind:

cultured human beings, human beings who, because they possessed sci-

ence and art, did not need religion in addition. The new society, consti-

tuted by an aspiration common to all its members toward the True, the

Good, and the Beautiful, emancipated the Jews in Germany. Spinoza

became the symbol of that emancipation which was to be not only

emancipation but secular redemption. In Spinoza, a thinker and a saint

who was both a Jew and a Christian and hence neither, all cultured fam-

ilies of the earth, it was hoped, would be blessed.32

This utopian vision of a world beyond sectarianism and strife was not,
of course, Spinoza’s (he remained far too realistic); rather, it belonged to
mid-nineteenth century German Jewry, which had come to regard him as a
messianic figure promising some kind of secular redemption.33

Strauss’s critique of Spinoza is twofold: Jewish and philosophical. As a
Jewish thinker, Strauss regards Spinoza as “the greatest man of Jewish ori-
gin who had openly denied the truth of Judaism and had ceased to belong
to the Jewish people without becoming a Christian.”34 He takes issue espe-
cially with Hermann Cohen, who had attacked Spinoza as guilty of a
“humanly incomprehensible betrayal” of the Jewish people. “He [Cohen],”
Strauss remarks, “condemned Spinoza because of his infidelity in the sim-
ple human sense, of his complete lack of loyalty to his own people, of his
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acting like an enemy of the Jews and thus giving aid and comfort to the
many enemies of the Jews, of his behaving like a base traitor.”35 Strauss
adds that “in some respects” his own case against Spinoza is even stronger
than Cohen’s. The God of Spinoza was certainly not the God of orthodoxy,
but neither was it the God of the German romantics. Spinoza’s God is that
of “the hardhearted pupil of Machiavelli”:

The biblical God forms light and creates darkness, makes peace and cre-

ates evil; Spinoza’s God is simply beyond good and evil. God’s might is

His right, and therefore the power of every being is as such its right;

Spinoza lifts Machiavellianism to theological heights. Good and evil dif-

fer only from a merely human point of view; theologically the distinc-

tion is meaningless. The evil passions are evil only with a view to

human utility; in themselves they show forth the might and right of

God no less than other things which we admire by the contemplation of

which we are delighted.36

In the same paragraph this “Machiavellian” deity is in turn given a
“Nietzschean” twist: “All human acts are modes of the one God who pos-
sesses infinitely many attributes each of which is infinite and only two of
which are known to us, who is therefore a mysterious God, whose myste-
rious love reveals itself in eternally and necessarily bringing forth love and
hatred, nobility and baseness, saintliness and depravity, and who is infi-
nitely lovable not in spite but because of His infinite power beyond good
and evil.”37

Strauss does not reject out of hand the Spinozist conception of God. If
Spinoza offered the possibility of emancipation in a secular liberal society,
so too did he hold out the possibility of reconstituting a Jewish state. The
Torah, he taught, just like all ostensibly revealed works, is in fact a human
book. The Torah is not “from heaven,” but is a product of the Jewish mind
or the Jewish nation. Judaism, like all religions, is a human invention
designed to secure worldly happiness and well-being. Moses was not a
prophet to whom God spoke, but a statesman and political leader who used
prophetic language to found and maintain a nation. The Jewish religion was
thus from the beginning a political religion founded by Moses to create
order and instill obedience to law. Spinoza holds out the possibility that
what Moses did in the past can under new circumstances be done again.
Strauss quotes from the third chapter of Spinoza’s Theologico-Political
Treatise to indicate his call for an independent Jewish state: “Indeed, if the
foundations of their religion did not effeminate their hearts, I would
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absolutely believe that some day, given the opportunity, they will set up
their state again and that God will choose them anew, so changeable are
human affairs.”38 On the basis of this sentence alone, Strauss assigns to
Spinoza an honored role among the founders of political Zionism.

In a number of places Strauss alludes to the fact that he was a political
Zionist in his youth and until the end of his life regarded it as a highly
“honorable” (be-kavod) solution to the Jewish Question.39 However, the
appropriation of Spinoza for the cause of political Zionism could not but
prove doubtful from the standpoint of orthodoxy. Spinoza’s advice is to
cease waiting for a world-to-come and to take affairs into one’s own hands.
As the passage just quoted indicates, Zionism ascribes responsibility for
establishing a state not to prayer or patient waiting for the messiah, but to
force of one’s own arms, fighting, and military hardware. It turns responsi-
bility for the security and even the redemption of the Jewish people into a
purely human, political problem. Furthermore, he does not say that such a
state would have to be reestablished in the historical land of Israel. Unlike
Judah Halevi, Spinoza attaches no particular significance either to the
Hebrew language or to the soil of Israel. A Jewish state could as easily be
located in Canada or Katmandu from his point of view.40

Strauss regards the influence of Spinoza as prominent in works like
Herzl’s Judenstaat and Pinsker’s Autoemanzipation that understood the
fate of the Jews as having to do not with divine promises but with power
politics pure and simple.41 The use of human, even crudely political means
to attain an end previously reserved for God is a further example of
Strauss’s complaint that Spinoza raised Machiavellianism to “theological
heights.” The Zionist solution to the Jewish Question appears to preserve
Jews even at the expense of Judaism, something Strauss calls “a most dan-
gerous game”:

Spinoza may have hated Judaism; he did not hate the Jewish people.

However bad a Jew he may have been in all other respects, he thought

of the liberation of the Jews in the only way in which he could think of

it, given his philosophy. But precisely if this is so, we must stress all the

more the fact that the manner in which he sets forth his proposal—to

say nothing of the proposal itself—is Machiavellian: the humanitarian

end seems to justify every means; he plays a most dangerous game; his

procedure is as much beyond good and evil as his God.42

In the final analysis Strauss felt obligated to repudiate the Zionism and
Spinozism of his youth as an honorable but flawed solution to the Jewish
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Question. Like his early hero Franz Rosenzweig, Strauss came to regard the
problems of Judaism as ultimately beyond history. For both thinkers, the
essence of Judaism—the commanding voice of revelation—is, literally,
above time and impervious to political solutions. Strauss learned from
Rosenzweig that the modern Jew is torn between two competing home-
lands (Zweistromland), as it were, between faith and reason, law and phi-
losophy, Deutschtum and Judentum.43 This is why Strauss could regard the
foundation of the Jewish state from his lofty vantage point as merely a
“modification” of the exile. From the metaphysical or theological point of
view it changed nothing. He may have expressed deep admiration and grat-
itude for a Jewish state, but he denied to it any deeper redemptive signifi-
cance. As he put it in a passage cited earlier, the Jews were the people
chosen to prove the absence of redemption.

The specifically Jewish critique of Spinoza points to a second, more
broadly philosophical critique that cuts to the core of the ancient problem
of faith and reason. The Ethics is based on the assumption that human rea-
son alone can give a theoretically and practically satisfying explanation of
nature, of everything that is. This is the principle of sufficient reason, that
there is nothing in the world (or outside of it) that escapes the powers of
human rationality. The question is whether the Ethics proves this claim or
merely begs the question. Strauss appears to doubt whether the premises of
orthodoxy have been or ever can be refuted by reason alone. “The Ethics,”
he writes, “thus begs the decisive question—the question as to whether the
clear and distinct account is as such true and not merely a plausible
hypothesis.”44 The merely “hypothetical” character of the Ethics would
seem to cast doubt on its claims to provide the one true or necessary
account of the whole.

The apparent failure of Spinoza to refute orthodoxy stems in large
part from the incommensurability of their premises. “The genuine refu-
tation of orthodoxy,” Strauss writes, “would require the proof that the
world and human life are perfectly intelligible without the assumption of
a mysterious God.”45 But the assumption of an unfathomable mysterious
God, whose ways are not our ways, is “irrefutable” at least by reason.
The Enlightenment’s recourse to such devices as mockery and ridicule in
its critique of religion provides an “indirect proof” of the failure to
penetrate the bridgehead of orthodoxy. The difference, then, between
Spinoza and even the most fundamentalistic orthodoxy is based not on
truth, but on an act of will or faith. The conflict between faith and
reason, Jerusalem and Athens, is in the final instance not a theoretical
but a moral choice:
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Spinoza’s Ethics attempts to be the system, but it does not succeed; the

clear and distinct account of everything which it presents remains fun-

damentally hypothetical. As a consequence, its cognitive status is not

different from that of the orthodox account. Certain it is that Spinoza

cannot legitimately deny the possibility of revelation. But to grant that

revelation is possible means to grant that the philosophical account and

the philosophic way of life are not necessarily, not evidently, the true

account and the right way of life: philosophy, the quest for evident and

necessary knowledge, rests itself on an unevident decision, on an act of

will, just as faith.46

The critique of philosophy contained in the above passage is far-
reaching. There is no proposition more central to the Ethics as a whole than
the famous Deus sive nature, that the mind can aspire to knowledge of God
(= nature) and therefore that there is nothing in nature that is not suscepti-
ble to a rational explanation. This is the principle of rational sufficiency.
However, philosophy that aspires to provide a rational account of nature, of
everything that is, itself rests on an act of will, on an “unevident decision.”
Philosophy that attempts to explain everything cannot explain or account
for itself. The idea that philosophy or reason rests on a prior act of faith is
obviously not damaging to the standpoint of orthodoxy that assumes the
choice between good and evil rests on a decision whose origin is in the will.
The standpoint of philosophy (or at least of the Ethics) that attempts to
make will and choice subordinate to reason and necessity is compromised,
perhaps fatally, by this awareness.

There is ultimately a “Pascalian” or Jacobian flavor to Strauss’s claim
that rational philosophy rests on a mysterious leap of faith. The implication
is that philosophy is inferior to faith because philosophy is unwilling to
recognize that it rests on faith, on an act of will. In this respect philosophy
fails the test of “intellectual probity” that Strauss, following Nietzsche,
defines as “the willingness to look man’s forsakenness in its face, being the
courage to welcome the most terrible truth.”47 Apparently philosophy is
unwilling to look itself in the face and consider the most terrible truth.
Spinoza’s claim to overcome orthodoxy cannot overcome the fact that the
basis of his critique rests on an act of will, of arbitrary subjectivity. There
appears to be no critical necessity for philosophy, only critical necessity
within philosophy. At the root of all philosophy stands a stark epistemic
abyss where reason simply comes to an end. Strauss here appears to endorse
the view of Wittgenstein, another one of the great philosophical “fideists”
of modernity—not, to be sure, the Wittgenstein of the Philosophical
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Investigations but of the Spinoza-inspired Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,
which concludes with the Delphic utterance, “Whereof we cannot speak,
thereof we must keep silent.”48

A Return to Orthodoxy?

What, then, is Strauss’s final will and testament on Spinoza? Does he
believe that Spinoza’s philosophy is refuted by the claim that reason itself
rests on a set of undisclosed premises that reason cannot adequately know?
Has he rescued the possibility of orthodoxy from the grip of rationalist
metaphysics? Or does his critique of Spinoza follow Jacobi down the slip-
pery slope to irrationalist and existentialist affirmations of faith unbounded
by reason?

Like Jacobi, Strauss argued that our situation is one of radical existen-
tial choice, either for orthodoxy (in the sense of revealed law) or for resolute
atheism. There is no third way. In the conflict between faith and reason,
Jacobi clearly took the side of faith. Only a radical leap of faith could affirm
freedom and our status as moral agents. But the subordination of philoso-
phy to theology or, what comes to the same thing, reason to revelation, was
not for Strauss, as it was for Jacobi, a cause for celebration. Strauss regarded
the conflict between these two alternatives as the source of a genuine par-
adox. “The victory of orthodoxy through the self-destruction of rational
philosophy,” he wrote, “was not an unmitigated blessing.”49

Throughout his writings Strauss remained deeply cognizant of the
potential for conflict between philosophy and morality. Spinoza’s critique of
religion represented an attack not just on Jewish orthodoxy, but on the
necessity of revelation for the moral life. Strauss makes this connection
explicit in the context of a discussion of Judah Halevi’s Kuzari. He regards
Halevi as a kindred spirit precisely for his awareness that philosophy repre-
sents a challenge not just to Judaism but to the very possibility of morality:

In defending Judaism, which, according to [Halevi], is the only true

revealed religion, against the philosophers, he was conscious of defend-

ing morality itself and therewith the cause, not only of Judaism, but of

mankind at large. His basic objection to philosophy was then not par-

ticularly Jewish, nor even particularly religious, but moral.50

Strauss’s case is that a purely rational or natural morality, a morality
from the sources of reason alone, can never be a sufficient ground for gen-
uine morality. Rational morality can do no more than provide a rationale
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for collective selfishness or, what comes to the same thing, the morality
of a gang of thieves. Only revelation can provide a satisfactory basis for
the moral life: “One has not to be naturally pious,” he writes, “he has
merely to have a passionate interest in genuine morality in order to long
with all his heart for revelation: moral man as such is the potential
believer.”51

For all of his talk of a return to orthodoxy, Strauss surprisingly has lit-
tle to say about the substance of orthodoxy either as a set of beliefs or as a
way of life. Is it even possible to speak of orthodoxy as if it were all of one
piece? Some orthodox, like the Mizrachi, are willing to work with other
Jews and their organizations, while others, like the Agudat Israel, stay apart
from non-practicing Jews even as they have representatives in the Knesset.
Still others, like the Satmar Hasidim living in the Boro Park section of
Brooklyn or the Naturei Karata (“Watcher of the city of Jerusalem”) in
Israel, have never even recognized the Jewish state and stay as far away as
possible from contamination by the outside world. To be sure, all of these
sects are examples of orthodoxy, but the great variety in terms of belief, rit-
ual practice, and even dress shows how misleading it is to speak of ortho-
doxy with an upper-case “O.”52

In fact Strauss’s peculiar conception of orthodoxy has nothing to do
with the black hat Haredi community, but consists of a “Maimonidean”
strategy that combines outward fidelity to the community of Israel with a
private or “esoteric” commitment to philosophy and the life of free inquiry.
To be sure, Strauss did not adopt this position in order to undermine
Judaism, but to sustain it as a form of political theology. This dual strategy
allows one to maintain respect for, even love of, the tradition as a prophy-
lactic to the alternatives of atheism and assimilation, while denying ortho-
doxy any truth value. The doctrine of the double truth remains the only
way of preserving the viability of Judaism in a post-Nietzschean world that
demands intellectual probity at all costs.

Strauss’s response to the Nietzschean demand for probity is an embrace
of orthodoxy, but an orthodoxy of a very particular sort. His adoption of a
“hyper-Maimonidean style,” as Rémi Brague has observed, has the function
of turning the substance of the law into a fiction in the precise legal sense
of the term.53 To be sure, this operation was not peculiar to Maimonides,
but was adopted by him from Alfarabi and the Islamic Falasifa and has even
carried over into modern forms of civil religion. Strauss himself gave cre-
dence to this view in his lecture “Why We Remain Jews,” where he refers
to Judaism as a “delusion,” even a “heroic delusion.” “What is a delusion?”
he asks:
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We also say a “dream.” No nobler dream was ever dreamt. It is surely

nobler to be a victim of the most noble dream than to profit from a sor-

did reality and to wallow in it. Dream is akin to aspiration. And aspira-

tion is a kind of divination of an enigmatic vision. And an enigmatic

vision in the emphatic sense is the perception of the ultimate mystery,

of the truth of the ultimate mystery.54

People who live in glass houses should not throw stones. Strauss, who
took evident pleasure in exposing the hidden atheism of early modern phi-
losophy, cannot in good conscience complain when the same trick is played
on him. The statement that Judaism represents a “heroic delusion” is as
close as he ever came, I think, to expressing in his writing that orthodoxy
is a kind of Platonic noble lie that must be preserved in order to maintain
standards of decency and public civility, to say nothing of Jewish pride and
self-respect. Gershom Scholem had it exactly right when he wrote to Walter
Benjamin about Strauss’s bid for a chair in Jewish thought at the Hebrew
University that “only three people at the very most will make use of the
freedom to vote for the appointment of an atheist to a teaching position
that serves to endorse the philosophy of religion.”55

In the final analysis Strauss’s difference with Spinoza is not with what
he said, but with how he said it.
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Socrates . . . never belonged to a sect and never founded one. And even

if the philosophic friends are compelled to be members of a sect or to

found one, they are not necessarily members of one and the same sect:

Amicus Plato. — Leo Strauss, On Tyranny

The conjunction of the terms “Platonic” and “liberalism” may seem to
verge on oxymoron. The most influential interpretation of Plato in the

second half of the twentieth century held him to be an intransigent enemy
of liberalism and the “open society.”1 His harsh proposals for a closed caste
system and for the censorship of poetry and literature, his radical measures
to eliminate the family and private property, and his investiture of political
authority in an all-wise and all-powerful philosopher-king must strike even
a sympathetic reader as radically opposed to liberal beliefs in freedom of
thought and expression, a robust sphere of civil society and private life, the
importance of limited constitutional government supported by a system of
checks and balances, and a skeptical disposition toward the rule of experts.
As if this were not enough, Plato’s belief that the Forms or Ideas can pro-
vide a ground for something like absolute certainty for such terms as jus-
tice, beauty, and goodness seems the very opposite of the open-ended,
skeptical, and inquiring spirit of liberal philosophy.

These objections notwithstanding, there is another reading of Plato that
stands in marked contrast to what one might call the standard interpreta-
tion referred to above. This alternative reading of Plato, which I want to call
Platonic Liberalism, is best expressed in the work of Leo Strauss.2 To call
Strauss’s Plato liberal is of course to invite reproach. Strauss’s Plato, like
Strauss himself, is widely held to be anti-liberal to the extreme. Strauss
allegedly maintains a radical divide between the philosophers and the



multitude that runs counter to the egalitarian spirit of democratic liberal-
ism. His penchant for indulging in “esoteric” interpretation of texts appears
further to cut off the democratic many from imbibing the wisdom that is
the property of the few. And Strauss’s belief that the philosophical life is the
best life humanly possible smacks of intellectual perfectionism and elitism
and runs counter to liberal pluralism and skepticism about the human
good.

Critics of Strauss’s Plato have tended to fall into two camps. Those in
the first camp have attacked the methodological premises of Straussian
hermeneutics. The method of esoteric reading, taken originally from the
Jewish and Arabic Platonists of the Middle Ages, is said to be inherently
arbitrary and nonverifiable. Leaving aside the rejoinder that other non-
esotericist methodologies have equally failed to achieve anything like con-
sensus on key issues, Strauss’s reading of central figures in the tradition is
said to ignore what the texts manifestly say for what an author may only
allude to or not mention at all. The result is to place interpretation outside
the realm of debate and falsification.3

The second line of criticism is mainly political. Strauss famously
regards the Republic as anti-utopian, a work setting out “the limits of jus-
tice.”4 However, many readers take this to mean that Strauss believes the
Republic shows the impossibility of justice and therefore the futility of
political reform. Strauss is thus said to insert a conservative, if not reac-
tionary, politics into his reading of Plato under the guise of understanding
the author in the same way that the author understood himself. The high-
water mark of this political critique was Myles Burnyeat’s 1985 article in
the New York Review of Books, in which Burnyeat depicted Strauss as
advocating “in all seriousness” the surrender of the critical intellect to the
authority of certain canonical texts, something Burnyeat believed “fits into
the psychology of conservatism.”5 Burnyeat’s article was followed by a
spate of debunking studies depicting Strauss as a megalomaniac bent on
dismantling liberal modernity and restoring ancient hierarchies based on
rank and authority.6 This political critique bottomed out almost a decade
later with a signed editorial in the New York Times depicting Strauss as an
implacable enemy of democracy and as the eminence gris behind the
Republican takeover of the U.S. House of Representatives in November
1994.7

In the past few years, however, there is some evidence that a reconsid-
eration of not only Strauss but Plato is under way within the academy. The
ruling dogmas and even name-calling that once characterized the debates
are undergoing a reevaluation. A recent work by Charles Kahn on Plato and
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the Socratic Dialogue has made the issue of the dialogic form and Plato’s
notorious secrecy and reluctance to speak in his own name central to the
interpretation of the Platonic corpus.8 And Alexander Nehamas, in a book
titled The Art of Living, attempts to recover the Socratic view of philoso-
phy not only as concerned with theory construction but as a way of life.9

Socrates, Nehamas believes, set out an ironic conception of life that has
proved an irresistible model to thinkers as different from one another as
Montaigne, Nietzsche, Thomas Mann, and Michel Foucault. Underlying
both these books is a sense that contemporary Platonic studies have
misleadingly neglected the literary, dramatic, and characterological aspects
of Platonic philosophy. While neither of these works acknowledges
Strauss’s Plato (for all I know, the authors of these studies may well recoil
at the thought of the association), I want to suggest that if a reconsideration
of Plato is on the agenda, a reconsideration of Strauss should not be far
behind.10

None of these works is especially interested in Plato’s political phi-
losophy, although they do open up a way of reading him that goes beyond
the standard “Plato as Fascist” trope. In part due to the influence of
Strauss, we are coming to appreciate a new Plato, less monolithic, less
absolutist, and less dogmatic than the totalitarian virtuecrat he has been
made out to be by many of his enemies and even a few of his friends.
Strauss’s Plato is in the first instance a skeptic, a “zetetic” philosopher,
whose thought is characterized by an awareness of the limits, the incom-
pleteness, of human knowledge. One corollary of this reading is a warn-
ing against the attempt to force a marriage of philosophy and politics that
cannot but have untoward results, as the Republic’s repeated recourse to
compulsion, lies, and politically necessary myth would suggest. His
denial of the possibility of achieving the just city is designed not only to
protect philosophy from the inevitable corruption of political power, but
also to protect politics from the potential tyranny exercised by intellec-
tuals and other self-appointed guardians. By emphasizing the always par-
tial and incomplete nature of knowledge, Strauss returned to Plato and
classical philosophy as a possible resource for, rather than an enemy of,
political liberalism.

Strauss’s Literary “Occasionalism”

One thing that most clearly distinguishes Strauss’s Plato from the standard
interpretation concerns his manner of reading. On the standard view the
Republic is a proposal for a radical utopia, the first full-scale design for an
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ideal state. Plato is regarded here as a political reformer who set out a vari-
ety of proposals that existing polities ought to implement if they are to be
well-governed. The result of such a reading is to regard a Platonic dialogue
as setting forth a series of definitions about justice, about the proper organ-
ization of a city, and the proper ordering of the appetites and dispositions of
the soul. Discussing Plato turns, then, on his various recommendations, pre-
scriptions, and prohibitions for achieving justice. One may, of course, con-
sider how practicable, desirable, or logically consistent these proposals are,
but there is relatively little attention given to what Plato’s intentions were.

In contrast to the standard view, Strauss presents a more elusive and
open-ended Plato. This derives from the centrality he attributes to the dia-
logue as a distinctive literary form.11 Strauss refuses to regard the dialogue
as merely the external dross in which the philosophical nuggets are con-
cealed. Rather, he believes that the dialogue is the teaching itself. For many
readers, this attention to the question of literary form seems perverse or at
most of marginal interest when considered next to the philosophical argu-
ments of the Republic, but for Strauss the medium is the message. Perhaps
“the most valuable feature” of this attention to the dialogue, G.R.F. Ferrari
writes, “is simply Strauss’s refusal to gloss over or minimize the extent of
Plato’s literariness.”12

Why Plato wrote dialogues has been recently and fruitfully debated.13

That he wrote in dialogue form no one disputes; how much weight to
attribute to that fact is a question of potentially great importance. The
question that pervades Strauss’s reading of Plato is that of authorial
anonymity, the fact that Plato is the author of everything we read but is
nowhere present in any of his dialogues. Until we figure out the proper rela-
tion between author and text, every other question must be put on hold.
Strauss puts this question at the very outset of his essay on the Republic,
stating that “one cannot understand Plato’s teaching as he meant it if one
does not know what the Platonic dialogue is” and then goes on to remark
almost apologetically that “one must postpone one’s concern with the most
serious questions (the philosophical questions) in order to become
engrossed in the study of a merely literary question.”14 Whether Strauss
ever moves beyond this “merely literary question” to consider “the most
serious questions” will be considered later.

There are, of course, many reasons why an author might wish to con-
ceal his beliefs behind the cloak of anonymity, some of which may be polit-
ical, theological, or even pedagogical. Strauss himself is guided by Plato’s
remarks in the Seventh Letter, according to which his written work merely
conveys his “exoteric” teaching while his true beliefs are conveyed through
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well-placed hints and intimations (341d-e). But even if one chooses to dis-
count the authenticity of the Seventh Letter, there are still Socrates’s own
statements from the Phaedrus (275d-e), where he defends the superiority of
oral to written communication. From this point of view it might seem that
Platonic writing is a degenerate form of Socratic conversation. The dia-
logue, Plato’s chief form of philosophical communication, is something
that stands halfway between Socratic oral communication and the system-
atic treatises of Aristotle. A dialogue is a form of writing that comes clos-
est to the “flexibility” and “adaptability” of actual speech. A good dialogue,
like a good conversation, may say different things to different people. It
argues ad hominem. Plato’s dialogues contain no assertions, demonstra-
tions, or proofs of Plato’s. Rather, they depict conversations addressed to
different kinds of people with a range of abilities, aptitudes, and predilec-
tions who either fail or succeed in becoming philosophers. We cannot
assume, then, that we know what Plato’s teaching is in advance of any par-
ticular dialogue. Rather, Strauss admits that “the Platonic dialogue is an
enigma . . . one big question mark.”15

The centrality Strauss attributes to the dialogic form certainly is not
intended to put the text beyond the ken of rational debate or to dissolve it
into an endless play of signifiers. It means only that the interpreter of a
Platonic dialogue must “fall back on his own resources . . . for discovering
the decisive part of the argument by himself.”16 Far from encouraging a
mindless subordination of the interpreter to the text, Strauss emphasizes
that “Plato composed his writings in such a way as to prevent for all time
their use as authoritative texts.”17 Yet the difficulty of unraveling the
meaning of a dialogue does not result in a kind of total epistemological
abstinence. In fact, a close reading of the dialogues will reveal that Plato
indicates “very specific hermeneutic rules” about how to read a dialogue.
Strauss states these rules as follows:

For presenting his teaching Plato uses not merely the “content” of his

works (the speeches of his various characters) but also their “form” (the

dialogic form in general, the particular form of each dialogue and of each

section of it, the action, characters, names, places, times, situations and

the like); an adequate understanding of the dialogues understands the

“content” in the light of the “form.”18

Strauss concludes that Plato provides his readers with at most “decisive
indications” of his most “serious teaching” rather than “ready-made
answers to [his] ultimate and most important questions.”19
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The dialogues, he says, are “dramas in prose.”20 The literary problem
posed by the interpretation of a dialogue is not extraneous to its philosoph-
ical purpose. Rather, the dialogue may present puzzles of a literary kind,
but which are intrinsically connected to the philosophical problems proper.
One must read the Republic as one would any work of dramatic literature,
that is to say, one must consider the words and speeches of any character
within the context of the work as a whole. This is simple common sense.
But the result of reading Plato in this way is to shift the burden of proof
away from the speeches of the characters to their actions and personalities
as revealed in the larger dramatic context of the dialogue. The meaning of
the dialogues is more likely to be revealed through an examination of the
context of particular utterances with particular individuals at particular
times. By removing Socrates from the center of things, Strauss wants to
look at what takes place between Socrates (or the Eleatic or Athenian
Stranger) and his various interlocutors. It is the “action” as well as the
“argument” that counts in any Platonic dialogue. Not surprisingly, the only
book-length study Strauss ever devoted to a Platonic dialogue is called The
Argument and Action of Plato’s Laws.

Straussian hermeneutics, then, inscribes an essential indeterminacy in
the understanding of Plato. We can never claim to have understood what is
meant, especially when the presentation of any interpretation can be
refuted or confounded by passages occurring in other dialogues. Strauss
takes “the undying controversy about the theory of the idea of the good” to
serve as evidence for the tentative and provisional character of all Platonic
interpretation.21 The aporetic character of the Platonic dialogues must
infuse our ability to interpret those dialogues. For some readers, this open-
ended, skeptical reading is a symptom of the frustration of Straussian
hermeneutics. If the dialogues remain “one big question mark,” how can
we ever hope to reach an understanding of what they mean? Has Strauss
eliminated a dogmatic reading of the Platonic texts merely to inscribe his
own version of the uncertainty principle? Was Strauss a “postmodern”
avant la lettre? No.

Strauss does not infer that because the dialogues remain aporetic we can
say nothing at all about them. He argues rather that “the rules governing
the interpretation of Plato’s books are much stricter than the rules govern-
ing the interpretation of most books.”22 He wants only to instill a sense of
interpretive perplexity that is aware of its own limitations. In a letter to
Hans-Georg Gadamer regarding Truth and Method, Strauss explicitly dis-
tinguishes his own experience as a reader of Plato from any general or uni-
versal hermeneutic theory:
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It is not easy for me to recognize in your hermeneutics my own experi-

ence as an interpreter. Yours is a “theory of hermeneutic experience”

which as such is a universal theory. Not only is my own hermeneutic

experience very limited—the experience which I possess makes me

doubtful whether a universal hermeneutic theory which is more than

“formal” or external is possible. I believe that the doubt arises from the

feeling of the irretrievably “occasional” character of every worthwhile

interpretation.23

It is Strauss’s insistence on the “occasional” character of each Platonic
dialogue that radically distinguishes his from the standard interpretation.
Rather than ascribing the various dialogues to the different “stages” in
Plato’s development—the famous early, middle, and late periods of Plato’s
thought—he prefers to see them each as articulating a part, but only a part,
of the many-sidedness or heterogeneity of being. The dialogue is the form
of writing that most closely imitates the openness of inquiry and the limi-
tations on human understanding. In language that owes much to Heidegger,
Strauss says that the dialogues “awaken us to the mystery” of being and
“assist us in articulating that mystery.”24 The Platonic cosmos, rather than
a rational ordered whole, contains a deep sense of mystery and uncertainty
that is imitated by the aporetic character of the Platonic dialogues as a
whole.

Justice and Necessity

No aspect of the Republic highlights the differences between the standard
interpretation of Plato and Strauss’s more than their readings of the allegory
of the cave and the role of the philosopher-king. The importance of the
philosopher-king for the “third wave argument,” as it is called in the liter-
ature, is generally agreed by all schools to be central to the Republic.25 The
majority of interpreters agree that Plato’s considered view is that philoso-
phers should rule, that human well-being is achievable only with the union
of philosophy and politics, and that the just city set out in the Republic is
the standard or paradigm against which all other cities should be judged.
Opinions differ within the majority view over whether Plato regarded the
kallipolis as both desirable and possible or merely desirable but not possi-
ble. Thus when Strauss contends that the proposal for the philosopher-king
is neither desirable nor possible, the standard response is to complain that
he is not playing by the rules. “The Republic,” he maintains, “conveys the
broadest and deepest analysis of political idealism ever made” and as such
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contains “the most magnificent cure ever devised for every form of politi-
cal ambition.”26 How can the text be made to say the opposite of what it
manifestly appears to say? These issues get to the very core of the possibil-
ity of a Platonic liberalism.

Strauss turned to Plato’s image of the philosopher and the cave in order
to illustrate the character of what he sometimes referred to as the “natu-
ral” or “common sense” understanding of the world, but also to study the
moment at which philosophy emerged from within and in conflict with
this prescientific world. His return to the Greeks, and especially to Plato,
to clarify the presuppositions of what the phenomenologists often call the
life-world has sometimes been likened to Heidegger’s use of the ancients in
order to recapture the most rudimentary features of Being.27 But Strauss’s
return to Plato is different from Heidegger’s in at least two crucial respects.
First, the cave represents the city, even the best city (kallipolis). It is a fun-
damentally political rather than an ontological category. The cave is in turn
decorated with a variety of “images,” that is, opinions. Opinion, Strauss
maintains elsewhere, is “the element of society.”28 As such opinion stands
in contrast to philosophy, which seeks to replace opinion with knowledge.
The question the Republic considers is whether philosophy and society
must remain mutually antagonistic or whether philosophy can be made to
penetrate the cave to bring about a more rational or enlightened form of
society.

Second, Strauss differs from Heidegger in his understanding of the
obstacles to the recovery of the world of prescientific opinion. Heidegger
described this obstacle in terms of a “forgetfulness of Being,” wherein the
problem of Being seems simply to have disappeared from memory. But for
Strauss the first and most fundamental obstacle to such a recovery has been
the emergence of the “historical consciousness” or the belief that all
thought is necessarily tied to a specific historical situation.29 This new,
unprecedented form of historical understanding must regard as illusory or
misguided any attempt to liberate thought from the cave of its historical
situatedness. Thus in addition to such natural obstacles to philosophy as
stem from the imaginative and affective aspects of human nature, we must
contend with such “artificial” obstacles as arise from the historical con-
sciousness of our time. As early as 1931 Strauss described this situation by
using a Platonic metaphor of his own making as a “second cave,” or a cave
beneath the cave of our common sense understanding:

Bearing in mind the classical representation of the natural difficulties

involved in philosophizing, in other words, the Platonic figure of the
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cave, one can say that today we are in a second, much deeper cave than

the fortunate ignorant persons with whom Socrates was concerned. We

need history first of all in order to climb up into the cave from which

Socrates can lead us to the light. We need a propaedeutic, something the

Greeks did not need, that is, book learning (lesenden Lernens).30

Strauss’s answer to the problem posed by the modern historical con-
sciousness is precisely “book learning,” learning by reading. His purpose in
returning to the Republic is not merely to recover Plato’s thoughts, but the
thoughts that Plato thought about. These are not easily recoverable today,
not only because of the great expanse of time separating us from Plato, but
because our world is so much a product of science and historical under-
standing that it is difficult even to imagine a world where this was other-
wise. Before we can even think about ascending to the lofty heights of
philosophy, then, we must struggle hard just to find our way back to the
cave that is the natural presupposition of philosophy. “If one of [Plato’s]
descendants,” Strauss wrote, returning to this metaphor, “desired to ascend
to the light of the sun, he would first have to try to reach the level of the
natural cave, and he would have to invent new and most artificial tools
unknown and unnecessary to those who dwelt in the natural cave.”31 Our
path to philosophy must necessarily be more circuitous than Plato’s
because we cannot assume the existence of the natural cave he took for
granted.

One feature of the natural cave Strauss seeks to recover is the deep, per-
haps even intractable hostility between philosophy and the city. This hos-
tility has been abated in modern times due in part to the influence of
Christianity, which from an early time appropriated key aspects of Platonic
doctrine, but even more importantly because of the Enlightenment, which
sought to make a home for philosophy by rendering it useful to legislators
and statesmen. Strauss’s reading of the Republic focuses on just this issue,
raised initially in Book V with the assertion that there will be “no rest from
the ills for the cities” until “the philosophers rule as kings or those now
called kings and chiefs genuinely and adequately philosophize” (473d).32

The philosopher-king is proposed as the completion of kallipolis, the
crowning moment that brings together reason and political rule.

Strauss asks under what circumstances philosophy and political power
might be made to coincide. He admits that such a coincidence, while “very
difficult to achieve,” maybe “very improbable,” but is by no means an
impossibility.33 Such a coincidence could come about if the city, that is, the
multitude of non-philosophers, could be persuaded to accept it. Plato does
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not rule out, and neither does Strauss, the possibility that an entire people
could be persuaded to accept the rule of a philosopher-king. However, due
to popular prejudice against philosophy such a possibility is not very likely.
It is only possible if the philosophers can first persuade the people to per-
suade them to rule.

But persuading the people to accept the rule of the philosophers is only
the first step in the creation of kallipolis. It is necessary not only to per-
suade the people, but to persuade the philosophers, who, Socrates tells us,
have an extreme reluctance to accept political responsibility. While the
standard line maintains that it is just their reluctance to rule that guaran-
tees the philosophers’ impartiality and dedication to justice, Strauss
focuses on the injustice done to the philosophers in compelling them to
rule. “Why are the philosophers unwilling to rule?” he asks.

Being dominated by the desire, the eros, for knowledge as the one thing

needful, or knowing that philosophy is the most pleasant and blessed

possession, the philosophers have no leisure for looking down at human

affairs, let alone for taking care of them. They believe that while still

alive they are already firmly settled far away from their cities in the

“Islands of the Blessed.” Hence only compulsion could induce them to

take part in public life in the just city, i.e., in the city which regards the

proper upbringing of philosophers as its most important task.34

From the philosophers’ unwillingness or reluctance to rule, Strauss
infers that kallipolis can only come into being through force or necessity. If
the philosophers cannot be persuaded, they must be compelled (499b–c,
500d, 539e–540a). But who will do the compelling? It is absurd to believe
that the non-philosophers will compel the philosophers to rule. The only
alternative seems to be that the philosophers could compel themselves
through the force of argument. But what argument could convince the
philosopher to abandon philosophy and take on the responsibilities of
public life? Strauss denies that any such argument could be compelling.
The passage cited above continues:

Having perceived the truly grand, the philosophers regard the human

things as paltry. Their very justice—their abstaining from wronging

their fellow human beings—flows from contempt for the things for

which the non-philosophers hotly contest. They know that the life not

dedicated to philosophy and therefore even political life at its best is like

life in a cave, so much so that the city can be identified with the Cave.35
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Rather than demonstrating the union of philosophy and politics, the
Republic demonstrates the opposite. The “true reason” that makes kallipo-
lis “extremely improbable” can now be stated: “philosophy and the city
tend away from one another in opposite directions.”36

Strauss highlights Republic 519c–20d to demonstrate the importance of
the dialectic of persuasion and compulsion. He deliberately underscores
those aspects of the dialogue that refer to such terms as compulsion, con-
straint, and necessity (ananké). As opposed to the standard view that “the
dramatic action of the Republic is a sustained exercise in the power of per-
suasion,”37 Strauss emphasizes the weakness of persuasion and the limita-
tions of rational argument in creating a city. He delights in bringing out the
breakdown of reasons and the resort to compulsion and necessity. The open-
ing scene of the Republic is a good case in point. Here returning from the
Piraeus at dusk with Glaucon, Socrates is accosted by a band of young men
led by Polemarchus who demand that Socrates stay with them. Socrates
asks if Polemarchus and his friends can be persuaded to let them leave; the
latter responds, not if they refuse to listen. The failure of persuasion to over-
come superior power becomes the context for the discussion of justice that
occupies the rest of the dialogue. “We owe then the conversation on justice
to a mixture of compulsion and persuasion,” Strauss concludes. “To cede to
such a mixture, or to a kind of such a mixture, is an act of justice.”38

The recognition of the role of necessity is captured dramatically in
Strauss’s treatment of the place occupied by Thrasymachus in the
Republic. After the initial exchange with Polemarchus at the Piraeus,
Thrasymachus is the first to introduce the theme of force into the conver-
sation about justice. Thrasymachus, who is described as savage and like a
“wild beast,” identifies justice with “the advantage of the stronger” (338c).
But while Thrasymachus’s thesis appears to have been defeated by the
end of Book I, Strauss makes clear that this is only an appearance.
Thrasymachus’s argument has not been defeated, but deferred. Only when
he considers the possibility of the philosopher-king is Thrasymachus rein-
troduced. “Without ‘Thrasymachus,’” Strauss avers, “there will never be a
just city.”39 Why is this?

Thrasymachus must be rehabilitated because he represents the art of
popular persuasion that Socrates appears to lack. The art of Socrates is ade-
quate for ruling a conversation among a group of cultured Athenians before
dinner, but as the Apology demonstrates, it is manifestly inadequate for rul-
ing a city. Thrasymachus is a rhetorician, and despite (or perhaps because
of) his tough talk, he attributes to speech extraordinary powers of persua-
sion. It is a typical failing of the Sophists that they overstate the power of
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their art. This is not to say, however, that Thrasymachus is useless. Strauss
notes with a certain irony that Homer and Sophocles must be expelled from
kallipolis but Thrasymachus is welcomed back in.40

Thrasymachus is said to occupy the “central place” among the inter-
locutors of the Republic. He and Socrates stand dramatically disconnected
from Cephalus and Polemarchus, the father and son, and Adeimantus and
Glaucon, the two brothers. Socrates and Thrasymachus are mirror images
of each other and as such require one another’s help. By the dialogue’s end
Socrates and Thrasymachus have become friends even though Socrates says
they had never really been enemies (498c–d). Each is a necessary compo-
nent of justice. The way of Socrates is appropriate for dealing with the polit-
ical elite, the way of Thrasymachus for dealing with the many and the
young. Justice, it appears, consists of combining the “way of Socrates” and
the “way of Thrasymachus” and thus managing to avoid the fate of
Socrates.41

Strauss’s view that justice consists of an admixture of persuasion and
coercion, freedom and necessity, is intended to dampen the idealist, even
revolutionary fervor that the Republic might inspire. The kallipolis, the
“city in speech,” represents one side of justice—the yearning for freedom—
but abstracts entirely from the context of necessity out of which that yearn-
ing arises. Accordingly, the idea that “there will be no rest from ills for the
city” until kings become philosophers and philosophers become kings is
evidence for Strauss that the best city is “against nature.”42 The effort to
bring kallipolis into being is tantamount to the effort to abolish evil from
the human condition. Strauss regards this as a violation or an effort to
transform the very premises of human nature. “The proximate premise of
[Strauss’s] political thought,” Victor Gourevitch argues, “is that there are
‘evils which are inseparable from the human condition,’ this is to say that
there are evils that are, in one sense of the term, natural, and hence cannot
be eliminated.”43

The argument for the persistence of evil is based in part on the empiri-
cal observation that attempts to abolish evil have always had to resort to
evil means. It is also based on a passage from Plato’s Theaetetus (176a) in
which Socrates argues that we can only know a thing in terms of its oppo-
site, so that we can only understand the good in terms of the persistence of
evil.44 Evil, it seems, is as much a part of human nature as good, and to seek
to abolish it is to attempt to transcend human nature itself. The desire to
conquer evil, to abolish necessity, while a part of justice, even “the most
outstanding” and “practically most important” part, is not the whole of
justice.45 A part of justice is a recognition of the limits of justice. The desire
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to conquer nature must necessarily lead to the abolition of the family, pri-
vate property, and all of those things rooted in eros or the “erotic necessi-
ties” of life. The Republic becomes, then, an object lesson in the dangers of
efforts at utopian social engineering. By demonstrating what is required in
order to conquer necessity, the Republic tries to enhance our awareness of
the role of necessity and hence the “essential limits” of politics.46

What strikes many readers as perverse, even willfully perverse, is not
just Strauss’s conclusion that the coincidence of philosophy and politics is
“extremely improbable”—everyone agrees with that. It is rather Strauss’s
argument that the union of philosophy and politics was always a non-
starter. To force the philosopher to rule is to commit an injustice against
him. Kallipolis is said to be impossible because its foundation rests upon an
act of injustice. But what entitles Strauss to that conclusion? Where in the
text does Plato say that? “The reader who asks where exactly in the text of
the Republic Socrates makes this turn will be hard-pressed for an answer,”
Ferrari notes. “It is not a turn made in the Republic; it is the turn that
makes the Republic.”47

Strauss believes that the lack of sufficiently compelling reasons for the
philosophers to accept the burden of political office is enough to prove the
disjunction of philosophy and politics. But doesn’t Socrates give reasons
why the philosopher should accept the responsibilities of public life? In
answer to Glaucon’s objection that it would be unjust to force the philoso-
pher back into the cave, Socrates replies:

My friend, you have again forgotten . . . that it’s not the concern of law

that any one class in the city fare exceptionally well, but it contrives to

bring this about for the whole city, harmonizing the citizens by persua-

sion and compulsion, making them share with one another the benefit

that each class is able to bring to the commonwealth. (519e-20a)

Strauss clearly finds this line of reasoning unpersuasive; or, more accu-
rately, he finds it persuasive for helping the war-like Glaucon accept the
burdens and responsibilities of political life. Justice entails compulsion or a
“mixture of compulsion and persuasion.” In this context, Strauss cites the
Introduction to Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals to show that reasons to
behave justly toward others do not cease to be compulsory or coercive
because they are self-imposed.48

Strauss does not raise the issue of compulsion in order to impugn the
view of morality as obedience to law, even self-imposed law. He raises the
issue rather to illustrate the gap between the citizen’s view of justice as
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dedication to the common good and the philosopher’s quest for wisdom as
the highest aspiration of the human soul. The difference between Kant and
Plato is the difference between someone who believes that the highest good
is to be found in the moral realm of obligation and duty and someone who
believes that only the examined life is worth living. The necessary and
inevitable conflict between morality and philosophy is the key to Strauss’s
Plato. The very title of Strauss’s book The City and Man is a stand-in for
these two most comprehensive alternatives, the moral life and the philo-
sophical life. The Republic as a whole is nothing less than an object lesson
in their incommensurability.49

Socratic Skepticism

A final characteristic of Strauss’s reading of Plato concerns his novel inter-
pretation of the Forms or Ideas. For most readers, the theory of Ideas con-
stitutes “the basis for any adequate interpretation of the Republic.”50 It is
the point of conjunction among Platonic politics, ethics, and metaphysics.
To defenders of this view, the Ideas represent Plato’s attempt to find some
stable ground for our moral, political, even aesthetic standards of judgment
that can withstand the corrosive blasts of skepticism, relativism, and sub-
jectivism. On this view, the Ideas provide the ultimate ground of intelligi-
bility without which the world would collapse into chaos. For critics, it was
just Plato’s search for some ultimate ground of certainty that led him to
dangerously absolutist conclusions. The Ideas provide the metaphysical
support for the closed, hierarchical, and illiberal society defended in the
Republic. On this reading, the dangers of absolutism far outweigh those of
skepticism. In either case, however, neither party doubts the priority of the
theory of Ideas as constituting the essence of Platonism.

Strauss’s Plato stands in stark contrast to the standard view for its
notable silence on the doctrine of the Ideas and other ontological themes.
In his commentary on the Republic in the City and Man only about two
pages out of eighty-eight are devoted to the theme that occupies center
stage in most other interpretations. When Strauss does confront this doc-
trine, he declares it to be “utterly incredible.” The proposition that there
are Ideas independent of their phenomenal manifestations, he says,
“appears to be fantastic.”51 Without further explanation, he remarks that
no one has ever yet been able to give a satisfactory account of this doctrine.
This apparently dismissive attitude toward what is seen as Plato’s most
important legacy has met with a certain righteous indignation. “There is
much talk in Straussian writings about the nature of ‘the philosopher,’ ”
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Burnyeat angrily retorts, “but no sign of any knowledge, from the inside, of
what it is to be actively engaged in philosophy.”52

This last statement is clearly false. While Strauss has turned his atten-
tion away from the metaphysical to the political side of Plato, the view that
he avoids the larger philosophical themes is grossly exaggerated. What
Strauss offers is a quite heterodox reading of what the doctrine of the Ideas
means for Platonic thought. The Ideas cease to be self-subsistent meta-
physical absolutes and become something like the “permanent problems”
of philosophy. This open-ended view of the Ideas “departs markedly from
that usually found in the mouth of Socrates in the Platonic writings,”
Richard Kennington observes. But this does not mean that the term is not
used “with economy and precision.”53 What, then, is Strauss’s new reading
of the Platonic Ideas?

In Natural Right and History Strauss provides a reading of the Ideas
consonant with his own understanding of philosophy “in its original
Socratic sense,” that is, knowledge of what we do not know or knowledge
of the limits of knowledge. In answering the historicist claim that all
thought is relative or specific to time and place, Strauss counters that “the
fundamental problems, such as the problems of justice, persist or retain
their identity in all historical change, however much they may be obscured
by the temporary denial of their relevance or however variable or provi-
sional all human solutions to these problems may be.”54 The Ideas are not
a class of separate entities independent of human thought and experience,
but are “the fundamental problems and, therewith, . . . the fundamental
alternatives regarding their solution that are coeval with human
thought.”55

These reflections on the Platonic Ideas are amplified in Strauss’s exchange
with Alexandre Kojève in On Tyranny. Strauss contends here that “the only
possible justification of philosophy” is “zetetic,” or, he adds parenthetically,
“skeptic in the original sense of the term.”56 Socratic skepticism—knowledge
of one’s own ignorance—provides a third way out of the sterile alternatives of
dogmatism and relativism. In his most important passage devoted to his
understanding of philosophy, Strauss writes:

Philosophy as such is nothing but genuine awareness of the problems,

i.e., of the fundamental and comprehensive problems. It is impossible to

think about these problems without becoming inclined toward a solu-

tion, toward one or the other of the very few typical solutions. Yet as

long as there is no wisdom but only quest for wisdom, the evidence of

all solutions is necessarily smaller than the evidence of the problems.
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Therefore the philosopher ceases to be a philosopher at the moment at

which the “subjective certainty” of a solution becomes stronger than

his awareness of the problematic character of that solution. At that

moment the sectarian is born.57

In other words, what distinguishes the “philosopher” from the “sectar-
ian” (or ideologist) is an awareness that there are certain permanent or fun-
damental problems that make up the natural horizon of being. Of course,
one would scarcely be human if one did not feel a pull or attraction toward
one solution and not others to the problem of, say, justice. The peculiar
heroism of the philosopher consists in refusing to “succumb” to one or
another of the various solutions and instead keeping alive an awareness of
the problems as things that defy permanent solution. If philosophers are
members of a sect, their sectarianism amounts to a refusal to consider any-
thing other than the interests of philosophy, what Strauss calls “the high-
est interests of mankind.”58

Strauss’s interpretation of the Ideas as the fundamental problems has
drawn relatively little notice and has even led some to believe that Strauss
is uninterested in the traditional problems of philosophy. This is, I suspect,
because of the extremely heterodox nature of his account of the Ideas. The
mainstream of Platonic interpretation has historically grown out of
Hellenistic and early Christian appropriations of Plato. What has been cen-
tral to this tradition is Plato’s severe two-world doctrine, his depreciation
of the body and the senses as belonging to a corrupt and irredeemable mate-
rial reality, and his Idea of the Good as an anticipation of the God of the
New Testament. It was clearly this Plato who was taken up with a
vengeance by Nietzsche and who makes an appearance in Heidegger’s
“Plato’s Doctrine of Truth” as well as in the work of such recent commen-
tators as Martha Nussbaum.59

The alternative to this Hellenistic and Christian Platonism is Strauss’s
skeptical or zetetic Plato, a Plato that also has deep roots in classical antiq-
uity, but whose influence has been more muted. This Plato begins with
Socrates’ famous profession of ignorance in the Apology (23a). Crucial to
this tradition of skeptical Platonism are not the various doctrines regarding
such things as the immortality of the soul or the theory of knowledge as
recollection, but the Socratic elenchus, the method of question and answer,
the experience of aporia where beliefs once held dogmatically or unreflec-
tively are shown to be less than satisfactory, and even the Platonic manner
of writing dialogues as a way of stimulating discussion rather than stipu-
lating answers.60
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Strauss’s Plato is skeptical not so much about the existence of the prob-
lems as about our ability to answer them. What ultimately connects this
skeptical Plato with such medieval Platonists as Alfarabi and Maimonides
is an awareness of the political context of philosophy and the problems for
society posed by a consistent and radical skepticism. It is this awareness
that led Strauss to regard Plato not just as a political, but as a politic writer
who engaged in the “esoteric” strategy of giving to each of his interlocutors
what is good for them while only faintly tipping his own hand.61 What we
can learn from Plato, then, is not a doctrine or set of doctrines, but the per-
manent situation of philosophy vis-à-vis society. How different writers
choose to address this problem will vary over time and place, but that they
must address it is a precondition for having anything to say at all. Strauss’s
Plato shows us, then, not only through the words, but through the deeds of
his Socrates what philosophy is and what the obstacles are to its recovery.62

Strauss’s reading of Plato still leaves many questions unanswered.
He offers an interpretation of the Platonic Ideas as “fundamental prob-
lems,” problems that are “coeval with humanity.” Strauss mentions in
passing such problems as the conflict between justice and necessity and
between freedom and authority, and, most importantly, the “theologico-
political problem,” but there is relatively little discussion of what consti-
tutes such a problem. What makes a fundamental problem fundamental?
Can such problems ever be solved? and, if not, how does Strauss know that?
Can new problems ever arise? These are questions raised but not settled by
Strauss’s analysis of the Platonic Ideas.

A further difficulty arises from Strauss’s derivation of the Ideas or fun-
damental problems. Strauss’s Plato is characterized above all by his turn
away from the first principles of Being to the opinions or arguments that
are said to be directly constitutive of political life. These opinions about
such things as good and bad or about just and unjust are said to constitute
the “natural horizon” of the citizen and the city. But how do we ascend
from this natural or “common-sense” world of opinion and belief to an
intuition of the truly fundamental and comprehensive problems?63 To
answer this question one would need to consider more closely the relation
between what Heidegger calls the ontological and the ontic realms,
between Being and beings, than Strauss seems willing to do. “Strauss’s
aversion to direct engagement with ontological questions,” Ian Loadman
writes, “leaves one unsatisfied with the result of the relation between
zetetic thought and the problems.”64 The relation between the problems
that are “fundamental and comprehensive” and the thought about those
ideas is never fully satisfied.

leo strauss’s platonic liberalism 103



What Is Platonic Liberalism?

It is an oddity of academic mythology that Strauss is viewed as a bête noir
of liberalism. According to one critic, his writings carry the permanent stig-
mata of Catholic counter-Enlightenment figures like Joseph de Maistre and
Carl Schmitt.65 For others, he was a Nietzschean immoralist who only
lacked the courage of his master to declare openly that God is dead.66 And
for still others his thought was driven by a hatred of the Enlightenment and
all modern ideas coupled with a desire to sacralize the existing inequalities
of the status quo.67 How can so many be so wrong?

To be sure, some of the blame for these negative images must be laid at
Strauss’s door. There’s no smoke without fire. Many of these assessments
grew out of Strauss’s penchant for presenting his recovery of Plato in terms
of a gigantic struggle between the ancients and the moderns. Modern
thought is understood as consisting of so many “waves,” beginning with
Machiavelli and Hobbes, who initiated the break with antiquity by self-
consciously “lowering the standards” of natural right; the second wave was
instituted by Rousseau and the German idealists and was finally completed
by Nietzsche and Heidegger, the greatest thinker of the third wave, whose
kind of “radical historicism” did most to prepare the way for the Holocaust
and the other moral and political evils of the twentieth century. Except for
those who perversely see him as a closet Nietzschean secretly celebrating
these developments, Strauss has been conventionally understood as taking
the side of Plato and the ancients against the moderns. Strauss often
claimed to be doing no more than reopening the famous quarrel between
the ancients and the moderns, but he frequently wrote as if the issue had
been decided by him in favor of antiquity.68

Yet Strauss’s alleged preference for ancient natural right, as something
opposed to modernity, has sometimes been overstated even by him.69 He
often writes as if there is a vast chasm separating antiquity from modernity,
but in more cautious moments he recognizes that this break has often been
less than complete.70 For instance, he describes his return to classical polit-
ical philosophy as no more than “tentative and experimental” and denies
that it can provide us with “recipes for today’s use.”71 He cannot help but
admit the way classical sources have insinuated themselves into and even
inspired much of modernity. While acknowledging that only “we living
today can possibly find a solution to the problems of today,” Strauss goes
on to affirm that “an adequate understanding of the principles as elaborated
by the classics may be the indispensable starting point for an adequate
analysis, achieved by us, of present day society.”72
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To describe either Strauss or Plato as any kind of liberal is, of course,
deeply counterintuitive. One cannot find in any of their writings an
unequivocal defense of such cherished liberal principles as individual rights
or human equality. Nevertheless, Strauss typically described himself as a
“friend” of liberal democracy who, precisely because he was a friend, did
not permit himself to be a “flatterer.”73 Further, he claimed to find in the
basic premises of ancient political philosophy new sources of support for
liberal democracy rather than the reverse. “Liberal democracy,” he wrote,
“derives powerful support” from “the premodern thought of the Western
tradition.”74 What he seems to be alluding to is the belief that liberal
democracy shares with the ancient idea of the mixed regime a balance
between the extremes of aristocracy and democracy, the rich and the poor.
Liberal constitutional government is better able to balance the radical
demands of the few and the many than any other that has yet been devised.
Platonic liberalism bespeaks a Churchillian defense of democracy as the
worst except for all the alternatives.

None of these views should be sufficient to characterize Strauss as a full-
blown liberal, but they should allow us to begin to outline a defense of lib-
eral democracy along Socratic-Platonic lines. First, the Platonic dialogues
appeared to Strauss to exhibit the qualities of toleration, open-mindedness,
and skepticism, all liberal values on anyone’s reckoning. His reading of the
ironic and aporetic character of the dialogues is fully in accord with no less
an authority than John Stuart Mill, for whom “the title of Platonist belongs
by far better right to those who have been nourished in, and have endeav-
ored to practise Plato’s method of investigation, than those who are distin-
guished only by the adoption of certain dogmatical conclusions.”75

Platonic liberalism reveals an intensely skeptical cast of mind conso-
nant with a free and inquiring spirit. In contrast to the standard view of
Plato as a thinker driven by an overpowering (some might even say patho-
logical) need for certainty, Strauss highlights the Platonic dialogue as the
form of communication most consistent with the fundamentally indeter-
minate nature of Being. Strauss finds in the dialogue form just the kind of
openness that liberalism has most admired. The doctrine of the Ideas is pre-
sented by Strauss not as a body of moral absolutes immune to criticism, but
as a set of permanent questions or problems that each person must think
through for themselves. Far from trying to insulate these ideas from criti-
cism and the give-and-take of democratic deliberation, Strauss goes out of
his way to make an awareness of the inadequate character of all human
solutions essential to the problems themselves. There are no ultimate
answers in the Straussian universe; rather, there is marked disagreement
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even among the greatest authorities over their answers to the fundamental
problems. All that is required in facing these problems is an open mind and
a willingness to listen and weigh the alternatives.

Second, in a little-noted passage Strauss gives greater prestige to the
Platonic account of democracy than is conventionally done. The virtue of
democracy is its ability to foster the greatest variety of ways of life, among
which must be included the philosopher, who “can lead his peculiar way of
life without being disturbed.”76 This regime is “sweet” because it affords
people the political liberty to do as they like, thereby making possible
Socrates and Socratic-style conversations. The Republic mentions specifi-
cally that only in a democracy can a discussion of the city and the various
ways of life begin to take place (557d-e). Strauss even draws on Plato’s
Seventh Letter (324d), written after the destruction of Athenian democracy,
as evidence that such a regime comes closer than any other to the Hesiodic
“golden age.” He wonders why Socrates did not assign it “the highest place
among the inferior regimes” or even “the highest place simply,” given its
openness to philosophy.77 Plato is said to have “deliberately exaggerated”
the faults of democracy in order to moderate the excessive Athenian devo-
tion to democracy. As a recent scholar said of Tocqueville: “To love democ-
racy well, it is necessary to love it moderately.”78

Contrary to a widespread perception, Strauss regards Plato as a support
for, not an alternative to, liberal democracy. His sharp and sometimes mis-
leading distinction between ancients and moderns is often refuted by a pro-
found awareness that our fundamental experiences, if not necessarily our
ruling ideas, are deeply indebted to classical political thought. His appeal to
Plato and the ancients is often used as a part of an effort to prevent liberal
democracy from degenerating into “mass democracy.” By democracy in its
original form he meant an aristocracy that has become universal, that is, a
society where every person has had the benefit of a liberal education.79

Democracy is an aristocracy of everybody. Liberal education represents the
“counterpoison” to the corrupting effects of mass culture on democracy. It
inculcates certain virtues, certain capacities of mind and heart, that are
required if liberal democracy is to be viable in the long run. “Liberal edu-
cation,” Strauss avers, “is the ladder by which we try to ascend from mass
democracy to democracy as it was originally meant.”80

Platonic liberalism is characterized by skepticism toward utopianism
and every form of political idealism, a view shared by such anti-utopian lib-
erals as Judith Shklar and Isaiah Berlin.81 Yet unlike many of his émigré col-
leagues, Strauss saw Plato as an important source of resistance to tyranny.
Platonic liberalism is the regime most consonant with the partial, incom-
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plete, and even contradictory nature of knowledge. Above all, Strauss
agrees with such aristocratic liberals as Tocqueville and Mill that freedom
of thought and opinion is currently endangered by the degeneration of lib-
eral democracy into mass democracy.82 It is not economic freedom, or equal
rights, or democratic deliberation that most excites Strauss, although these
are not goods to be despised. It is the freedom to philosophize that is
his highest value. At a time when he saw independence of mind being
either ruthlessly or subtly suppressed by the various collectivisms and
group identities of the modern age, Strauss returned to Plato and his circle
in order to discover “the elementary and unobtrusive conditions of human
freedom.”83
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C H A P T E R F I V E

Destruktion or Recovery?
On Strauss’s Critique of Heidegger

G

One of the unknown young men in Husserl’s entourage was Heidegger.

I attended his lecture course from time to time without understanding

a word, but sensed that he dealt with something of the utmost impor-

tance. . . . On my way home I visited [Franz] Rosenzweig and said to him

that compared to Heidegger, Max Weber, till then regarded by me as the

incarnation of the spirit of science and scholarship, was an orphan child.

— Leo Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts”

Introduction

Of his numerous legacies, Leo Strauss’s influence on the study of German
philosophy frequently goes least mentioned. Apart from some early reviews
and other occasional pieces, Strauss left no major work on any German
thinker of note.1 With the exception of the chapter on Max Weber in Natural
Right and History and a short essay on Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil
written near the end of his life, there are no works on such giants of the
German Aufklärung as Mendelssohn, Kant, and Hegel to rival his studies of
other seminal figures in the history of political thought.2 Why, for example,
did Strauss not write a Thoughts on Kant to parallel his study of
Machiavelli, or The Argument and Action of Hegel’s “Philosophy of Right”
to complement his commentary on the Laws of Plato, or The Literary
Character of Nietzsche’s “Zarathustra” modeled after his essay on
Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed? In any case for a thinker like Strauss
who has emphasized that what a person does not say is almost as important
as what he does, such a startling omission calls for comment.

The one partial exception to Strauss’s generally curt treatment of
German philosophy is, of course, Martin Heidegger.3 One could almost say



that Heidegger is the unnamed presence to whom or against whom all of
Strauss’s writings are directed. Strauss’s acquaintance with Heidegger went
back to the early 1920s. He described how upon hearing Heidegger in 1922,
he slowly came to recognize that Heidegger was preparing a “revolution” in
thought the likes of which had not been experienced since Hegel.4

Heidegger brought to the study of philosophy a “passion” for the problems
that showed up the “lostness” and emptiness of the then regnant academic
orthodoxies, including that of his erstwhile dissertation adviser, the neo-
Kantian philosopher Ernst Cassirer. The famous confrontation between
Heidegger and Cassirer at Davos in 1929 confirmed this fact for anyone
with “sensitivity to greatness.”5

At the same time that Heidegger commanded Strauss’s highest respect,
he also elicited many of his sharpest criticisms. Heidegger accepted
Nietzsche’s proposition that human life and thought are radically histori-
cal. The meaning of Heidegger’s “radical historicism” was not void of polit-
ical consequences.6 Heidegger was not the only thinker but certainly the
greatest thinker to embrace Hitler’s 1933 revolution. Since the publication
of Victor Farias’s Heidegger and Nazism in 1989 the now infamous
“Heidegger problem” has become something of a public scandal.7 Strauss
pointed to this scandal long ago. “One is bound to misunderstand
Heidegger’s thought radically,” he wrote, if one does not see its “intimate
connection” to the events of 1933.8 Heidegger may have surpassed all his
contemporaries in terms of “speculative intelligence,” yet he was “at the
same time intellectually the counterpart to what Hitler was politically.”9

Indeed, Strauss notes that Heidegger, who had never praised any other con-
temporary political movement or leader, refused to repudiate National
Socialism even long after Hitler had been “muted.”10

It is one thing to trace the influence of Heidegger on Strauss, quite
another to evaluate it. Does Strauss’s confrontation with Heidegger provide
the reader with a critical perspective on some of the problems of modernity
not available to those operating within a more standard liberal democratic
framework? Or does his appropriation of certain Heideggerian tropes lead to
dangerous anti-liberal doctrines crucially at odds with modernity? The lat-
ter possibility has been argued at considerable length by the French critic
Luc Ferry in his book Rights—The New Quarrel between the Ancients and
the Moderns.11 Here is the most impressive case to date alleging Strauss’s
indebtedness to Heidegger and bemoaning the political consequences of
that debt.

The core of The New Quarrel is that Strauss took over wholesale
Heidegger’s critique of modernity, but turned it away from first philosophy
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or “fundamental ontology” and gave it a more directly political meaning.
Ferry asserts boldly that Strauss’s “political critique of modernity” is
“fueled by” the “philosophical presuppositions” of Heideggerian phenome-
nology.12 Strauss is said to have “almost literally transposed” Heidegger’s
“phenomenological deconstruction of metaphysical humanism” to the
domain of political philosophy.13 Ferry notes that unlike Heidegger,
Strauss’s critique of modernity did not inveigh against rationalism and as
such did not lead to the invocation of a new mythos.14 This qualification
notwithstanding, Ferry maintains “undeniably” that Strauss’s antimod-
ernism is directed by the same “logic” that inspired Heidegger.15

The upshot of this “logic” is clear. “The political motivation for a
return to classical thinking,” Ferry says, “is deeply undemocratic.”16

Strauss’s thinking is antidemocratic because it assumes that the political
world mirrors or is an imitation of the natural order. Because classical polit-
ical philosophy “in Strauss’s sense” depends upon a teleological cosmology,
it is said to follow that Strauss is committed to justifying a political hier-
archy where individuals are “destined to occupy different hierarchical sta-
tions in the social body.” Plato’s Republic is called “the most striking
example” of this point of view.17 The idea that Strauss attempts to justify
political inequality by reading it directly out of classical cosmology is of
course palpably false. I will return to this issue later; however, if Strauss’s
reading of the Republic is vulnerable to criticism, it is for exactly the oppo-
site reason—namely, that he minimizes, if not outright denies, the relation
between ancient cosmology and political philosophy.

Ferry is not content to aver Strauss’s antimodernism. Natural Right and
History, he maintains, is “one of the most vigorous critiques of the very
idea of human rights” ever written.18 Conceiving human rights along the
line of free “subjectivity,” Ferry notes correctly that they are “a purely
modern invention” with no analogue in the Greek world. Nevertheless
Strauss’s attack on the idea of rights is said to be consonant with “the neo-
conservative tendency to sacralize natural inequalities” both “in fact and
in law within the social and political hierarchy.”19 Ferry concludes that one
cannot be both a Straussian and a liberal without falling into logical
“absurdity.”20

It is not necessary to carry Ferry’s critique of Strauss any further, much
less to consider his own eccentric defense of modernity. I mention the work
at all because it offers an analysis of Strauss’s dependence on Heidegger
deeply at odds with my own. While appropriating various Heideggerian
problems and terminology, Strauss provides a far-reaching critique of
Heidegger’s antimodernity. To say, as Ferry does, that Strauss simply appro-
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priated Heidegger’s critique of metaphysical humanism and applied it to
the domain of politics is a non sequitur, for a main thread in Strauss’s cri-
tique of Heideggerianism is its obliviousness to politics. To turn to the pri-
macy of the political things is not to apply Heideggerian insights to some
new domain of being; it is the basis of Strauss’s critique of Heidegger.

The Crisis of Contemporary Liberalism

To start with perhaps the most obvious point: both Heidegger and Strauss
begin their works with a sense of impending crisis or catastrophe.
Heidegger spoke ominously about a “darkening of the world” with its
attendant “enfeeblement of the spirit,” while Strauss spoke about a “crisis
of the West” or a “crisis of our time” that he identifies with an encroach-
ing nihilism. How are we to understand these claims?

It is curious to note that despite their alleged similarities, Heidegger and
Strauss offer completely different diagnoses of the current problem. In the
Introduction to Metaphysics Heidegger explains the crisis by reference to
the unique historical situation of Germany. Germany, he claims, is caught
in a “pincers” between the world of Anglo-American democracy to the
west and Soviet communism to the east.21 The German nation is subject to
“the severest pressure” and is accordingly “the most endangered.” Given
these historical pressures, it remains to Germany, “the most metaphysical
of nations,” to look inward in order “to wrest a destiny from . . . within
itself” (es in sich selbst).22 Heidegger gives as yet no positive indication of
what this destiny will look like, but he gives some clues as to what it will
try to avoid. Heidegger draws on a century-old theme that contrasted
Anglo-French civilisation with German Kultur, but gives it a new twist.
Germany must resist the pull of modern urban, technological civilization.23

“From a metaphysical point of view,” and for Heidegger there is no other,
“Russia and America are the same; the same dreary technological frenzy,
the same unrestricted organization of the average man.”24 It is the domi-
nance of this kind of technological political order common to both democ-
racy and communism that Heidegger regards as the root of “the spiritual
decline of the earth” (der geistige Verfall der Erde), “the flight of the gods”
(die Flucht der Götter), “the destruction of the earth” (die Zerstörung der
Erde), and the “hatred and suspicion of everything free and creative.”25

Heidegger’s answer to the problem of an incipient nihilism was, of
course, contained in his famous Rektoratsrede of 1933.26 Whether
Heidegger’s embrace of Hitler in this speech constituted a brief and unfor-
tunate “episode” in his career or grew out of the deepest wellsprings of his
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thought is a subject that is not likely to be resolved. We do know, how-
ever, that at that time National Socialism represented to him just such a
third way, an alternative to the two metaphysically indistinct and tech-
nologically leveling movements of democracy and communism referred
to in the Introduction to Metaphysics. Indeed, in the revised edition of
the work published in 1953 Heidegger could still speak unabashedly of the
“inner truth and greatness” of the Nazi movement, adding parentheti-
cally that this referred to “the encounter between global technology and
modern man.”27

Contrast this attitude with Strauss’s understanding of the crisis facing
not Germany but liberal democracy. Strauss is less concerned with the
problems created by liberal democracy than with those caused by its
eclipse. Ferry’s statement that Natural Right and History is a vigorous
assault on “the very idea of human rights” is contradicted by Strauss’s
opening remarks. In the introduction to the book he begins with a quota-
tion from the Declaration of Independence asserting the universality of
equal human rights and warns his readers of the dangers attending the
abandonment of this ideal. Without mentioning Heidegger by name,
Strauss makes clear that he is troubled not so much by American egalitar-
ianism as by the emergence of the German “historical sense” that today
goes under the name of an “unqualified relativism.” This would not be the
first time in history, he warns his American audience, that a nation
defeated on the battlefield had risen up posthumously, as it were, to deprive
the victors of “the most sublime fruit of victory.”28 The crisis of the West,
Strauss avers, is in the first instance a theoretical one created by the emer-
gence of the German philosophy of history.

To gain critical purchase on this problem, consider Strauss’s critique of
Isaiah Berlin’s famous “Two Concepts of Liberty,” which he calls “a char-
acteristic document of the crisis of liberalism.”29 Contrary to what Ferry
and others might have us believe, Strauss is by no means an enemy of mod-
ern “negative liberty” as such. Unlike Heidegger, who in the Rektoratsrede
spoke derisively of negative liberty as synonymous with “arbitrariness of
intentions and inclination” and “lack of restraint” and celebrated its ban-
ishment from the German university, Strauss approves of Berlin’s essay,
calling it “very helpful for a political purpose” in the struggle against com-
munist totalitarianism.30

While recognizing that Berlin’s study may be useful for rallying anti-
communists, Strauss finds it deficient as a theoretical defense of liberalism
against its enemies. The crisis in which liberalism is currently embroiled
is, however, not principally political but theoretical. The problem is not
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that of particular policies but of “the spirit that should inform particular
policies.”31 In Strauss’s view, Berlin claims to defend “absolutely” a sphere
of private, individual liberty while at the same time denying that liberal-
ism rests on any absolute premises and even endorsing the merely “rela-
tive validity” of this conviction. It is precisely this contradiction between
a maximum defense of individual freedom and complete agnosticism
about the foundations of liberty that Strauss finds symptomatic of the cur-
rent crisis of liberalism. It is “the fact that liberalism has abandoned its
absolutist basis” in the philosophy of natural rights “and is trying to
become entirely relativistic” that is the cause of the crisis.32 Not liberal-
ism but a contemporary misunderstanding of liberalism is at the root of
the crisis.

In another formulation of the same problem, Strauss contends that “the
crisis of the West consists in the West’s having become uncertain of its pur-
pose.” That purpose has been admirably contained in certain “famous offi-
cial declarations made during the two World Wars,” but more importantly
in “the most successful forms of modern political philosophy.”33 These
forms—and here Strauss seems to be pointing backward to the founders of
modern liberalism—developed a conception of philosophy or science
deeply at odds with the pre-modern tradition. The new philosophy would
be “active and charitable,” devoted to “the relief of man’s estate.” Rather
than serving the interests of a tiny elite, it would enable all “to share in the
advantages of society.” The new idea of science would ensure progress
toward a society extending the benefits of liberty and prosperity to the
whole of humanity consisting of “a universal league of free and equal
nations, each nation consisting of free and equal men and women.”34

For Strauss, as we can see from this passage, it is not the crisis engen-
dered by modern philosophy that is at issue, but the crisis engendered by
the loss of confidence in it. This loss of confidence is again traceable to the
powerful, even consuming influence of Nietzsche and Heidegger, who have
made it possible to doubt the essential “humanity” of the West. This doubt
or lack of confidence is more than a “strong but vague feeling.” Rather, it
has received the official sanction of much contemporary social science with
its distinction between facts and values, the “is” and the “ought.” This
feeling, which to some extent explains “many forms of contemporary
Western degradation,” is at the core of the phenomenon known as nihilism,
the condition that obtains when there is no longer believed to be a rational
manner of distinguishing ways of life or forms of society.35 It is the advent
not of liberal democracy, but of the modern inability to defend it, that
dictated Strauss’s return to the classics.
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Heidegger and the Problem of Being

Like Strauss, Heidegger’s return to the Greeks was motivated by a desire to
understand and ultimately overcome the problem of nihilism. This prob-
lem is rooted not in any particular moral, political, or even aesthetic mode
of perception, but in the very question of Being (Seinsfrage). The question
of Being, first raised profoundly in Plato’s Sophist, is not concerned with a
particular kind of being, but with the general ground or ordering of beings
as such. More specifically, it is concerned with the question of the mean-
ing that beings have and how those meanings are acquired. The inquiry,
then, into the meaning of Being is not to be confused with moral philoso-
phy or political science, but takes the forms of a “fundamental ontology”
aimed at the very structure of human “being in the world” (Dasein).

The problem is that Plato’s answer to the question of Being was so suc-
cessful that it helped to induce a kind of forgetfulness or amnesia about the
very question itself. His identification of “to be” with “to be always” estab-
lished a way of thinking that has forever fixed the history of metaphysics
or what Heidegger would later call the tradition of “onto-theology.” In
Being and Time and his later essay on “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth,”
Heidegger demonstrated that the gulf between the sensible and the intelli-
gible, the human and the divine, the thing and the thing-in-itself created a
certain “forgetfulness of Being” (Seinsvergessenheit) that contains within it
the seeds of nihilism.36 What is more, Heidegger claims that this nihilism
is the true fate and destiny of the Western metaphysical tradition. Far from
being an aberration or one historical form of modern thought, nihilism has
been the secret meaning of the West from Plato onward.

To be sure, Heidegger did not diagnose this problem out of disinterested
or antiquarian research. Part of the attraction of Being and Time is its sheer
bravado, the enormous sense of urgency and risk attending the most appar-
ently abstract metaphysical problems. Hans-Georg Gadamer has noted that
“the catchword with which Heidegger approached the tradition of meta-
physics at that time was ‘destruction’—destruction, above all, of the con-
cepts with which modern philosophy operated.”37 His call for a destruction
of metaphysics was offered as a key to our liberation from it.

Heidegger’s call for a Destruktion of metaphysics was to be carried out
in the first instance through a historical investigation into the question of
Being. Historical investigation in Being and Time was intended not to pro-
vide a survey of classical issues or fundamental alternatives, but as a means
of bringing to light the various “horizons” within which Dasein is inter-
preted.38 It is the forgetfulness of the temporal structure of our being in the
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world that has led to the obscuring or concealment of the question of Being.
Only when we see that “Dasein’s Being finds its meaning in temporality”
will we be able to break its hold on us.39

Today this hold takes the form of a metaphysical tradition that has
become our “master” to such an extent that “it blocks our access to those
primordial ‘sources’ from which the categories and concepts handed down
to us have been in part quite genuinely drawn.”40 Heidegger’s response to
this blockage was to declare that historical analysis be “loosened up” and
this “hardened tradition . . . be dissolved.”41 It thus becomes necessary “to
destroy the traditional content of ancient ontology until we arrive at those
primordial experiences in which we achieved our first ways of determining
the nature of Being.” Heidegger denies that the purpose of his call for a cre-
ative destruction is “to bury the past in nullity” (Nichtigkeit: nothingness),
but the positive purpose it serves remains obscure.42

What Heidegger had called a destruction in Being and Time was only
partially modified in his later works. His later call for an “overcoming”
(Überwindung) of metaphysics signaled a “going beyond” that is both an
acceptance and a deepening. Heidegger spoke of metaphysics in medical
terms as a pain or wound that must be gotten over if the health of the
patient is to be restored. Thus the verwindung der Metaphysik must be
regarded as a convalescence in the sense of a Krankheit verwinden that is
not simply forgotten or overcome, but remains with us like a scar after an
operation. The task of the philosopher, then, is less that of a destroyer
engaged in a perpetual wrestling match with the power of tradition than it
is that of a wary physician or therapist trying to talk us out of some deeply
held but long-repressed disorder.43

Strauss’s Path of Return

Ferry and others are no doubt correct when they remind us that Strauss’s
return to the Greeks was decisively mediated by the example of Heidegger.
Strauss himself admits that “by uprooting and not merely rejecting the tra-
dition of philosophy,” Heidegger “made it possible for the first time after
many centuries . . . to see the roots of the tradition as they are.”44 The unin-
tended consequence of Heidegger’s “uprooting” of the tradition is that it
opened up the possibility of “a genuine return to classical philosophy, to
the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.”45

Heidegger’s reading of such works as Aristotle’s Metaphysics came as a
profound revelation to those of Strauss’s generation who had been taught to
approach the ancients largely along the model of nineteenth-century
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Entwicklungsgeschichte as practiced by Wilamowitz-Mollendorff and per-
fected by his student Werner Jaeger.46 Heidegger changed all of this by
teaching Plato, as had Nietzsche a generation earlier, not as an ancient pre-
cursor of modern Wissenschaft but as a living and vital contemporary.
Consider the following passage from Hannah Arendt’s recollections of
Heidegger’s pedagogy:

It was technically decisive that, for instance, Plato was not talked about

and his theory of Ideas expounded; rather for an entire semester a single

dialogue was pursued and subjected to question step by step, until the

time-honored doctrine had disappeared to make room for a set of prob-

lems of immediate and urgent relevance. Today this sounds quite famil-

iar, because nowadays so many proceed in this way: but no one did so

before Heidegger.47

Anyone familiar with Strauss’s method of “close reading” cannot fail to
notice a striking connection to Heidegger’s focus on single texts with rela-
tively little concern for developmental history or contextualist back-
ground.48 Similarly, anyone who has pondered Strauss’s preference for
speaking about a thinker’s “teaching” and his aversion to formal “systems”
or “doctrines” will also discover a relation to Heidegger’s concern for an
autonomous domain of human praxis and judgment independent of the
pretensions of transcendental philosophy. Yet these similarities mask real
differences between Strauss and Heidegger. While Heidegger spoke uncom-
promisingly of the Destruktion of the Western metaphysics, Strauss
referred continuously to a “recovery” and a “loving reinterpretation” of the
past. These differences are more than merely rhetorical. In what, then, do
they consist?

Strauss returned to the ancients not to discover the origins of modern
nihilism, but to consider an alternative to it. While Heidegger saw in Plato’s
theory of the Forms and the Idea of the Good the first and fateful step
toward metaphysical nihilism, Strauss turned to the classics, especially
Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics, to provide an articulation of the
“natural consciousness” or the “common sense” understanding prior to the
emergence of philosophy and modern scientific method.49 The dialogues of
Plato as well as the works of his contemporaries (and near contemporaries)
Thucydides, Xenophon, and Aristotle make possible a re-articulation of the
natural phenomena that have become lost to us. In a particularly striking
use of Platonic imagery Strauss speaks about the creation of an artificial pit
even below the “natural cave” of our prescientific understanding, a cave
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beneath the cave, as it were.50 For Strauss, Plato and the classics showed us
first of all our way back to the cave with which philosophy must contend.51

It is for the reconstruction of the prescientific consciousness and not any
specific set of doctrines or systems that Strauss turned to Plato.

This understanding of Plato is very different from Heidegger’s. Strauss
desired a return to the classics not in order to destroy their conception of
truth as “unconcealment” (aletheia), but in order, precisely, to preserve the
phenomena. In what Seth Benardete has referred to as Strauss’s “golden sen-
tence”52 we read: “The problem inherent in the surface of things, and only
in the surface of things, is the heart of things.”53 In other words, the surface
of things constitutes the life world, “the world in which we live and act,”
which today at least exists in contradistinction to “the world of science.”
The unnatural or artificial world we now inhabit has been shaped to such
an extent that it has become virtually impossible to grasp the nature of the
phenomena themselves.

Whereas Heidegger believed it possible to think our way back to the
Lebenswelt through what was in fact an ontology of everyday life, Strauss
thought that today historical studies are necessary to recapture a public
world of pre-scientific meanings. We can no longer make our way back to
the phenomena by an examination of the opinions and beliefs, the endoxa,
of the world around us precisely because these opinions and beliefs have
been partially manufactured by certain “artificial” or unnatural circum-
stances. Strauss’s return to the ancients, then, is motivated by a desire “to
grasp the natural world as a world that is radically prescientific or pre-
philosophic,” and this can only be done via information supplied by classi-
cal philosophy and “supplemented by considerations of the most
elementary premises of the Bible.”54

Strauss is fully aware of the objections raised to his project of restoring
classical natural right. In particular we have seen Ferry accuse him of
engaging in the reactionary project of trying to rehabilitate classical physics
and metaphysics as the premise of his understanding of natural right. Since,
it is alleged, the modern natural sciences have destroyed the viability of the
universe understood as a teleologically ordered whole, Strauss’s project nec-
essarily fails. It is doomed to failure either because classical political phi-
losophy is meaningless without its ancient metaphysical underpinnings or
because efforts to revive classical cosmology are based on deep ignorance of
the modern natural and social sciences.

This criticism misses the point. In Natural Right and History Strauss
admits that the emergence of modern natural science has led to two rival
conceptions of social inquiry. The first is that the new mechanical physics
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must be followed up by an equally non-teleological social science à la
Hobbes. The other “typically modern” solution favored by certain modern-
day Thomists is to establish a dualism between a non-teleological science
of nature and a teleological understanding of man. Strauss finds neither of
these alternatives adequate. The former is exposed to the “grave difficul-
ties” of attempting to read human ends out of our desires and inclinations
purely naturalistically conceived; the latter, while not subject to this criti-
cism, still “presupposes a break with the comprehensive view of Aristotle
as well as that of Thomas Aquinas himself.” Strauss does not take sides in
this contemporary debate, although he notes inconclusively that “an ade-
quate solution to the problem of natural right cannot be found before this
basic problem has been solved.”55

Strauss addressed precisely this “basic problem” from a somewhat dif-
ferent angle in What Is Political Philosophy. Rather than posing the prob-
lem in terms of a stark either/or, Strauss maintains that classical political
philosophy presupposes no specific cosmology or strong teleological com-
mitments. What distinguishes classical political philosophy is its inde-
pendence from any dogmatic physics or metaphysics. The crucial passage
reads thus:

Whatever the significance of modern natural science may be, it cannot

affect our understanding of what is human in man. To understand man

in the light of the whole means for modern natural science to under-

stand man in the light of the subhuman. But in that light man as man

is wholly unintelligible. Classical political philosophy viewed man in a

different light.56

Strauss goes on to suggest that Socrates, the founder of classical natural
right, was animated not by any cosmology, but by an awareness of the lim-
its of knowledge or “the elusive character of the truth, of the whole.” It is
here that he restates the view that Socrates “viewed man in the light of the
unchangeable ideas, i.e., of the fundamental and permanent problems. For
to articulate the situation of man means to articulate man’s openness to the
whole. This understanding of the situation of man which includes, then,
the quest for cosmology rather than a solution to the cosmological problem,
was the foundation of classical political philosophy.”57

Nowhere does Strauss suggest that the rehabilitation of classical natu-
ral right requires the restoration of ancient physics. Indeed, he goes to the
opposite extreme of denying that one can infer any substantive moral and
political conclusions from cosmology which “cannot affect our under-
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standing of what is human in man.” Strauss appears willing to accord clas-
sical natural right a considerable degree of autonomy apart from either
Platonic or Aristotelian metaphysics. Ancient cosmology seems to have
been at most a sufficient but not a necessary precondition for the emer-
gence of natural right.58

Strauss describes his attempt to return to classical political philosophy
as necessarily “tentative” and “experimental.”59 While this return may
grow out of the current crisis of liberalism, we cannot expect to find in the
ancients answers to the questions of today. He emphatically denies the old
canard that he seeks to restore directly a “golden age” or a discredited cos-
mology. “We cannot reasonably expect that a fresh understanding of classi-
cal political philosophy will supply us with recipes for today’s use.”60

Instead the “relative success” of modern science and philosophy has cre-
ated a society “wholly unknown” to the ancients. “Only we living today
can possibly find a solution to the problems of today,” he avows. The point
of a return to the ancients is not to find “immediately applicable” answers
to current problems, but to gain clarity about the “starting point” that such
answers would have to address.61

The starting point or “principles” alluded to above are precisely the
premises embedded in common sense or the pre-scientific understanding
that have become lost or obscure. Interestingly, Strauss suggests that it is
precisely the crisis of the understanding created by modern relativism and
historicism that has at the same time created a unique vantage point from
which to recover these principles. By throwing all tradition into question,
Strauss even applauds historicism for contributing, if unwittingly, to a “gen-
uine understanding of the political philosophies.” Thus Strauss refers to “the
accidental advantage” accruing from the “shaking of all traditions” that has
made it possible “to understand in an untraditional or fresh manner what
was hitherto understood only in a traditional or derivative manner.”62

Skeptical Liberalism

Strauss’s return to the classics in order to preserve the surface of things only
points to a further and more decisive difference with Heidegger. For Strauss,
the natural understanding referred to above comes to light first and fore-
most as a moral and political understanding. What he calls the “inevitable
problem” of natural right is simply an extension of the common sense or
pre-scientific awareness.63

It is the moral and political character of natural right that makes it
absurd to charge Strauss with the simple translation of Heideggerian
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insights into the domain of political theory. Heidegger had systematically
and deliberately removed ethics from the center of philosophy. One can
search in vain for the Heideggerian equivalent of the Aristotelian golden
mean or the Kantian categorical imperative. Heidegger rejected ethics
because he thought it was one more form of dogmatic rationalism, putting
Being in the service of man and not the other way round. The return to the
problem of natural right was not, then, an application of Heideggerian
ideas, but a radical correction of the blindness of Heidegger to the moral
and political dimensions of the human situation. An awareness of the pri-
macy of the political is, above all, what distinguishes Strauss from Hei-
degger.64

Strauss’s remarks on natural right make it abundantly clear that he is
referring to certain fundamental experiences of right and wrong, just and
unjust, that are inseparable from humanity. The two passages from the
Hebrew Scripture he uses as an epigraph to Natural Right and History seem
to be examples of precisely the pre-philosophic experience of natural right
he is searching for.65 Early in the book he refers to “those simple experi-
ences of right and wrong which are at the bottom of the philosophic con-
tention that there is a natural right.”66 Later in the same work he speaks of
the “well-ordered or healthy soul” as “incomparably the most admirable
human phenomenon” and goes on to suggest that “the rules circumscrib-
ing the general character of the good life” may therefore be called the “nat-
ural law.”67 The fact that we admire human excellence without reference
to mercenary or utilitarian motives is for Strauss evidence that natural
right cannot be reduced to materialistic or instrumental considerations.

Elsewhere in the context of his debate with the Hegelian philosopher
Alexandre Kojève, Strauss alludes to the experience of natural right as a
doctrine of limits and constraints. In contrast to the Hegelian belief that
human beings are constituted by the need for recognition from others,
Strauss avows what “every reasonably well-brought up child” is said to
know, namely that one should not be blinded by the desire for recogni-
tion.68 His summary is worth quoting:

Syntheses effect miracles. Kojève’s or Hegel’s synthesis of classical and

Biblical morality effects the miracle of producing an amazingly lax

morality out of two moralities both of which made very strict demands

on self-restraint. . . . Neither Biblical nor classical morality encourages

all statesmen to try to extend their authority over all men in order

to achieve universal recognition. . . . Both doctrines construct human

society by starting from the untrue assumption that man as man is
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thinkable as a being that lacks awareness of sacred restraints or as a

being that is guided by nothing but a desire for recognition.69

Again in Natural Right and History Strauss attempts to derive natural
right from the fact of human rationality. Rationality gives human beings a
freedom of choice in their actions denied to any other species. But this
rationality is accompanied by a “sense” that “the full and unrestrained
exercise of that freedom is not right.” Our freedom is, in our words, accom-
panied by a “sacred awe” or a “divination” that not everything is permissi-
ble. Strauss refers to this primeval sense of restraint or “awe-inspired fear”
as equivalent to “man’s natural conscience.”70

Strauss’s emphasis on the irreducibly political character of natural right
constitutes his most significant disagreement with Heidegger. It follows,
therefore, that political philosophy, not fundamental ontology, is the pri-
mary means of access to the human world.71 A further consequence of this
difference in perspective is that natural right is said to carry with it certain
built-in limitations regarding the efficacy of human action. The standpoint
of natural right, rather than demanding the establishment of the one
absolutely best regime, culminates in Strauss’s insight that the best regime
is, for all intents and purposes, unrealizable and that one must know how
to make the best out of less than desirable circumstances. Rather than
demanding the restitution of the ancient polis or the Platonic kallipolis, he
warns his readers against the attempt to mandate the best regime or the
regime according to nature.

Strauss’s teachings about natural right are inseparable from his skepti-
cism about political utopianism and idealism. His expression “the limits of
justice” has given rise to the view expressed by Ferry that he is no more
than a “neoconservative” attempting to “sacralize” the status quo.72 This
is clearly an example of a critic wanting to have it both ways. Strauss can-
not be both a Heideggerian phenomenologist devoted to the wholesale
destruction of modernity and a conservative (neo- or otherwise) devoted to
preserving existing inequalities “in fact and in law.” To see Strauss simply
as a conservative bent on defending inequalities of station is to miss the
profoundly skeptical temper of his philosophical politics. His endorsement
of liberal democracy as the best practicable regime was not only prudential
(the best of a bad lot), but related to this skeptical turn of mind. Democracy
is the practicably best regime because it makes the fewest epistemic
demands on its citizens. It permits philosophy—understood as the Socratic
investigation of alternatives—precisely because it does not insist on rigid
adherence to dogma or orthodoxy. At the very least Strauss’s skeptical
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defense of liberty gives the lie to the absurd charge that he was a dangerous
enemy of democracy.73

Strauss’s conception of the limits of politics grows out of a serious and
principled conception of philosophy and not out of some desire to sanctify
existing inequalities. Philosophy consists neither in propounding systems
nor in extolling doctrines, but in an awareness of what Strauss calls “the
fundamental and comprehensive problems.” An awareness of the problems,
more than a devotion to one of “the very few typical solutions,” is what dis-
tinguishes the philosopher from the dogmatic adherents of both the Left
and the Right. It is when the belief in the certainty of any solution comes
to outweigh our awareness of the problematic status of the solution that
the “sectarian is born.” Strauss describes this conception of philosophy as
“zetetic” or “skeptic in the original sense of the term.”74

The skeptical disposition, the Socratic awareness that one does not
know, is at the core of Strauss’s conception of philosophy.75 A skeptical
awareness of the insufficiency of the solutions leads to a reconsideration of
the various alternatives. Philosophy is nothing other than an openness to
the alternatives, to the fundamental and comprehensive problems. Indeed,
Strauss’s reading of the Republic culminates in an interpretation of the
famous Platonic Ideas not as self-subsistent metaphysical certainties (a
claim he calls “incredible, not to say . . . fantastic”), but as the permanent
problems that beset humanity.76 It is precisely this sense that the problems
resist permanent solution that led Strauss to an appreciation of the dangers
inherent in political idealism and other forms of dogmatic certainty.77

Strauss’s skeptical teaching argues for, rather than assumes, an appreci-
ation of the limits of action and a knowledge of the fact that “evil cannot
be eradicated and therefore one’s expectations from politics must be mod-
erate.”78 The teaching of natural right is so far from being an encourage-
ment to revolutionary action that Strauss cautions us to limit our
expectations to mitigating as far as possible “the evils which are insepara-
ble from the human condition.”79 There are deep-seated reservations
against any attempt to mandate or legislate natural right. While Heidegger
carried his advocacy of “resolute” action to the point of extremism, Strauss
continually enjoins a policy of moderation as the highest lesson of wis-
dom.80

Ultimately, because the natural condition is one of limits and restraints
and not simply a set of open-ended possibilities, Strauss urges a recovery,
not a destruction, of the tradition of political philosophy. While Heidegger
regarded this tradition from Plato to Nietzsche as one of accumulated error
culminating in technological nihilism, Strauss regards nihilism not as
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endemic to the tradition but as a relatively recent phenomenon. Con-
sequently, rather than being a source of the problem, the tradition of phi-
losophy contains the internal resources needed to provide alternatives. The
alternative to nihilism is not the “overcoming” of metaphysics, but a re-
turn to our recollection of what is presupposed in metaphysics—namely,
the experience of natural right.

“Only a God Can Save Us”

No thinker has done more than Heidegger to reawaken a sense of the holy
or the divine. Strauss even admits that Heidegger’s critique of metaphysics
opens up the possibility of non-Western alternatives “one form” of which
is the Bible.81 Heidegger did not, however, return to biblical antiquity as the
Ur-form of poetic mythos. Instead he accepted Nietzsche’s verdict that
God, or at least the God of Judeo-Christianity, is dead and devoted his later
writings to hastening the arrival of new gods.82

In his post–Being and Time works Heidegger increasingly found in
Hölderlin “the poet who points toward the future” and “who expects the
god.”83 Hölderlin was to the Germans what Shakespeare was to the English
and Homer was to the Greeks. The contemporary of Schelling and Hegel,
Hölderlin was deeply troubled by what he perceived to be the end of the
Greco-Christian era and the subsequent disenchantment of the world. For
Hölderlin, it was not so much men who have lost belief in God as the gods
who have deserted the world and gone into hiding (“Aber freund! wir
kommen zu spät”)84 Worse, not only have the gods fled, but we moderns
are scarcely aware of the loss.85 The task of the poet who lives in an age of
“destitution” is to awaken the sense of possibility that attends the flight of
the gods. Heidegger interpreted poetry as preparing a new age of cultural
renewal to be achieved through the redemptive power of art and the aes-
thetic. A state of spiritual destitution may pose grave dangers, but also great
possibilities for cultural renewal and redemption. In this context he
enjoyed quoting Hölderlin’s “Patmos”: “But where danger is, grows the sav-
ing power also.”86

In the lectures he gave on Hölderlin during the 1930s Heidegger focused
on Hölderlin’s “Germania” for its mood of “sacred mourning” (heilege
Trauer) at the loss of the gods.87 Only by adopting an attitude of mourning
or affliction for the loss of the gods can men be prepared to receive the “sav-
ing power.” This saving power Heidegger identified unambiguously with a
revivified German “homeland” (Heimat) free from the grip of technological
nihilism. This new homeland would mark a different direction in the
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“path” of history and take the form of a “state rooted in the earth and his-
torical space” (Staatsgründers der Erde und dem geschichtlichen Raum).88

Later on, Heidegger denied that he had used the term “homeland” in a
nationalistic or ideologically loaded way. In calling on his countrymen to
find their homeland, he claimed not to be invoking the “egoism” of any
particular nation. Rather, the homeland in question was a sense of “belong-
ingness to the destiny of the West.” The German’s true homeland was a
historical “nearness to Being.”89

Heidegger’s abandonment of philosophy in favor of a new mythos
became ever more prominent in his last works. His earlier discussion of
Dasein gave way to a new poetic of Gelassenheit or “letting be.”90 Rather
than adopting an attitude of sternness or “resoluteness” as he had in Being
and Time, in Gelassenheit he meant to signify non-interference or simply
letting things take their course. This “turn” in Heidegger’s thought is
sometimes represented as an unspoken repudiation of his Nazi past. In fact
it was not so much a repudiation of Nazism as the routinization of it.
Nazism, along with communism and “Americanism,” became merely one
more form of modern thoughtlessness and the “forgetfulness of Being.”91 It
was not the inhumanity of the National Socialist movement, but the fact
that it remained rooted in Western “humanism” that accounted for its fail-
ure to get to the root of “the encounter between global technology and
modern man.”92

The lesson of the Nazi experience, then, showed Heidegger the futility
of action in a world dominated by global technology. It is “the planetary
movement of modern technology,” he told an interviewer in Der Spiegel in
1966, as a “history-determining” force that can today scarcely be “overes-
timated.”93 Political remedies such as democracy, constitutional guaran-
tees of human rights, and so on are but palliatives, “half-way measures”
that provide no real confrontation with the world of technology.
Heidegger’s alternative to the purely functional universe was a new
Bodenständigkeit or rootedness. “Everything essential and great has only
emerged when human beings had a home and were rooted in a tradition,”
he said.94 To restore some kind of authentic tradition in a community or a
common “destiny” was a constant of Heidegger’s thought from Being and
Time onward.

Heidegger’s belated response to the atrocities of the Holocaust was to
urge a withdrawal from public life and to adopt an attitude of patient resig-
nation. Instead of attempting to direct or influence action—much less
atone for the past—one should prepare for an as yet undisclosed theological
dispensation:
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Philosophy will not be able to bring about a direct change of the present

state of the world. This is true not only of philosophy but of all purely

human mediations and endeavors. Only a god can still save us (Nur noch

ein Gott kann uns rennen). I think the only possible salvation left to us

is to prepare readiness, through thinking and poetry, for the appearance

of the god, or for the absence of the god during the decline; so that we

do not, simply put, die meaningless deaths, but that when we decline,

we decline in the face of the absent god.95

It was clear that in this context he meant not some personal deity, but
rather a new and mysterious revelation of Being that we can do nothing to
bring about but for which we must be prepared to wait.

Liberalism without Illusions

Instead of waiting for new gods, Strauss speaks of the “theologico-political
problem,” a term borrowed from Spinoza that he uses to underscore the
relationship between the claims of reason and of revelation. At its simplest
level, the theologico-political problem concerns “the all-important ques-
tion” quid sit deus.96 This question, Strauss claimed, remained “the
theme” of all his later investigations.97

As the expression “theologico-political” implies, the question of God or
the gods initially comes to light in relation to the city. Theology is in the
first instance political theology.98 By political theology Strauss understands
a teaching whose authority is derived from divine revelation. Religion pre-
sents itself in the form of a body of authoritative law whose bringer or in-
terpreter is a “prophet.”99 The task of the prophet, like the Socratic
philosopher-king, is fundamentally legislative, the founding of a political
community.100 For this reason, every society, insofar as it is a political soci-
ety, is based on religion and requires a belief in the sacred or divine charac-
ter of its laws.101

A belief in the divine origin of law is one of those prephilosophic
insights that for Strauss is certified by the virtually universal experience of
mankind. It is only at specific times and places that this belief comes into
conflict with philosophy. At times he suggests that religion is “radically
distinct” from philosophy or, to paraphrase his lecture of the same name,
that Jerusalem and Athens are founded on fundamentally different princi-
ples.102 Philosophy or the Socratic life is based on the endless quest for
knowledge regarding “the whole,” whereas biblical thought stresses the
ultimate subservience of human reason to revealed law. Philosophy and the
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Bible are presented here as “two antagonists” locked in a kind of life-and-
death struggle regarding the one right way to live.

Elsewhere Strauss presents the relation between philosophy and reli-
gion less as mutually antagonistic than as engaged in a more subtle, even
dialectical “tension” with one another. Despite their radically different
premises, theology and philosophy are far from incompatible in the manner
Strauss sometimes suggests. First, the Bible, along with Plato, remains the
most important source we have of the prephilosophic experience of natural
right. The belief that God or the gods are in some sense “first for us” and
that consequently the city is subordinate to a divine or revealed legislation
constitutes the original form of the political self-understanding.103 Second,
at least among the ancient and medieval philosophers there is broad agree-
ment about the necessity of religion for the maintenance of a sound or
decent political order. Indeed, premodern writers often developed elaborate
esoteric strategies of communication precisely to conceal their atheism—
for purposes of self-protection, of course, but more importantly for the
health of society.104

Finally, Strauss denies that philosophy has or perhaps ever can refute
the premises of the Bible. He denies, for example, that modern science and
historical criticism has even refuted “the most fundamentalistic ortho-
doxy.”105 The quarrel between the Enlightenment and biblical orthodoxy
has resulted in a standoff where neither party has been able to subdue the
other. Strauss comes close to arguing that orthodoxy is in fact impervious
to falsification from either experience or the principles of logic. The “gen-
uine refutation” of orthodoxy would require proof that “the world and
human life are perfectly intelligible without the assumption of a mysteri-
ous God.”106 Strauss doubts that such a proof is forthcoming. Even
Spinoza’s Ethics, the most thoroughgoing attempt to replace the biblical
God with modern materialist physics, has failed to show that we are both
theoretically and practically the master of our fate. The “cognitive status”
of Spinoza’s works, to say nothing of all the rationalist explanations that
followed, is that they are no different from the orthodox account—that is
to say, they remain “fundamentally hypothetical.”107

Some believe that Strauss’s defense of orthodoxy against the En-
lightenment constitutes decisive evidence for his radical antimodernism
and that his arguments about the political character of religion testify to an
antidemocratic elitism. Contrary to the charge of antimodernism, note that
Strauss never defends the truth of orthodoxy; he only denies the adequacy
of the philosophies that have claimed to refute it. But to say that orthodoxy
has not been refuted is by no means to say that it is true or defensible.
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Indeed, in his discussion of Franz Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption Strauss
explicitly points out the dangers and difficulties of trying to reoccupy
orthodoxy in the modern world.108 In another context he warns that every
modern attempt to return to an earlier position has only led to “a much
more radical form of modernity.”109

Strauss’s warnings are consistent with the skeptical disposition
described earlier. His radical “fideism” prevented a final resolution of
the ancient quarrel between faith and reason.110 Because philosophy and
religion are incapable of refuting one another, we must remain open or
attentive to the arguments embodied in each. The tension between bib-
lical and Greek philosophic understandings has, moreover, been the
“core” of the West and “the secret of [its] vitality.”111 Strauss is com-
mitted to maintaining the creative “tension” between Jerusalem and
Athens rather than providing a final dispositive argument in favor of one
of the contestants.

Further, in opposition to Ferry’s claim that Strauss’s motives were
“deeply antidemocratic,” Strauss always considered modern liberal democ-
racy with its constitutional separation of state and society the best practi-
cable solution to the theologico-political problem. Far from demonstrating
that the linkage of the terms “Straussian” and “liberal” is absurd, I would
call Strauss’s politics a liberalism without illusions. As a secular Jew,
Strauss believed the liberal solution to the theologico-political problem
offered Jews a greater degree of freedom and security than was afforded by
any other solution. But while Strauss may have embraced this solution as
the best practicable one, his endorsement was not unqualified. The consti-
tutional separation of state and society required that religion be depoliti-
cized and confined to the precincts of individual conscience and
intellectual persuasion, as had been argued forcefully in Locke’s Letter on
Toleration and Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem. Yet the separation of religion and
politics did not put an end to discrimination; it merely privatized it. The
danger of liberal democracy for the Jews was not so much its inability to
end social inequality as its creation of “the illusory surrogate of trust in the
humanity of civilization.”112 It was precisely this illusion that proved fatal
to European Jewry.

Strauss’s cautious embrace of the liberal separation of state and society
extended also to his endorsement of political Zionism. The state of Israel is
“literally beyond praise” and “the only bright spot for the contemporary
Jew who knows where he comes from.”113 But even Zionism, with its cre-
ation of a modern, secular state, remains an imperfect solution to the
Jewish Question. The establishment of the Israeli state may be “the most
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profound modification of the Galut which has occurred . . . but it is not the
end of the Galut” and may in fact be part of the Galut.114 “Finite, relative
problems can be solved,” Strauss says, “infinite, absolute problems cannot
be solved.” As a result “human beings will never create a society which
is free from contradictions.”115 In other words, the inability of Zionism
to solve the Jewish Question, to put an end to the exile and fulfill the prom-
ise of redemption, remains vivid testimony to the permanence of the
theologico-political problem.

Strauss’s answer to the permanence of the theologico-political problem,
then, is not to reconcile, flatten out, or synthesize but to keep alive the con-
tradictory demands made by Jerusalem and Athens. Just as he refused to
succumb to the “ire” of those who proclaimed the death of God, so too did
he resist the lure of those who promised the creation of new ones. His solu-
tion is a kind of unflinching avoidance of two powerful but equally danger-
ous “charms”:

Men are constantly attracted and deluded by two opposite charms: the

charm of competence which is engendered by mathematics and every-

thing akin to mathematics, and the charm of humble awe, which is

engendered by meditation on the human soul and its experiences.

Philosophy is characterized by the gentle, if firm, refusal to succumb to

either charm.116

If the Enlightenment in all its varieties represents the charm of competence,
Heideggerian Bodenständigkeit represented perhaps the more seductive
charm of “humble awe.”

The Primacy of Political Philosophy

In the final analysis I suggest that Heidegger represented for Strauss an
enigma that he never fully resolved. Heidegger’s influence on Strauss is
incontrovertible down to and including the titles of their two most impor-
tant works: Being and Time and Natural Right and History. For Strauss,
Heidegger was “the only great thinker in our time” and the “highest self-
consciousness” of modern thought.117 There is today virtually no philoso-
phy apart from Heidegger’s. By comparison to Heidegger, “all rational
liberal philosophic positions have lost their significance and power.”118

Strauss admits that he may “deplore” this fact, but he cannot bring himself
to overlook or ignore it. It will take “a very great effort” to restore “a solid
basis for rational liberalism.”119 Liberalism will require a thinker of the
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stature of Heidegger, but as yet no such thinker has emerged. Instead, the
only great or serious thinker of our age was a Nazi, and not merely an unre-
flective participant, but a willing collaborator in radical evil. What is more,
Heidegger’s collaboration was, for Strauss, not merely an unfortunate
“episode” in an otherwise unblemished life, but intimately connected to
his philosophy. How, then, to explain this fact?

Strauss offers two not necessarily consistent or even fully satisfactory
answers. At times he maintains that Heidegger’s embrace of National
Socialism was compelled by his radical historicism. Like Heidegger’s stu-
dent Karl Löwith, Strauss maintains that Heidegger’s “renunciation of the
very notion of eternity” is bound up with his “submission” to the events of
1933.120 The result of this renunciation was a deferral to a historical fate or
destiny that made “discredited democracy [i.e., Weimar] look like the
golden age.”121 It was his contempt for “those permanent characteristics of
humanity” that led Heidegger to submit to and even endorse “the verdict
of the least wise and least moderate part of his nation while it was in its
least wise and least moderate mood.”122

But is it correct to conclude that the ideas of Being and Time are inti-
mately connected to the ideology of National Socialism? Is it not more
accurate to say that while Heidegger’s thought did not compel surrender to
the events of 1933, it provided no principled grounds for resistance to it?123

It seems that Heidegger’s account of historical Dasein is at most contin-
gently related to his political choices. The problem with Heidegger’s phi-
losophy is not that it is intimately tied to any particular politics, but that
it is almost infinitely elastic, capable of adapting itself opportunistically to
whatever permutation of Dasein happens to come next.

Imagine, for example, the following scenario. Had Hitler come to power
in Russia and Lenin and the Bolsheviks in Germany, there is no reason to
believe that Heidegger could not have just as consistently become a mem-
ber of the Communist Party. Under different circumstances, it is just as
easy to imagine him arguing that Marxism-Leninism is the authentic fate
and destiny of the German nation, which must be defended against Anglo-
American democracy and Russian Nazism. One can almost hear Heidegger
saying in a hypothetical moment of self-criticism that Stalin’s purges and
policies of forced collectivization were themselves the result of a misplaced
“humanism” with its desire to make man the master and possessor of
earth.124 Indeed, Heidegger’s politics, such as they are, have proved remark-
ably susceptible to manipulation for different ends. Segments of the post-
war Left had no difficulty turning his strictures against the dominance of
global technology into a critique of capitalist society, and more recently
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environmentalists have found in his analysis of productionist metaphysics
an argument for “green” politics and “deep ecology.”125

At another point, Strauss suggests that not historicism as such, but
Heidegger’s virtually exclusive concern with Being blinded him to the real
facts of tyranny. His subordination of political philosophy to fundamental
ontology created its own forms of moral blindness. It was Heidegger’s own
curious “forgetfulness” of politics and the primacy of political philosophy
that led him to minimize, if not deny altogether, the atrocities of the
Holocaust. For Heidegger, the Holocaust remained fundamentally a conse-
quence of technology, not a moral and political problem.126

It was Heidegger’s indifference to moral phenomena that Strauss ulti-
mately finds inexcusable. In the final sentence of his reply to Kojève (at last
fully restored to the English edition), Strauss attacks Heidegger for moral
cowardice in the face of tyranny and for lacking the courage to face the con-
sequences of his own philosophy. Here Strauss makes common cause with
Kojève for their close attention to the primacy of the political:

But we have always been constantly mindful of it [i.e., the relation

between tyranny and philosophy]. For we both apparently turned away

from Being to Tyranny because we have seen that those who lack the

courage to face the issue of Tyranny, who, therefore et humiliter

serviebant et superbe dominabantur, were forced to evade the issue of

Being as well, precisely because they did nothing but talk of Being.127

Strauss seems to suggest here that it was Heidegger’s concern for Being,
rather than beings, that led to his indifference to the fact of tyranny. At
issue is the very abstractness of Heidegger’s articulation of the problem of
Being. The extreme artificiality of regarding human beings under the rubric
of an anonymous historical Dasein could not but anesthetize him to the
fate and suffering of actual historical persons. I am not finally convinced
that Heidegger’s Nazi problem is intimately connected to his analysis of
Being, but Strauss’s critique enables us to see the high price of Heidegger’s
forgetfulness of the political.

130 chapter five



131

C H A P T E R S I X

Tyranny Ancient and Modern

G

The tyrant stood at the pinnacle of his power. The contrast between the

indomitable and magnanimous statesman and the insane tyrant—this

spectacle in its great simplicity was one of the greatest lessons which

men can learn, at any time. — Strauss on hearing of the death of

Churchill, January 25, 1965

Introduction

Leo Strauss’s On Tyranny was not only his first book written in English; it
was his first book written in the United States.1 The original edition was a
mere ninety-four pages plus notes and carried a forward by Alvin Johnson,
an economist and the president of the New School for Social Research,
where Strauss had taught since 1938.2 For those interested in such matters,
the original edition was dedicated to “CWM”—Clara W. Mayer, the Dean
of the Faculty of the New School—and was the last work of Strauss’s to
carry a dedication. For reasons that are unclear, both Strauss’s dedication
and Johnson’s charming introduction (“On Xenophon and Dr. Strauss”)
were dropped from the later editions. The brevity of the work is readily
understandable. It takes the form of a commentary on Xenophon’s dialogue
Hiero or Tyrranicus, a work that runs to a mere twenty-five pages in
Marchant’s Greek edition.

The publication history of On Tyranny has certainly contributed to the
book’s continued fascination. The book appeared initially in 1948
unadorned by anything but Strauss’s commentary. A French edition under
the title De la tyrannie appeared in 1954.3 By this time it included a lengthy
critique by the French Hegelian philosopher Alexandre Kojève under the
title “L’action politique des philosophes” and a “Restatement” (Mise au



Point) by Strauss responding to Kojève’s critique. It was in this form that
the book was issued in English in 1963, although by this time it had
acquired also a translation of Xenophon’s Hiero.4 Almost thirty years later,
the work reappeared in a new edition with revised translations and includ-
ing the collected correspondence between Strauss and Kojève that spanned
the years 1932 to 1965. The original edition of less than one hundred pages
had morphed into a considerable text of more than three hundred.5

On Tyranny was not only the first book by Strauss written in English,
it was, so to speak, the first “Straussian” book. Up to that time, Strauss had
published three works—Die Religionskritik Spinozas (1930), Philosophie
und Gesetz (1935), and The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (1936)—that
had been translated from the German. All of these books fall under the
genre of what one might call conventional or traditional history of philos-
ophy. They belong to the period Allan Bloom called “the pre-Straussian
Strauss.”6 It was only during the late 1930s and the 1940s, after his reloca-
tion in America, that Strauss began to discover those themes that would
become the earmark of his mature work. On Tyranny was the first work to
develop such characteristically Straussian themes as the quarrel between
the ancients and the moderns, the esoteric-exoteric distinction or what he
would later call “a forgotten kind of writing,” the contrast between the life
devoted to action and the philosophical life, and even the “theologico-
political” problem. It constitutes, as it were, Strauss’s Grundrisse, the work
from which all the later themes and ideas follow.7

The Title and Its Setting

Strauss opens his book on an apologetic note: “It is proper that I should
indicate my reasons for submitting a detailed analysis of a forgotten dia-
logue on tyranny to the consideration of political scientists.”8 The setting
of this book and Strauss’s reasons for submitting it is the immediate after-
math of World War II and the onset of the cold war. Strauss’s interest in
what he calls this “forgotten dialogue” arises from the light it sheds on the
present, on the problem of twentieth-century tyranny.

On Tyranny did not arise in a vacuum. It appeared as political scien-
tists were trying to make sense of the experiences of total war and the rise
of collectivist tyrannies in both Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia.
Strauss’s book was published originally shortly after Horkheimer and
Adorno’s famous analysis of the rise of fascism in The Dialectic of
Enlightenment. It appeared before a wave of books on similar themes, such
as Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enemies (1950), Hannah
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Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), and Raymond Aron’s
Democracy and Totalitarianism (1965). Strauss’s thesis was that modern
terms such as fascism, totalitarianism, dictatorship, “Caesarism,” and the
like all failed to grasp the rudimentary phenomenon of tyranny. In order to
grasp this phenomenon in its original or classic form, it is necessary to
return to Xenophon’s dialogue, the only work of ancient political philoso-
phy devoted entirely to the theme of tyranny.

The failure of studies like the above is indicative of the failure of mod-
ern social science to address the fundamental problem of tyranny.
Phenomena like communism and fascism are simply species of the genus
of tyranny, not new or independent phenomena. At the core of Strauss’s
analysis is an indictment of modern social or political science: “A social
science that cannot speak of tyranny with the same confidence with which
medicine speaks, for example, of cancer, cannot understand social phe-
nomena for what they are. It is therefore not scientific” (177). To under-
stand tyranny in its modern form, it is necessary to consider it in its classic
form or at least to consider the classical literature on tyranny, of which
Xenophon’s Hiero provides the most “comprehensive analysis.”

Note that Strauss is not saying that a reading of the classics is sufficient
for an understanding of modern tyranny. There is an “essential difference”
between ancient and modern tyranny. Modern tyranny is said to have “sur-
passed the boldest imagination of the most powerful thinkers of the past”
(23). Present-day tyranny is based on present-day philosophy: no modern phi-
losophy, no modern tyranny. In particular, modern philosophy presupposes
the existence of science and technology as well as mass ideology. By this
Strauss means a conception of science as devoted to the “conquest of nature”
imagined initially by early modern thinkers like Descartes and Bacon.
Neither Bacon nor Descartes per se gave rise to modern tyranny; rather, it
was the popularization and diffusion of the new philosophy that created pre-
viously unimagined forms of social domination and control. Strauss even
suggests at one point that the possibility of such a universal science was con-
sidered by the ancients, but rejected by them as “unnatural” (178).

The specific difference between ancient and modern tyranny was inau-
gurated not by Bacon or Descartes, but by Machiavelli. On Tyranny is the
first work where Strauss attributes to Machiavelli this “epoch-making
change” in orientation, a change that would only be fully explored a decade
later in his Thoughts on Machiavelli. Here for the first time, though,
Strauss identifies Machiavelli as the fons et origo of modernity out of
which all the later developments in the social sciences have arisen. What
was it, exactly, that Machiavelli achieved?
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Strauss’s answer is unsatisfyingly brief. Machiavelli’s Prince stands in
fundamental opposition to all the previous “mirror of princes” literature
due to its “deliberate indifference to the distinction between king and
tyrant” (24). One cannot begin to understand modern tyranny for what it is
unless and until one carries out a systematic contrast between the Prince
and Xenophon’s Education of Cyrus, the only work on princes that
Machiavelli “stoops to mention” and “the fountainhead” of the entire
genre. While the Education of Cyrus is devoted to “the perfect king,” the
Prince is what one might call deliberately value-neutral.

The differences between Machiavelli and the classical teaching are not
exhausted by their views on kingship and tyranny. In his reply to Eric
Voegelin’s review of On Tyranny Strauss alludes to a difference that would
later become key to his reading of Machiavelli. Machiavelli’s longing for
Roman virtù is said to be “the reverse side of his rejection of classical polit-
ical philosophy” (184). In other words, Machiavelli seeks to restore repub-
lican virtue on foundations laid by modern philosophy. The modern
philosophy of which Machiavelli was in part the creator differs from the
ancients regarding his views on “the perfection of the nature of man”: “The
abandonment of the contemplative ideal leads to a radical change in the
character of wisdom: Machiavellian wisdom has no necessary connection
with moderation” (184). It is Machiavelli’s abandonment of the classical
notion of the philosophical life, not any particular teaching about kingship,
that appears to constitute the fundamental contrast between ancient and
modern perspectives. All virtue is for Machiavelli political virtue. An inde-
pendent philosophical perspective drops out of the picture.

This is not the end of the matter. One might expect On Tyranny to be
a stylized contrast between the ancient account of perfect kingship and the
modern form of absolute tyranny. But this is not the case at all. After hav-
ing established the distinction, Strauss then goes on to complicate it. The
Hiero is hardly a book about perfect kingship. It is a book about the perfect
or ideal tyranny. In it a poet is shown giving advice to a tyrant on how to
make his tyranny more secure. Hence, “the teaching of that dialogue comes
as near to the teaching of the Prince as the teaching of any Socratic could
possibly come” (24). “The Hiero,” Strauss concludes, “marks the point of
closest contact between premodern and modern political science” (25).

Nevertheless, this “point of closest contact” only serves to reveal certain
fundamental differences between the ancients and the moderns. In a footnote
to the above passage Strauss clarifies his meaning as follows. Classical polit-
ical philosophy took its bearings from the perfection of man and hence cul-
minated in a teaching about the best regime that was held to depend largely
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on chance. Machiavelli, by contrast, took his point of departure from how
man actually lives (“the effectual truth of things”) and therefore devoted him-
self to the elimination of chance or fortuna as a controlling factor in life.
The result was not just a “lowering of the standards of political life,” but a
belief that the “ideal” could be brought about through worldly action, that is,
through “history” (106). It is Strauss’s effort to restore something like the
classical understanding of the relation between the real and the ideal, the
“is” and the “ought,” that sets the stage for the debate between him and
Kojève that was to follow.

Strauss and Xenophon

A remarkable but little-noted feature of On Tyranny is that it inaugurated
a lively and often heated debate about the nature of modernity by means
of a commentary on a minor dialogue by an author, Xenophon, who had
come to be considered by contemporary scholarship as a lightweight. What
Strauss referred to as no more than the “temporary eclipse” of Xenophon as
a writer of the highest order is due in part to a temporary eclipse of our
understanding of the role of rhetoric, especially Socratic rhetoric, of which
Xenophon was both student and practitioner. Accordingly, Strauss pays
elaborate attention to the characters, the setting, and the action of the
Hiero.

The text begins with Simonides, a poet and “wise man,” paying a visit
to the court of Hiero, the tyrant of Syracuse. The reasons for his visit are
not indicated by Xenophon, but finding themselves “at leisure” Simonides
uses the occasion to press Hiero on the distinction between the tyrannical
and the private life. Simonides appears eager to discover the respective mer-
its of the two ways of life from Hiero, who was once a private person but
who rose to political power. Each character has reason to fear the other,
Simonides because of the jealousy evinced by those who are wise or reputed
to be wise and Hiero because of the power over life and death commanded
by the tyrant (“The fate of Socrates must be presumed always to have been
present to Xenophon’s mind”—42).

The first and by far the larger part of the dialogue (sections 1–7) is given
over to Hiero listing his complaints about the disadvantages of the tyrant’s
way of life. This sounds to some degree like the joke about the boy who
kills his parents and pleads for lenience on the grounds that he is now an
orphan. The principle drawback to the tyrannical life, Hiero avers, is that
the greatest goods, namely love and honor, cannot be truly enjoyed because
they are always tinged with an admixture of fear and compulsion. The
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tyrant can never be sure he is being loved or honored for himself alone and
not out of either fear of or desire for his power.

Hiero seems to condemn tyranny not because it is unjust, but because
it is self-defeating. What Strauss calls the “vulgar opinion” regarding
tyranny, that it is bad for the city but good for the tyrant, is shown by Hiero
to be false. Tyranny is not only bad for the city, but even bad for the person
who exercises it (40). When asked the obvious question—why, if the tyran-
nical life is so bad, does he not just give it up?—Hiero answers conveniently
that he could never atone for all the crimes and injustices that allowed him
to acquire power in the first place (15, 57).

The second and by far the shorter part of the dialogue (sections 8–11)
consists of Simonides advising Hiero on how to make his tyranny more
moderate and thus how the tyrant may be more truly loved. If tyranny is
defined as one-man rule over unwilling subjects without the benefit of law,
Simonides’s burden is to show how this can be transformed into one-man
rule over willing subjects without law (68–69). Simonides’s picture of the
ideal or reformed tyranny sounds suspiciously similar to Plato’s formula-
tion of a philosopher-king and has roughly the same chance of realization.
Simonides proposes a system of rewards and prizes in the fields of agricul-
ture and commerce that will help to turn Hiero into a beneficent tyrant.
Rather than condemning tyranny outright, Simonides finds ways of reform-
ing it in order to make the tyrant’s life more satisfying. Even though Strauss
believed that the prospects for such a reformed tyranny were slim at best,
especially among the Greeks who always identified freedom with the rule
of law, the dialogue as a whole is said to reveal “a most forceful expression
of the problem of law and legitimacy” (76).

Strauss claims that Simonides’s praise of tyranny is in large part rhetor-
ical. The interplay between the two main interlocutors in the dialogue
shows that Hiero has reasons for being fearful or skeptical of Simonides’s
intention. He regards the poet (correctly, Strauss believes) as a competitor
for power and influence (43–44). Hence Hiero’s long list of complaints about
the disadvantages of the tyrannical life is intended to discourage Simonides
from setting himself up as a potential rival. At the same time Simonides
must show himself to be an ally, not a rival, of Hiero. His praise of tyranny
and his proposals for its reform are intended as a means of gaining the con-
fidence of the tyrant in order to press home his real point.

The fundamental teaching of the dialogue is said to be not about the
reform of tyranny at all, but about the contrast between the two ways of life
represented by the two interlocutors, the political life and the philosophic
life, although Strauss admits that this question “does not receive a final and
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explicit answer” (79). The difference comes down to this: both Hiero and
Simonides are driven by a desire for honor as the virtue most characteristic
of a “real man” (“no human pleasure seems to be superior to the pleasure
deriving from honor”—81). The difference between them is how they con-
ceive this term. Hiero, the political man, desires above all the honor or
recognition of his subjects. His desire is essentially demotic; it extends
across all classes and boundaries of the city. Simonides, by contrast, desires
no such thing. The admiration and friendship of the wise, of the superior
few, is all he desires. It is on this basis that Strauss asserts that “the wise
man alone is free” (84).

The superiority of the philosophic life derives from its independence
from the opinion of others. While the tyrant or statesman is forced to dis-
tinguish between citizen and non-citizen and must consider “a streak of
cruelty . . . an essential element” of ruling, the philosopher to some degree
stands above politics and is incapable of harming anyone. Most impor-
tantly, only wisdom is truly self-sufficient because the philosopher is said
to serve only himself:

More precisely: the specific function of the ruler is to be beneficent; he

is essentially a benefactor; the specific function of the wise man is to

understand; he is a benefactor only accidentally. The wise man is as self-

sufficient as is humanly possible; the admiration which he gains is essen-

tially a tribute to his perfection, and not a reward for any services. (90)

The question left hanging by the end of the commentary is why Strauss
devotes an entire book intended to lay bare the roots of modern tyranny to
the examination of an ancient work that appears to conclude with the
praise of “beneficent” tyranny. This hardly seems like condemnation,
much less like identifying a political cancer for what it is. One wonders
whether Hitler and Stalin could have been so reformed (186). Is the proper
role of the philosopher that of an adviser to tyrants—consider Seneca’s role
in the court of Nero—rather than a rebel or social critic seeking to over-
throw the conditions of tyranny? If the creation of a reformed tyranny is
merely utopian or theoretical, what function is it intended to play in the
dialogue? With these questions in mind, let us now turn to Kojève.

The Politics of Recognition

The Strauss-Kojève debate took place within the context of a long-standing
friendship and correspondence that went back to the 1930s. The letters



between the two philosophers-in-exile range from the high to the low, from
Plato and Hegel to beer and wine to academic gossip. Among other things,
we learn of Strauss’s pleasure with the English breakfasts (“the hams taste
too good as to consist of pork and are therefore allowed by the Mosaic
law according to atheistic interpretation”)9 and his low opinion of con-
temporaries like Eric Weil (“an idle chatterer”)10 and Karl Jaspers (“a well-
intentioned North-German Protestant Pastor full of unction and
earnestness even in sexual relations”).11 We learn of Kojève’s dislike of pub-
lic lecturing (“I am becoming more and more ‘Platonic.’ One should address
the few, not the many”)12 and Strauss’s evident enthusiasm for teaching (“If
one wants to see young people who are not mentally in their seventies, one
has to come to Chicago”).13

First, some background: Alexandre Kojevnikov (1902–1968) was a
Russian emigré, a nephew of the painter Wassily Kandinsky, who gained
fame in Paris during the 1930s for his lectures on Hegel at the École
Pratique des Hautes Études.14 It would be difficult to overstate the influ-
ence of these lectures on an entire generation of French intellectuals, from
Raymond Aron and Maurice Merleau-Ponty to Georges Bataille and Jacques
Lacan. By the time Kojève entered the debate on tyranny with Strauss he
had left academia for a post in the Ministry of Economic Affairs under De
Gaulle’s Fourth Republic, where he became, along with Olivier Wormser,
Robert Marjolin, and others, an architect of the future European Union.15

It was from the beginning an odd pairing—a white Russian (who turned
quite red) and a German Jew—who considered collaborating on a book on
Hobbes.16 The book was never written, but Kojève’s Hegel lectures were
published in 1947 by his student Raymond Queneau under the title
Introduction à la lecture de Hegel.17 These lectures not only sought to pro-
vide a comprehensive philosophical account of the foundations of Hegelian
thought, but for the first time established a connection between Hegel and
Heidegger that would prove a volatile mixture in France after World War II.
Kojève remained largely out of sight during his postwar years, devoting
himself in the spirit of a good Hegelian civil servant to the task of French
public administration while in his private life focusing his energies on writ-
ing a series of books on philosophical themes and subjects ranging from the
concept of time to commentaries on the pre-Socratics and Kant. 18

It was alleged that during this period Kojève was a “strict Stalinist” for
whom Soviet Russia served as the model for the universal society, or what
today goes by the euphemism “the international community.” Believing
that philosophy had been put in its final form by Hegel, Kojève believed all
that remained was to have this vision realized through the political actions

138 chapter six



of leading statesmen and tyrants. “Like Plato, he wanted to advise a
tyrant,” Raymond Aron writes, and “in the shadows exercise influence
over the visible actors” like Wormser and Valery Giscard d’Estaing.19 In
the short term, Kojève was content to draw up plans for a “Latin Empire”
consisting of France, Italy, and Spain that would protect European inde-
pendence from both American and Russian hegemony. In recent years evi-
dence has emerged to suggest that Kojève was acting as a Soviet agent
while working to secure the formation of the EEC and the signing of the
GATT accords.20

The concept of recognition was the centerpiece of Kojève’s reading of
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind. The term itself has a vaguely Kantian
provenance and grows out of the intuition that every human being, insofar
as we are at least potentially rational agents, should be treated with equal
dignity and respect. In Kant’s usage the term was both universalist and egal-
itarian. It meant that each person, regardless of race, gender, or national ori-
gin, was entitled to equal respect on the grounds of their humanity alone.
In contemporary parlance the concept is used by neo-Kantians such as John
Rawls to express the view that political institutions are just only if they
afford the equal right of every citizen to the rudimentary conditions of dig-
nity and self-respect.21

In his book Multiculturalism Charles Taylor shows how the concept of
recognition has taken the place of the older aristocratic notion of honor.
Honor, in the ancien régime sense of the term, was connected to notions of
inequality and class hierarchy that fixed one’s status in advance.
Recognition, by contrast, is an inherently democratic idea that suggests
that each individual merits equal dignity and respect regardless of rank.
What and who we are cannot be determined from a script written out in
advance, but is something to be discovered by the individual in the course
of his or her life through a process of social interaction and struggle.

It is in this sense that the term has moved from its Kantian and uni-
versalist sense to its more recent sociological meaning. Recognition has
come to be seen as a property not of individuals, but of social groups, eth-
nicities, and cultures vying with one another for equal respect. The idea
that groups, not individuals, are the locus of recognition seems to point
backward to the premodern idea of ascribed identities, but in fact sanctions
the new pluralist or multiculturalist emphasis on the uniqueness of each
group and its difference from all others. The “politics of recognition,” as it
is called, is associated with the rise of multiculturalism and the debates
over ethnic and minority rights and whether these are adequately recog-
nized by the contemporary liberal state.22

tyranny ancient and modern 139



These current debates have all taken place against the backdrop of
Kojève’s reading of Hegel, although it is surprising how rarely this is
acknowledged. To be sure, the concept of the struggle for recognition first
came to light in Hegel’s famous account of the dialectic of mastery and slav-
ery. Yet in truth, the idea of recognition plays a fairly limited role in Hegel’s
own thinking. It was not until Kojève that the concept was given a kind of
world-historical significance as the all-consuming motor of history.23

What distinguishes Kojève’s from most contemporary usages of the
term is his attempt to give the concept of recognition a grounding in a
somewhat old-fashioned philosophical anthropology. His reading of Hegel
begins with the question “what am I?” and concludes with the answer that
we are the beings who desire recognition. Since the desire to be recognized
is the quintessentially human desire, it is necessary to inquire as to exactly
what kind of desire it is. Desire is in the first instance an act of negation; it
is the expression of a lack or a need on the part of the actor. The simplest
form of desire is the desire to satisfy some bodily need or other—hunger, for
example. But if we acted only to satisfy our basic biological urges, we would
never rise above the level of the animals. The satisfaction of our bodily
needs is only a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the fulfillment
or “satisfaction” of our specifically human needs.

It is because we have the capacity to desire not only natural objects, but
“non-natural” or intellectual ones as well, that we are able to rise above the
level of our purely natural history and create a distinctively human world of
culture and values. There comes a moment when we are no longer satisfied
to appropriate external things around us in Locke’s primordial sense of pick-
ing apples from a tree, but feel that we must gain the recognition of others.
To use a different language, we are beings constituted not only by “first-
order desires” to have something, but by “second-order desires” to be some-
thing. We have desires to have desires and this is what makes us human.
I not only want to have this or that; I want to be this or that and I can only
be so if some sign of recognition is conferred by others around me.24

The problem, as Kojève, following Hegel, describes it is that the recog-
nition of equal worth is not immediately forthcoming from others. Each
wants to be recognized without in turn having to grant recognition to the
other, and this one-sided state of affairs leads to a life-and-death struggle for
recognition not unlike Hobbes’s famous bellum omnium contra omnes. It is
from the life-and-death struggle in which our passion for honor and prestige
is tested against the fear of violent death that the all-important relationship
of master and slave develops. This arises because in the struggle one of the
parties is unwilling to go all the way, to risk life for the sake of recognition,
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and agrees to submit to the other, granting recognition without requiring it
in return. In short the vanquished party subordinates his own desire for
esteem to the biologically stronger desire for self-preservation. The true ori-
gin of society does not grow out of a voluntary act of agreement between free
and equal agents, but has its beginnings in the inequality between a master
class that is prepared to risk everything for the sake of recognition and a
slave class that accepts servitude as the price for self-preservation. Kojève’s
reading of Hegel points not only backward to Aristotle, but forward to
Nietzsche.

The dialectic of struggle between master and slave provides the leitmo-
tiv of Kojève’s reading of history. The conceptual basis for human history is
the need of one self-conscious mind to be recognized by another. But the
very inequality of the relation of master and slave makes this recognition
impossible. The slave grants recognition to the master by the very fact that
he is forced to work in the master’s service. The master’s enjoyment is pred-
icated upon his freedom from work. However, the recognition the master
enjoys is conferred not by an equal, but by a degraded tool who is merely
employed to satisfy his lord’s material comforts. Rather than achieving a
level of autonomy, the master comes to realize his dependence on the slave,
and this realization creates the worm of discontent. The master may have
thought himself a “being for himself.” He is in fact a “being for another.”25

This change in self-consciousness on the part of the master finds a cor-
responding change on the part of the slave who, through an ironic twist in
the dialectic, becomes the mover of humanity toward a higher level of self-
awareness. The slave had initially accepted his position out of fear, but
through labor he learns to conquer and discipline his fear and in the process
to develop a sense of his own worthiness. Work is to be regarded no longer
as the biblical curse of Adam, but as the basis for historical becoming or
progress. Through work, the slave transforms nature into something other
than it originally was; he creates a human world of culture. But through
work, the slave not only “humanizes” external nature, he humanizes him-
self as well. His labor educates him beyond the fear of death and prepares
him for a life of freedom. “Work,” Kojève writes, “is Bildung in the double
sense of the word: on the one hand, it forms, transforms, the World, human-
izes it by making it more adapted to Man; on the other, it transforms,
forms, educates man, it humanizes him by bringing him into greater con-
formity with the idea that he had of himself.”26

By liberating the slave from the fear that once held him in thrall, work
now becomes the key to human emancipation. “The future and end of
history,” Kojève says, “belong not to the warlike Master . . . but to the
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working Slave.”27 The future of history belongs to the once terrorized slave
who has learned to conquer his fear and demands to be recognized as a free
and equal human being. Indeed, it was this view of history as being made
by the workers and for the workers that Kojève claimed to have discovered
first in the Phenomenology. The belief that the industrial proletariat, the
modern-day “wage slaves,” are the inheritors of this centuries-old struggle
for recognition clearly helped to make Kojève’s reading of Hegel so all-
important to those young Marxists in search of the metaphysical under-
pinnings of their own faith.28

Recognition Reconsidered

Let us return to the debate with Strauss. In his “L’action politique des
philosophes”—later retitled “Tyrannie et Sagesse”—Kojève applies the les-
sons of Hegel to Xenophon. Kojève’s fundamental premise is that the cate-
gories of classical political philosophy are incapable of explaining modern
tyranny. Why? In part because Xenophon accepted the ancient belief that
the desire for recognition—honor, prestige, admiration—is characteristic
only of the “real man”, the aner anderes. This is tantamount to the pagan
or aristocratic “existential view” he had elaborated in his Introduction to
Hegel. “The quest for glory,” he writes, “is specifically and necessarily
characteristic only of born masters and it is irremediably missing from
‘servile’ natures which, by that very fact, are not truly human” (140).

Kojève’s account of the master-slave dialectic seems to have undergone
a modification. In the Introduction to Hegel he had treated the master and
slave as two more or less permanent human archetypes; he now sees them
as expressing two historical shapes of being. The pagan or masterly point of
view comes at a price. Either the master can continue an endless and ulti-
mately self-consuming struggle for recognition, or he can accept the admi-
ration of slaves. The master thus finds himself in a “contradiction” in the
precise Hegelian sense of the term. The result is “essentially tragic” (142).
This contradiction is only resolved with the introduction of the “Judeo-
Christian” or “bourgeois” viewpoint of the slave. It is only the bourgeois-
Christian world that has turned work into the essential human activity, a
source of not only satisfaction, but even “joy”:

I think it would be false to say, with Simonides, that only the “desire to

be honored” and the “joy which comes from honor” makes one “endure

any labor and brave any danger.” The joy that comes from labor itself,

and the desire to succeed in an undertaking, can, by themselves alone,
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prompt a man to undertake painful and dangerous labors. . . . A man can

work hard risking his life for no other reason than to experience the joy

he always derives from carrying out his project or, what is the same

thing, from transforming his “idea” or even “ideal” into a reality shaped

by his own efforts. . . . Thus, although that is an extreme case, a man

can aspire to tyranny in the same way that a “conscientious” and

“enthusiastic” workman can aspire to adequate conditions for his labor.

(140–41)

To put the matter crudely or politically, the problem with the classical
understanding is that it rests on too narrow a conception of the self; the cir-
cle of recognition remained restricted to only the few or an elite. This is
where Kojève finds it necessary to correct Xenophon with Hegel. Tyrants or
statesmen—he uses the terms synonymously—all aspire to a kind of uni-
versal recognition, the desire to see their authority affirmed by all or at
least by the largest possible number. In order to achieve an ever-widening
circle of recognition, tyrants will do whatever it takes to expand their
recognition pool, whether this entails emancipating slaves, enfranchising
women, lowering the age of majority, or making “culture” available to all
(146). The desire for recognition is in essence “limitless” and will only be
completely satisfied when it is bestowed by the whole of humanity. Only
the tyrant—Kojève alludes to Stalin with his “Stakhanovite” system of
emulations—will achieve full satisfaction as the gratefully acknowledged
architect of the “universal and homogenous state” (138–39).

Strauss’s reply to Kojève is a masterpiece of philosophical rhetoric in its
own right. He professes to be shocked—in the manner of Claude Raines
from Casablanca, one suspects—at the “more than Machiavellian blunt-
ness” with which Kojève takes for granted such “terrible things” as athe-
ism and tyranny. At the same time he holds Kojève up as one of “the very
few who know how to think and who love to think.” “Kojève is a philoso-
pher and not an intellectual” (185, 186). Although he later remarks that
Kojève will no doubt object to “our Victorian or pre-Victorian niaiseries,”
Strauss does not mind appearing to play the naif to Kojève’s cynical realism.
The whole exchange takes on the character of a Platonic dialogue with
Strauss taking the part of Socrates to Kojève’s tough-talking Thrasymachus.

Strauss begins by taking issue with Kojève’s thesis that the desire for
recognition is somehow ontologically fundamental, as it were, the desire of
all desires. The idea that man is the being who, above all, desires recogni-
tion from others in order to be satisfied remains an unproven hypothesis. In
a fascinating letter to Kojève of August 1948 Strauss questions whether the
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desire for recognition does not already presuppose an essentially historicist
conception of philosophy. “The deduction of the desire for recognition is
convincing if one presupposes that every philosophy consists in grasping
the spirit of its time in thought, that is to say if one presupposes everything
that is at issue,” he writes. “Why should self-consciousness and the striv-
ing for recognition not be understood as derivative from the zoon logon
echon [the rational animal]?”29 In short, the assumption that man is a being
in need of recognition remains to be demonstrated.

In point of fact, Kojève’s analysis stems from a misreading of Xenophon
and the ancients. Honor merely “seems” to be the end for which the best
men strive. “According to the classics,” Strauss writes, “the highest good
is a life devoted to wisdom or to virtue, honor being no more than a very
pleasant, but secondary and dispensable reward” (190). The love or desire
for honor is at best a prephilosophic anticipation of the pleasures deriving
from wisdom, a good that can be shared with others without being dimin-
ished. At its worst, however, the desire for honor can serve as a cover for
tyranny:

One cannot become a tyrant and remain a tyrant without stooping to do

base things; hence a self-respecting man will not aspire to tyrannical

power. But, Kojève might object, this still does not prove that the tyrant

is not motivated chiefly or exclusively by a desire for honor or prestige.

He can be motivated, e.g., by a misguided desire to benefit his fellow

men. This defense would hold good if error in such matters were diffi-

cult to avoid. But it is easy to know that tyranny is base; we all learn as

children that one must not give others bad examples and that one must

not do base things for the sake of the good that may come out of them.

The potential or actual tyrant does not know what every reasonably

well-bred child knows, because he is blinded by passion. By what pas-

sion? The most charitable answer is that he is blinded by desire for

honor or prestige. (191)

The desire for recognition is in fact the result of a very peculiar his-
torical combination of the pagan master morality with the Christian-
bourgeois work ethic of the slaves. In opposition to Kojève’s and Hegel’s
dialectical flights of fancy, Strauss prefers to present both alternatives, clas-
sical and biblical morality, each in its original pristine form: “Syntheses
effect miracles,” he writes. “Kojève’s or Hegel’s synthesis of classical and
Biblical morality effects the miracle of producing an amazingly lax moral-
ity out of two moralities both of which made very strict demands on self-
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restraint” (191). The moral laxity of Hegelian ethics, that is, the ethic of
recognition, is revealed by the fact that it willingly accepts actions previ-
ously regarded as base or criminal as justified by “history” or excuses
tyrants because they further the cause of “progress.” Such historicist and
progressivist doctrines “construct human society,” according to Strauss,
“by starting from the untrue assumption that man as man is thinkable as a
being that lacks awareness of sacred restraints or as a being that is guided
by nothing but a desire for recognition” (192).

Strauss’s reference here to “sacred restraints” on action is as close as he
gets in On Tyranny to offering something like a doctrine of natural right.
His reference to what every “well-bred child” knows suggests the existence
of certain pretheoretical or prephilosophical moral rules of the sort that one
should not give bad examples to others or do base things for the sake of
good consequences. But no more than Kojève, it should be said, has Strauss
demonstrated that a sense of awe or restraint is more primary than the
desire for recognition. He has proven at most that without some sense of
restraint—he later refers to the “good conscience”—there are no limits to
what might be deemed politically justifiable (204). For Strauss, any alleged
right of recognition must be derived from a prior awareness that certain
ends are unjust or forbidden, such as the desire to extend one’s rule over all
men and women for the sake of achieving glory and honor. Rather than the
goal or end of history, Kojève’s universal and homogenous state comes to
look more like a vast moral aberration.

At issue, then, is nothing less than the problem of human nature.
Kojève recognizes this fact when he writes to Strauss, “If there is something
like ‘human nature,’ then you are surely right in everything.”30 If there are,
as Strauss asserts, certain natural restraints on human beings, then it is
never right to treat individuals as means to ends or to castigate opponents
as “reactionaries” or “enemies of the people” to be exterminated in the
name of history. But if, as Kojève believes, we are historical beings all the
way down, then there is no reason why human nature should not be remade
by those with the politically correct ideology. In the same letter just cited,
Kojève continues:

The task of philosophy is to resolve the fundamental question regarding

“human nature.” And in that connection the question arises whether

there is not a contradiction between speaking about “ethics” and

“ought” on the one hand, and about conforming to a “given” or

“innate” human nature on the other. For animals, which unquestion-

ably have such a nature, are not morally “good” or “evil,” but at most
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healthy or sick, and wild or trained. One might therefore conclude that

it is precisely ancient anthropology that would lead to mass-training and

eugenics.31

Philosophical Politics

Central to On Tyranny is a question that will run throughout all of
Strauss’s later writings: namely, what is a philosopher? Is the philosophical
life ultimately a form of politics by other means, is the philosopher neces-
sarily an “engaged” intellectual? Or is the philosophical life something rad-
ically private, focused on individual, not collective, self-perfection? At
issue is the old question of the relation of theory to practice. It is a credit
to the exchange with Kojève that there is no beating around the bush. They
get straight to the point.

Kojève regards philosophy ultimately as a form of public pedagogy.
“One cannot be a philosopher,” he asserts, “without wanting to be a philo-
sophical pedagogue” (163). By a philosophical pedagogue he means a
teacher or instructor to princes. The philosopher is someone who seeks to
“realize” his ideas through the actions of tyrants and statesmen. As exam-
ples he refers to Plato’s voyage to Sicily and Spinoza’s collaboration with De
Witt. Philosophy is, in the final instance, judged by its capacity to elicit
practitioners who can be educated or convinced to help bring the philoso-
pher’s ideas about in history. For this reason, Kojève avers, philosophers
have perennially been attracted to tyranny, since gaining the ear of a single
individual is more likely to be productive of quick results than the messy
and less certain process of attempting to educate an entire society (164).32

The criterion of philosophical truth is, following the Hegelian line, a
form of success in practice (163). We know a doctrine is true, or at least has
a greater share of relative truth, to the degree that it is taken up, espoused,
and adopted by society—to the extent, that is, that philosophy becomes
public philosophy. The chief defect of ancient philosophy, at least in its
“Epicurean” form, was its tendency to isolate itself from public life. In this
context Kojève takes Simonides to task for acting not like a philosopher,
but like a “typical Intellectual” who erects his ideal utopia and then takes
cover behind it as if in some inner citadel (137). Such isolationism not only
cuts off philosophy from the lifeblood of history, but essentially renders it
without criteria of truth. How can one validate the proof of a philosophy
when it is locked away in its Epicurean garden? And what is true of
Epicureanism is true for all later attempts to render philosophy accountable
to some kind of elite, from Pierre Bayle’s Republic of Letters to various
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other academies, think tanks, or cloisters. All such efforts to shut philoso-
phy off from history can only lead to a kind of solipsistic narcissism
(153–55).

Beginning from Kojève’s premise that all men desire recognition and the
wider the better, it follows that only a philosophy that ultimately achieves
recognition by humanity as a whole can be considered the final or true phi-
losophy. In fact it would cease to be philosophy at all in the sense of a quest
for wisdom, and would become completed wisdom, in Hegelian terms
Wissenschaft. If philosophy is governed by a desire to rule, then it must
seek to establish either directly a rule of the philosopher or, more likely, the
rule of the philosopher’s pupil. This idea presupposes a specific vision of the
philosopher’s relation to Being that Kojève calls one of “radical Hegelian
atheism”:

If Being creates itself (“becomes”) in the course of History, then it is not

by isolating oneself from History that one can reveal Being (transform it

by Discourse into the Truth man “possesses” in the form of Wisdom). In

order to reveal Being, the philosopher must, on the contrary, “partici-

pate” in history, and it is not clear why he should then not participate

in it actively, for example, by advising the tyrant, since as a philosopher,

he is better able to govern than any “uninitiate.” (152)

Kojève clearly knows these are fighting words, and Strauss responds
accordingly. It is not clear that philosophers desire the same kind of recog-
nition sought by statesmen. For philosophers, it is not approval as such that
they seek, but approval from their peers, that is to say, from the competent
minority. This dependence on the approval of the few need not lead to the
kind of radical subjectivism Kojève fears. “The classics were fully aware of
the essential weakness of the mind of the individual,” Strauss writes, and
they took pains to correct it (194). For this reason the philosopher must
seek out others of his kind on whom to test his ideas. The cultivation of
friendship becomes, then, one of the highest offices of philosophy.

To be sure, Strauss agrees with Kojève regarding the dangers of self-
referentiality that come from “the cultivation and perpetuation of common
prejudices by a closely knit group of kindred spirits” (195). He appears to be
fully cognizant of all the dangers later associated with “Straussianism.”33

But if one danger to philosophy comes from “the snobbish silence and whis-
pering of the sect,” an even greater danger derives from the attempt to turn
philosophy into a mass ideology. What good does it do, Strauss taunts, “if
the tenets of the sect are repeated by millions of parrots instead of a few
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dozens of human beings?” (195). Does recognition or consensus confer
truth? “If we must choose between the sect and the party,” he writes, “we
must choose the sect” (195; emphasis added).

The dangers to philosophy become apparent once it is adapted to the
conditions of mass rule. The temptation to turn philosophy into propa-
ganda might seem irresistible especially to a Machiavellian politician. In
his essay “Why We Remain Jews” Strauss recalls a lesson from the interwar
socialism of his youth:

It was an axiom: “Anti-Semitism is the socialism of fools” and therefore

it is incompatible with intelligent socialism. But again, one can state

the lesson that Hitler gave Stalin in very simple words, as follows. The

fact that anti-Semitism is the socialism of fools is an argument not

against, but for, anti-Semitism given the fact that there is such an abun-

dance of fools, why should one not steal that very profitable thunder.34

Stalin’s pogroms and other anti-Semitic policies were not only a way of
securing his rule; they also served to gain the support and recognition of the
large non-Jewish majority of his citizens. In principle, it would seem that
Kojève should have no argument with this.

The verification of philosophy is not dependent on either the “subjec-
tive certainty” of the philosopher or the sect or the recognition of the mass
political party. Philosophy, as Strauss understands it, is a matter of knowl-
edge, but knowledge of one’s ignorance. Such philosophy is “zetetic” or, as
he adds parenthetically, “skeptic in the original sense of the term”:

Philosophy as such is nothing but genuine awareness of the problems,

i.e., of the fundamental and comprehensive problems. It is impossible to

think about these problems without becoming inclined toward a solu-

tion, toward one or the other of the very few typical solutions. Yet as

long as there is no wisdom, but only quest for wisdom, the evidence of

all solutions is necessarily smaller than the evidence of the problems.

Therefore the philosopher ceases to be a philosopher at the moment at

which the “subjective certainty” of a solution becomes stronger than

his awareness of the problematic character of that solution. At that

moment the sectarian is born. (196)

Strauss’s zeteticism—the belief that there are no permanent solutions,
only permanent problems—begs a number of important questions. What is
a permanent problem? How do we know when a problem is permanent?
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How do we know that such problems cannot be solved? Moreover, despite
his affirmation of skepticism, Strauss sometimes claims to know more
than he allows. His statements cited earlier regarding “awareness of sacred
restraints” or the “good conscience” seem to imply much more than the
Socratic awareness of ignorance.

Strauss’s zetetic conception of philosophy points to a fundamental dif-
ference with Kojève’s understanding of the theory-practice problem. For
Kojève, the aim of philosophy is to make us feel “at home” in the world; its
goal is to “reconcile” us to reality. This is the Hegelian dream of a world
where philosophy is realized in the institutions and practices of everyday
life and where these institutions in turn express every facet of a fully devel-
oped human intelligence. Only when all traces of the “unhappy conscious-
ness” have been dissipated will philosophy have come to paint its gray on
gray. It is a conception of philosophy as absolute worldliness.

By contrast Strauss regards the aim of philosophy as securing a certain
“detachment” from the world (199). Philosophy must continually struggle
to resist “the most potent natural charm,” which is the “unqualified
attachment to human things as such” (203). Philosophy is neither more nor
less than “the quest for the eternal order, or for the eternal causes or causes
of all things . . . within which history takes place, and which remains
entirely unaffected by history” (212). This alienation of the philosopher
from the city is not a “tragedy” to be overcome, but the necessary condi-
tion for the existence of philosophy. A philosopher at home in the world
cannot be a true philosopher. “The conflict between philosophy and city,”
Strauss writes in a deliberately provocative sentence, “is as little tragic as
the death of Socrates” (206).

The quest for the eternal order of causes does not render the philosopher
misanthropic. To the contrary, we have no direct access to the eternal order
of nature except insofar as it is an expression or reflection of the human
soul. The soul remains the microcosm of nature. While resisting the “col-
lective egoisms” bred of politics and attachments to one’s own city, the
philosopher is necessarily attracted to people of a certain sort, namely,
those in possession of a well-ordered soul. It is only through the well-
ordered soul that the philosopher is allowed a “glimpse” of the eternal
order of nature (201).

But what, one wants to know, is a well-ordered soul? Strauss’s answer to
this question seems to be “we know one when we see it.” He speaks of “the
immediate pleasure” we feel when exposed to signs of human nobility (202).
Later he refers to the feeling of “self-admiration” or “self-satisfaction” that
arises not from external recognition from others, but from the possession of
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a “good conscience” (204). The defense of philosophy is, then, based on a
form of hedonism—a higher hedonism, to be sure, but one that can only be
confirmed by the pleasure felt by the philosopher alone. In a letter to Strauss
Kojève refers to the appeal to the moral conscience as a criterion for
truth. He asks whether Torquemada or Drezhinski suffered from “bad con-
sciences.”35 One has to wonder whether the appeal to self-admiration does
not ultimately confirm Kojève’s reservations about the narcissism and “sub-
jective certainty” of the philosopher.

The political action of philosophy—to the extent that philosophy
admits a public side—consists in various fishing expeditions for new or
potential philosophers. This can only be done by entering the marketplace
and coming into contact with different kinds of human souls. For the rest,
it is sufficient to satisfy the city that philosophers are not atheists, that
they revere the gods the city worships, and that they are good citizens
(205–6). The temper of philosophical politics necessarily will be moderate.
Rather than seeking to realize the best regime where philosophers rule, phi-
losophy knows not to expect redemption from politics. The philosophical
politician “will not engage in revolutionary or subversive activity,” but
“will try to help his fellow man by mitigating, as far as in him lies, the evils
that are inseparable from the human condition” (200).

Strauss’s phrase, “the evils that are inseparable from the human condi-
tion,” sets the limits of his philosophical politics. Although he nowhere
defines precisely what he means by “evil,” it seems to be connected to the
transgression of certain natural or sacred boundaries that set limits to
humanity (192). It is in this context that he refers to doctrines of unlimited
progress and the conquest of nature as “destructive of humanity” (178).
It is precisely because evil is ineradicable, Strauss warns, that our expecta-
tions of politics must be modest. This idea is connected further to his
zetetic conception of philosophy. “Zetetic politics,” in the words of Victor
Gourevitch, “is a scaling down of what we may hope to achieve, and hence
of what we ought to attend.”36

The End of History

The best-known aspect of the Strauss-Kojève exchange is their debate over
the end of history and the possibility of a post-historical future. It is this
aspect of their debate that has been picked up recently by Francis
Fukuyama in his best-selling The End of History and the Last Man.37 But
while Fukuyama saw the end of history as the triumph of the post–cold war
capitalist democracies of the West, Kojève saw the future as resting with
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the great Eastern tyrannies, Soviet Russia and Communist China, exercis-
ing power in the name of a universal, homogenous empire.

The doctrine of the end of history is inseparable from the En-
lightenment’s idea of progress and the kind of optimism that regards his-
tory as a rational process leading to both materially and morally higher
stages of being. To derive ends or purposes from the evidence of history has
been notoriously difficult, if not fatally flawed. In Kant’s relatively gentle
form of this doctrine, history is regarded as a progressive movement cul-
minating in a confederation of republics overseen by a league of nations to
ensure perpetual peace.38 Although the doctrine is most frequently associ-
ated with Hegel, he himself never uses the term das Ende der Geschichte.
Nevertheless, there is a strong teleological component underlying his phi-
losophy of history that regards the historical process as culminating in the
modern state. This state is not to be confused with the Prussian monarchy,
but is more like the constitutional Rechtstaat based on the separation of
public and private spheres and the rule of law. Such a state on Hegel’s own
terms was neither universal nor homogeneous, but retained significant
degrees of social inequality and hierarchy; nor would the realization of such
a state put an end to all future wars and revolutions. Hegel remained deeply
opposed to the Kantian idea of perpetual peace as representing the triumph
of bourgeois civil society and anticipating an age of demoralization and
decline.39

Kojève’s end of history thesis is far more indebted to Marx’s eschato-
logical reading of history as a leap from necessity to freedom. In a footnote
to the Introduction to Hegel Kojève reminds us that this “Hegelian theme,
among many others, was taken up by Marx” at the end of the third volume
of Kapital. Hence Marx made a distinction between “the realm of necessity
(Reich der Notwendigkeit) and the realm of freedom (Reich der Freiheit).”
The former consists of “History properly so-called, in which men (‘classes’)
fight among themselves for recognition and fight against Nature by work,”
while the latter refers to that “beyond [jenseits] in which men (mutually
recognizing one another without reservation) no longer fight, and work as
little as possible (Nature having been definitively mastered—that is,
Harmonized with Man).”40

The end of history will mean not only the achievement of social har-
mony, but the pacification of historical negating action of any kind such as
wars and revolutions. The transition to the universal and homogeneous
state will culminate in “the disappearance of Man”—not, to be sure, the
biological phenomenon homo sapiens, but “Man properly so-called—that
is, Action negating the given . . . or, in general, the Subject opposed to the
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Object.” The disappearance of man at the end of history will also mean the
end of philosophy, because when “Man himself no longer changes essen-
tially, there is no longer any reason to change the (true) principles which are
the basis of his understanding of the World and himself.”41

The meaning of Kojève’s end of history thesis comes to light as a syn-
thesis of the pagan morality of the masters and the bourgeois-Christian
morality of the slaves. This idea received its first rudimentary incarnation
in the attempts of Alcibiades and later Alexander to break out of the con-
fining straitjacket of the ancient city and to create a universal empire. Yet
the fact that Alcibiades was a student of Socrates and Alexander a disciple
of Aristotle meant that their ideas of empire were still predicated upon a
rigid class hierarchy of masters and slaves, conquerors and conquered (170).
The idea of a universal empire based on universal human equality only
came into being with the Edict of Carcalla, but more specifically with Saint
Paul and the rise of Christianity as the universal church. But this was still
an equality based on the Judeo-Christian idea of belief in a single God. It
was not yet equality in the political sense of the term (172–73).

It is only in “our day,” Kojève believes, that “the universal and homog-
enous State has become a political good as well” (172). This is the state that
Napoleon—Hegel’s hero on horseback—helped to inaugurate, but which
has only come to fruition in the modern tyranny of Soviet Russia (Salazar’s
Portugal is also mentioned—139). Modern tyrants like Stalin and Mao will
help to bring to fruition what Napoleon could only imagine, that is, a state
that is both universal because it allows no room for expansion and homog-
enous because it unites all previously disparate classes, races, and nations
into a single humanity.42 Only in the universal and classless society can the
conditions for universal recognition be fully satisfied. All that remains is
for the Hegelian philosopher to describe this happy race in the plenitude of
its existence.

In opposition to Kojève’s celebration of modern tyranny, Strauss won-
dered whether this condition of a homogenous mankind could possibly
prove satisfying even in its own terms. There are, he argued, “degrees of sat-
isfaction.” The satisfaction of the ordinary citizen who enjoys an equality
of opportunity and is recognized for his humble achievements is scarcely
comparable to the satisfaction felt by the “Chief of State” who alone is
“really satisfied” (207–8). Will this not result in the restitution of new hier-
archies of rank?

Strauss raises against Kojève the same charge that Nietzsche brought
against Hegel, namely, that the end of history—the transition from the
realm of necessity to the realm of freedom—would result not in universal
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satisfaction, but in a kind of generalized aimlessness and loss of meaning.
In Marx’s utopian vision of a society where men “hunt in the morning, fish
in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, and criticize after dinner,”
Nietzsche saw nothing so much as the world of the “last man,” the one
great herd without a shepherd. The complete satisfaction of desire, even if
possible, would prove to be not a blessing but a curse. It would certainly be
the end of philosophy:

The state through which man is said to become reasonably satisfied is,

then, the state in which the basis of man’s humanity withers away, or

in which man loses his humanity. It is the state of Nietzsche’s “last

man.” Kojève in fact confirms the classical view that unlimited techno-

logical progress and its accompaniment, which are indispensable condi-

tions of the universal and homogenous state, are destructive of

humanity. It is perhaps possible to say that the universal and homoge-

nous state is fated to come. But it is certainly impossible to say that man

can reasonably be satisfied with it. If the universal and homogenous

state is the goal of History, History is absolutely “tragic.” (208)

It is clear from their exchange that Kojève believes that the rational
tyranny described by Xenophon has become “an almost commonplace real-
ity” today (138). He refers to Simonides’s advice that the tyrant distribute
honors and prizes as rewards for good works as being fully implemented in
Stalin’s system. Strauss cannot accept that the Stalinist system is the good
or ideal tyranny proposed by Xenophon. In the first place, he notes that a
good tyranny would most likely see a decline of the role of the secret police
and the labor camps, a point on which Kojève is ominously silent. He also
asks whether, if Stalin really is a good tyrant, he regards all his fellow citi-
zens as comrades, and he can travel freely within or outside the Soviet
Union without anything to fear. The inference Strauss draws is that the
good tyranny is as much an impossibility today as it was in the time of
Xenophon (188–89).

The issue between them is ultimately less whether the Soviet Union
and the “Final Tyrant” represent the end stage of history than whether such
an idea is coherent even in principle. Here Strauss plays the Left-Hegelian
opening up the possibility of the endless play of the dialectic to Kojève’s
Right-Hegelian emphasis on the final closure of reason and history. There
is no thesis that will not generate its own antithesis. “There is no reason
for despair as long as human nature has not been conquered completely,”
Strauss counsels, “as long as sun and man still generate man” (209). What
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is brought into being will ultimately pass away and even the universal state
will generate a “nihilistic negation” unilluminated by any positive goal
except a desire to reassert the possibility of human freedom. Strauss
claimed to find this abstract nihilistic negation preferable to “the indefinite
continuation of the inhuman end” (209).

Kojève himself had occasion to reconsider the meaning of the end of
history. The universal and homogenous state is “good,” he admitted in a
letter to Strauss, not because it satisfies any higher moral criteria, but sim-
ply because it comes last. It will put an end to all forms of historical nega-
tion. In a deeply disturbing but highly prescient passage that sounds like
something out of A Clockwork Orange, Kojève speculates on what form
post-historical life will assume:

In the final state there naturally are no more “human beings” in our

sense of an historical human being. The “healthy” automata are “satis-

fied” (sports, art, eroticism, etc.) and the “sick” ones get locked up. As

for those who are not satisfied with their “purposeless activity” (art,

etc.), they are the philosophers (who can attain wisdom if they “con-

template” enough). By doing so they become “gods.” The tyrant be-

comes an administrator, a cog in the “machine” fashioned by automata

for automata.43

Kojève developed these thoughts further in the second edition of his
Introduction to Hegel, where he came to wonder whether the end of his-
tory would not also signify the end of humanity. In a lengthy footnote he
questioned whether the complete satisfaction of human desire promised at
the end would mean not the fulfillment but the “re-animalization” of
humanity. If labor, struggle, and work have brought us to our present
height, there might be reason to think that the abolition of necessity would
result in the abolition of humanity. “Hence it would have to be admitted,”
Kojève wrote in a remarkable statement, “that after the end of History, men
would construct their edifices and works of art as birds build their nests and
spiders spin their webs, would perform musical concerts after the fashion
of frogs and cicadas, would play like young animals, and would indulge in
love like adult beasts. But one cannot then say that ‘this makes Man
happy.’”44

In the same note Kojève left no doubt that the completion of world his-
tory announced by Hegel in 1806 had now been accomplished in the effec-
tively “classless” societies of both the contemporary United States and
Soviet Russia. If, he said, “the Americans give the appearance of rich Sino-
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Soviets,” this is only because “the Russians and Chinese are still poor but
proceeding to get richer.” In either case, Kojève thought he saw in the tri-
umph of the “American way of life” the actual completion of “post-
history” and the return of mankind to the “eternal present.”45

Kojève greeted the possibility of an end of history with the kind of stoic
acceptance one would expect from a Hegelian wise man. Even if he later
realized that the universal homogenous state will not make us happy, there
would be no point in fighting history. “The history of the world is the
world’s court of judgment,” Hegel wrote.46 The point of philosophy at the
end of history is not to change the world, but to interpret it. It is impossi-
ble to tell just how seriously Kojève took his own assessment. Those who
knew him have commented on his irony and sense of playfulness.
Raymond Aron recalled a saying of Kojève’s: “Human life is a comedy, we
have to play it seriously.”47

Strauss, who refused to regard philosophy as the product of its time, saw
in resistance to history a source of human nobility. “Warriors and workers
of all countries, unite,” he wrote, playing on Marx, “while there is still
time to prevent the coming of ‘the realm of freedom.’ Defend with might
and main, if it needs be defended, ‘the realm of necessity’ “ (209).48

Thinking perhaps of the Spartans at Thermopylae or the Jews at Masada,
Strauss held that there is virtue in going down with the ship, with “guns
blazing and flags flying” even if this means the embrace of a lost cause.
Such doomed efforts may still “contribute greatly toward keeping awake
the recollection of the immense loss sustained by mankind” and therefore
“strengthen the desire and hope for its recovery.”49 Only by resistance can
we hope to keep alive “the elementary and unobtrusive conditions of
human freedom” (27).
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C H A P T E R S E V E N

Strauss’s America

G

Let us beware of the danger of pursuing a Socratic goal with the means,

and the temper, of Thrasymachus. Certainly, the seriousness of the need

of natural right does not prove that the need can be satisfied. A wish is

not a fact. Even by proving that a certain view is indispensable for liv-

ing well, one proves merely that the view in question is a salutary myth:

one does not prove it to be true. — Leo Strauss, Natural Right and

History

Introduction

Over the past decade the work of Leo Strauss has increased in importance
to the point that today he has emerged as one of the most distinctive and
influential voices of the last century. Once considered a brilliant, if idio-
syncratic, interpreter of works in the tradition of political philosophy, he
has come to be considered more and more as a philosopher in his own right.
Strauss philosophized largely through the medium of the commentary,
while at the same time bringing the genre of the commentary to new philo-
sophical heights. Although he typically referred to himself by the more
humble epithet of “scholar,” one can say without exaggeration that Strauss
helped to reopen certain fundamental problems of political philosophy.
Although he bequeathed no formal system or doctrine, he did leave a very
characteristic way of posing problems.1

At the same time, the influence of Strauss cannot be separated from the
growth of “Straussianism” as a school of political thought—or a “cult,” as
its detractors would say. On the face of it, the emergence of Straussianism
is no different from the development of any other philosophical school that
grows up around powerful and influential teachers. There are Rawlsians,



Habermasians, Arendtians, and so on. No one seems to care. To be sure, all
of these thinkers have their friends and detractors, but their names do not
call forth an intense, almost visceral response from critics. You can take
them or leave them. This is not the case with Strauss. To know him is to
either love him or hate him. There is no middle ground. What makes
Straussianism so different? One thought is that to a greater degree than
other competing schools, Straussians have sought to influence policy, to
put their ideas into practice, either directly through work in the govern-
ment or indirectly through think tanks and other shapers of public opinion.
In fact Strauss is widely regarded both by some of his friends and by virtu-
ally all of his enemies as responsible for shaping the direction of the con-
servative movement in America.2

Certainly Strauss’s work has never lacked for detractors. Although it
was once fashionable to mock his sometimes overwrought language about
the “decline of the West” and his attempt to view the great political
thinkers of the past as addressing transcendent issues beyond their age, it
has now become virtually de rigueur to denounce his influence from beyond
the grave, as it were, on a host of contemporary policies. According to a
signed New York Times editorial in November 1994, Strauss was the emi-
nence grise behind the Gingrich Revolution and the Republican takeover of
the House of Representatives. A decade later the Times (and virtually every
other national and even international newspaper) would see the hand of
Strauss behind the Bush administration’s war in Iraq and its policy of pre-
emption.3

Leaving aside the conspiratorial nature of most of these charges, which
often presuppose long and complex genealogies and lines of influence for
which there is little direct evidence, there are a number of questions worth
considering. What were Strauss’s politics? Was he a conservative (neo- or
otherwise) or a kind of liberal? What was his vision of America and its role
in the world?

The Philosophical Significance of Politics

The expression “political philosophy” has two distinct meanings. It can
mean the philosophical examination of politics or it can mean the political
treatment of philosophy. In the first case it denotes an object of inquiry, in
the second a distinctive manner of writing or rhetoric.4

In the first and more common usage of the term, political philosophy
denotes a branch of philosophy in general. The term “political” represents
a distinct subject matter distinguishable from other philosophical topics
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like ethics, logic, or the philosophy of mind. The central questions of polit-
ical philosophy, therefore, concern such things as the proper distribution of
power, the place of justice, and the role of tradition or authority. In its most
comprehensive sense political philosophy represents “the attempt to
replace opinions about the whole by knowledge of the whole.”5 It is “the
attempt truly to know both the nature of political things and the right, or
the good, political order.”6

But Strauss is not content to regard political philosophy as one branch
of knowledge among others. Politics is not for him one sphere of society or
culture equal in rank to the ethical, the aesthetic, or the religious. Political
philosophy represents for him a kind of first philosophy. That is to say, it
represents the foundation or ultimate presupposition of all other branches
of philosophy. There is, in other words, a priority attributed to the political
that does not hold for other realms of being. To be sure, it is not at all obvi-
ous why political philosophy should have this importance. Why should
study of the political take precedence over the contemplation of the
unchanging structure of first principles? Or why should politics not be seen
as subordinate to the ever-changing ebb and flow of History? What is the
source of this belief about the priority of the political?7

The priority of political philosophy grows out of the basic structure of
human experience. Our fundamental orientation in the world is practical,
not theoretical. All action is undertaken for a purpose that is either preser-
vation or change. We seek either to preserve things the way they are or to
change them for the better. All action, therefore, presupposes some notion
of the good for which all things are done. Insofar as our actions do not take
place in a vacuum but are always inter homines, we are necessarily forced
to think in political terms. We must think not only what is good for me,
but what is good for us. Some notion of intersubjectivity or the common
good is already implicit in the basic structure of experience.

The basic principles of action—the “what” of human experience—are
revealed through the differing opinions we have concerning the good. As
Strauss likes to say, “opinion is the element of society.”8 By opinion, how-
ever, Strauss does not mean the kind of information elicited through ques-
tionnaires or polling data studied by contemporary political scientists.
Rather, he is referring to certain special kinds of human experience—the
experience of right and wrong, of justice, of how a society should be gov-
erned—that the philosophical tradition has referred to by the term “natu-
ral right.”9 As such, opinion is not just an isolated preference or set of
preferences, but presupposes a structured way of life. It achieves its highest
or authoritative expression in law or codes of law as enacted by legislators
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and statesmen. Law gives shape to our fundamental experiences of right
and wrong, of who should rule and be ruled. Ultimately what Strauss
means by the fundamental experience of natural right concerns the oldest
of political questions: not “who governs?” but “who should govern?”

Strauss, surprisingly, seems to admit an element of subjectivity into his
investigation of the natural. The natural is revealed through opinion about
nature. In what respect, though, are some forms of opinion or experience,
and not others, thought to be coterminous with natural right? In particular
Strauss regards contemporary historicism or what he calls “the experience
of history” as distorting or concealing the possibility of natural right. Like
Heidegger and the phenomenological school, Strauss appeals to a certain
kind of original or originary experience uncontaminated by the presence of
later theoretical or scientific constructions. “The ‘experience of history,’”
he writes, “and the less ambiguous experience of the complexity of human
affairs may blur, but they cannot extinguish, the evidence of those simple
experiences regarding right and wrong which are at the bottom of the philo-
sophic contention that there is a natural right.”10 In other words, although
modern-day forms of relativism may conceal certain fundamental forms of
experience, they cannot ultimately abolish the intuition that there are per-
manent problems that are coeval with humanity. “The fundamental prob-
lems,” he continues, “such as the problem of justice, persist or retain their
identity in all historical change, however much they may be obscured by
the temporary denial of their relevance and however variable or provisional
all human solutions to these problems may be.”11

Although Strauss’s recovery of the political is directed against contem-
porary efforts to deny the existence of natural right, there is an oddly his-
torical, if not historicist, component to his own thought. Strauss believes
that ancient political philosophy has a privileged starting point for the
investigation of natural right. But why should antiquity as such occupy this
position? Why should the basic or fundamental experience of natural right
be less available to us now than at any time in the past? Why should the
Greek account of political life be regarded as more authentic to experience
and not itself determined by previous civic, theological, and mythological
traditions?12 If certain forms of experience are indeed fundamental or natu-
ral, then presumably they should be recoverable by anyone at any time and
at any place. The two biblical passages that are used as epigraphs for
Natural Right and History are a case in point (II Samuel 12; I Kings 21). It
is revealing that Strauss cites these passages unadorned. Presumably, one
does not need to know their source, original language, or context to grasp
immediately their meaning. In what language or in what culture is it ever
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right for a rich man to steal from a poor one? Although the term “natural
right” is of Greek origin, it presumably bespeaks experiences available to
everyone.

The ancients occupy a privileged place not only because they represent
the original or classic form of political philosophy, but because their
thought is said to be related directly to political experience. “Classical phi-
losophy,” Strauss writes, “originally acquired the fundamental concepts of
political philosophy by starting from political phenomena as they present
themselves to ‘the natural consciousness,’ which is a pre-philosophic con-
sciousness.”13 Classical political thought is said to derive directly from
political life, whereas all later thought has been mediated through the tra-
dition of political philosophy. Tradition serves as a distorting filter through
which the concepts and categories of classical political philosophy have
been refracted. While such concepts as polis, politeia, kalon, and the like
can be verified by “direct reference” to political phenomena as they appear,
all later concepts emerged from a modification of the tradition. It is said to
follow that “a tradition of political philosophy, its fundamental concepts
cannot be fully understood until we have understood the earlier political phi-
losophy its fundamental concepts from which, and in opposition to which,
they were acquired.”14 All later political thought was “directly or indirectly”
determined by the idea of progress, and this more than anything else has pre-
vented a serious engagement with political philosophy in its classic form.

The problem confronting Strauss or any Straussian conception of his-
tory is precisely how we living in the present have access to the problem of
natural right if in fact the very traditions we inhabit block our access to it.
This is made doubly difficult when the world in which we live is now
regarded as a product of the very abstractions we have created. “The world
in which we live,” Strauss writes, “is already a product of science, or at any
rate is profoundly affected by the existence of science.”15 As a result it
becomes exceedingly difficult to reconstruct those basic experiences out of
which political philosophy arose. How can we bootstrap ourselves out of
the cave of our current dogmas to recapture the direct experience of politi-
cal life? Strauss answers as follows:

To grasp the natural world as a world that is radically prescientific or

prephilosophic, one has to go back behind the first emergence of science

or philosophy. It is not necessary for this purpose to engage in extensive

and necessarily hypothetical anthropological studies. The information

that classical philosophy supplies about its origins suffices, especially if

that information is supplemented by consideration of the most elemen-
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tary premises of the Bible, for reconstructing the essential character of

“the natural world.”16

The difficulty is compounded in Strauss’s eyes by the fact that the mod-
ern world—the world created by science and the “experience of history”—
has become deeply alienated from the life-world or the world of
pretheoretic experience, which provides the fertile soil that makes natural
right possible. In a striking formulation of this problem he speaks of the
fact that we inhabit an “artificial cave” even beneath the “ordinary cave”
of political understanding. “People may become so frightened of the ascent
to the light of the sun and so desirous of making that ascent utterly impos-
sible to any of their descendents,” he writes, “that they dig a deep pit
beneath the cave in which they were born, and withdraw into that pit.”17 It
remains, ironically, the task today of historical studies (“new and most arti-
ficial tools”) simply to recreate the architecture of the natural cave of ordi-
nary experience.

Even if we cannot have access to the natural world directly, we can at
least approach it indirectly through the works of ancient political philoso-
phy. “Political philosophy,” we have seen, “is that branch of philosophy
which is closest to political life, to non-philosophic life, to human life.”18

We find ourselves in the ironic or paradoxical situation where the only
way to have access to the natural world, or what Strauss calls the “pre-
scientific” or “pre-philosophic” world, is through historical investigations
of ancient authors.19 One reason why Strauss’s elaborate and paraphrastic
commentaries on Thucydides, Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle have caused
so much consternation among readers is that they are often simply asking
the wrong questions. Strauss is not reading them so much to discover new
information as to recover the meaning of philosophy in “its original
Socratic sense.” By philosophy in its original sense he means an awareness
of the limitations of knowledge, that is, “awareness of the fundamental
problems and, therewith, of the fundamental alternatives regarding their
solution that are coeval with human thought.”20

The Political Meaning of Philosophy

There is, however, a second definition of political philosophy that regards
it less as a subject matter or a branch of knowledge and more as a manner
of treating philosophy. “The adjective ‘political’ in the expression ‘political
philosophy’ designates not so much a subject matter as a manner of treat-
ment,” Strauss writes.21 Political philosophy means the political or politic
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treatment of philosophical themes. From this point of view, the term
“political philosophy” describes the political situation of philosophy.

Strauss stresses the tension—the necessary and fruitful tension—
between philosophy understood as the quest for knowledge of the best
regime and the needs and requirements of political life. “Philosophy or sci-
ence, the highest activity of man, is the attempt to replace opinion about ‘all
things’ by knowledge of ‘all things’; but opinion is the element of society;
philosophy or science is therefore the attempt to dissolve the element in
which society breathes, and thus it endangers society.”22 Philosophy, so
understood, requires an intransigent devotion to the idea of truth, an
uncompromising reliance on one’s own reason alone, whereas political life
remains the realm of opinion that necessarily acquires the form of civic dog-
mas and other articles of faith. This tension between philosophy and the
city is a variation of what Strauss refers to as the “theologico-political prob-
lem,” that is, the tension between reason and faith as alternative sources of
authority. Philosophy, it must be remembered, has not always been pro-
tected by legal and constitutional decrees. Philosophers have not always
been free to speak and to publish freely and have therefore had to adopt var-
ious literary guises to protect themselves and their teachings from public
harm. This lesson was learned too late by the first political philosopher, who
was sentenced to death for the crime of impiety against the gods of the city.

The primacy of political philosophy grows out of an awareness of the
precarious situation of philosophy vis-à-vis society. It is somehow taken for
granted by modern scholars that philosophy always had social or political
status. Strauss regards this as a profound mistake.23 Throughout large
swaths of human history, society has recognized no intrinsic right to phi-
losophize. The trial of Socrates and the excommunication of Spinoza are
but the most obvious cases, but there is a range of examples drawn from
Athens of the classical period, the Muslim countries of the early Middle
Ages, and France, England, Holland, and Germany of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Persecution is not exclusively a feature of tyrannical
or totalitarian regimes, but can take place, as the above examples indicate,
even during “comparatively liberal periods.”24 It may take the harsh form
of the auto da fé or the gentler form of social ostracism exercised by dem-
ocratic societies.25 Strauss recognizes that democratic societies may even
impose their own forms of self-censorship that inhibit, even if they do not
absolutely forbid, certain forms of free expression.26 Consider the way con-
temporary “political correctness” serves to prevent the expression of cer-
tain opinions deemed unspeakable. For this reason Strauss raised the
possibility that philosophers had to adopt various strategic ways of writing



in order to express dangerous or unpopular truths. The strategy of esoteric
writing came to take various forms, but was always undertaken with an eye
to the preservation of philosophy.

It is now possible, thanks to the publication of Strauss’s correspon-
dence, to date his discovery of esoteric writing back to the late 1930s.27

Esoteric writing was for him not simply the recovery of a literary genre; it
coincided with his discovery of political philosophy in its classic sense.
Esoteric writing was the form political philosophy took as a matter of self-
defense. Strauss’s claim about the tension between philosophy and society
rests upon a second premise. The passage quoted above about the dispro-
portion between philosophy and society continues as follows:

Hence philosophy or science must remain the preserve of a small

minority, and philosophers or scientists must respect the opinions on

which society rests. To respect opinions is something entirely different

from accepting them as true. Philosophers or scientists who hold this

view about the relation of philosophy or science to society are driven to

employ a peculiar manner of writing which would enable them to

reveal what they regard as the truth to the few, without endangering

the unqualified commitment of the many to the opinions on which

society rests.28

Strauss recognizes that his assumption that political philosophers wrote
in such a way as to be understood by only a few and misunderstood by the
many is bound to be repugnant to every “decent reader.”29 The shocking
suggestion is that philosophers themselves are not decent people. This
claim has been met with furious indignation by those who believe, or want
to believe, not only that philosophers are respectable, but that no
respectable person would ever speak or write in a way deliberately to
deceive others. Would philosophers ever lie? The liar, according to Harry
Frankfurt’s definition, is someone who purposefully leads us away from the
truth or from a correct apprehension of reality to something he knows to be
false. The liar is, ironically, someone who is respectful of the truth pre-
cisely to the degree that he desires to lead his audience away from it.30 Does
Strauss claim, then, that philosophers must lie?

The answer is clearly “no.” Philosophy does not engage in the kind of
systematic deception characteristic of the liar, but the responsibility to
speak the truth must always be balanced with other ends such as the desire
for self-preservation and the philosopher’s sense of responsibility to the soci-
ety in which he lives. It is not the responsibility of philosophy to puncture
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cherished illusions, especially if there is no likelihood that these illusions
will be replaced by something better. Philosophy exercises its political func-
tion in knowing when to speak and when to keep silent. Philosophers may
thus write in ways that deliberately conceal or obscure through the use of
secrecy and obfuscation, that may not amount to lies but fall somewhere
short of full disclosure. Philosophy is certainly under no obligation to
deliver total transparency. To say that one has a commitment to the truth
does not require one to shout it from the rooftops. The naïve view that
philosophers must always speak the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but
the truth is based on the nonhistorical assumption that all writers in the
past wrote like those in the present or that the situation faced by them was
essentially like our own.

Strauss sometimes presents the case for esoteric writing as a purely
historical or sociological thesis about the conditions under which political
philosophy has been practiced in the past. One cannot downplay the
impact that events from the recent historical past, like Nazi Germany and
the cold war, had on Strauss’s conception of philosophy. In the introduction
to Persecution and the Art of Writing he even refers to his thesis as an
instance of “the sociology of knowledge.”31 Does this mean, then, that the
need for esoteric writing may eventually wither away in liberal societies
where speech and publishing is protected? Is a reconciliation of philosophy
and society, of theory and practice, as it were, ever imaginable? At one
place Strauss concedes the point of a critic that one cannot merely assume
an essential hostility between philosophy and society any more than
one can assume an essential harmony between them.32 It is in large mea-
sure an empirical point the degree to which society is open to philosophy.
There were and are societies “in which men can attack in writings acces-
sible to all both the established social or political order and the beliefs on
which it is based.” As examples Strauss mentions the Third Republic in
France and post-Bismarckian Wilhelmine Germany.33 Oddly, he does not
mention the United States, nor does he comment on the wisdom of such
unfettered liberalism.

Elsewhere, however, Strauss makes a much stronger case for esoteric
writing, presenting the hostility between philosophy and society as virtu-
ally axiomatic. There is a “necessary conflict” between them that requires
esotericism.34 So long as there is hostility to philosophy and philosophers,
deceptive speech will have to be adopted, if only as a matter of prudence or
self-regard. At one point he presents his argument in the form of a “syllo-
gism”: “Philosophy is the attempt to replace opinion by knowledge; but
opinion is the element of the city, hence philosophy is subversive, hence
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the philosopher must write in such a way that he will improve rather than
subvert the city.”35 Of course, Strauss recognizes that political leaders have
used philosophy from time to time to support their rule as well as to attack
their enemies. But this has been at best a marriage of convenience. The ten-
sion between political philosophy and society is not an incidental histori-
cal or sociological fact; it is rather a “necessary” condition for the existence
of philosophy as such. The idea of an eventual harmony between philoso-
phy and society would spell the end of philosophy as a critical activity.36

Still, Strauss considers the self-protection of philosophy to be merely
“the most obvious and the crudest reason” for esoteric writing.37 There is
also a philanthropic dimension that regards discretion as the highest form
of social obligation.38 Philosophers have a duty not to upset the decent
opinion on which society rests. “A political teaching,” Strauss writes,
“which addressed itself equally to decent and indecent men would have
appeared to them [the ancients] from the outset as unpolitical, that is, as
politically, or socially, irresponsible.”39 For this reason, he continues, “the
political community cannot tolerate a political science which is morally
‘neutral’ and which therefore tends to loosen the hold of moral principles
on the minds of those who are exposed to it.”40 Philosophers have a duty to
satisfy society that they are not atheists, that they do not desecrate the
things that society holds dear, and that they revere the laws.41 Strauss begs
the question of just who the “decent men” are and on what principle we
can distinguish between the decent and the indecent. The term is intended
as a conversation-stopper. He seems to assume that if you have to ask you
probably aren’t one, and if you are one, you don’t need to ask.42

Only when philosophy adopts a mask of public discretion can it begin to
fulfill its highest function, namely, the recruitment of potential new
philosophers. Esoteric writing is, above all, a pedagogic tool. As any teacher
(or poker player) knows, one does not show one’s hand all at once. One does
so rather little by little, depending on the quality of the player as well as the
quality of the hand. This is the true meaning of political philosophy. Its aim
is “to lead the qualified citizens, or rather their qualified sons, from the
political life to the philosophic life.”43 Such an activity will necessarily be
regarded as corrupting the youth. To avoid this charge, it is necessary to
adopt the “Odyssean” strategy of beginning with opinions that are widely
shared or “first for us” and only dialectically leading to those that culminate
in the practice of the philosophic life.44 In this way, and only in this way,
does the philosopher demonstrate his love for “the puppies of his race.”45

Strauss’s study of esoteric writing has naturally given rise to the suspi-
cion that he practices what he preaches. Did Strauss’s readings of esoteric
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writers itself conceal an esoteric teaching? The possibility cannot be easily
dismissed. If all writing must face the conflict between philosophy and soci-
ety, then the same must be held for Strauss. If persecution covers a range of
phenomena from “the most cruel type, as exemplified by the Spanish
Inquisition, to the mildest, which is social ostracism,” then even the most
free and liberal society, even the United States, cannot be entirely free of the
possibility of persecution.46 As we have seen, Strauss does not rule out the
possibility of an end to all forms of persecution, but he adds that such a goal
is unattainable in any but “the most halcyon conditions.” He cites the
American author Archibald MacLeish to the effect that “the luxury of the
complete confession, the uttermost despair, the farthest doubt should be
denied themselves by writers living in any but the most orderly and settled
times.”47 Needless to say, Strauss did not believe that he was living either in
“the most halcyon” age or “the most orderly and settled times.”

A clue to Strauss’s view is his statement that under some circumstances
the precarious position of philosophy vis-à-vis society “was not in every
respect a misfortune for philosophy.”48 The fact is that persecution can be
functional. The fact of persecution has aided philosophers in developing
ever more subtle methods of writing and communication to escape detec-
tion by the censors. People living in times of persecution have had to
become far more careful writers than those living in freer and more liberal
eras. This was certainly true for writers like Alfarabi and Maimonides who
gave to esotericism its philosophically richest form. Just as importantly,
persecution has guaranteed the private character of philosophy and its free-
dom from the enchantments and entrapments of political power. It is not
merely that philosophy necessarily corrupts society; society, at least the
promise of rank and prestige, necessarily corrupts philosophy. To be sure,
this is not to say that a repressive political order is justified on the grounds
of the modes of resistance it creates. It is to suggest that a liberal society in
which thought and speech are legally protected carries with it risks of its
own kind that need to be carefully monitored.

The Lockean Roots of the American Republic

Strauss’s writings on esotericism quite naturally lead to a consideration of
his views on America. What did Strauss think of his adopted country?
Paradoxically, Strauss has relatively little to say directly about the
American regime, although his writings have helped to generate an impor-
tant body of literature on the founding period and other critical turning
points in American politics.49 It is also widely known that there is a deep
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rift between Straussians—the so-called East and West Coast schools—
regarding Strauss’s legacy for the study of America.50

At its most basic level Strauss treated the American polity as a product
of modernity and the Enlightenment. The American regime was a product
of the new political science initiated by Hobbes, Locke, and Montesquieu,
who in turn shaped the thinking of the founders. Yet at the same time
Strauss also stressed the classical antecedents of the American political tra-
dition. The Declaration of Independence, with its appeal to natural rights,
is not only Lockean in origin, but points back to a long tradition of natural
right going back to Aristotle and the Stoics. The Federalist’s commitment
to institutions like the separation of powers and a system of checks and
balances was not merely the creation of Montesquieu, but grew out of the
ancient theory of the mixed regime in Aristotle and Polybius. And the
framers’ view that the Senate would serve as a deliberative body insulated
from the popular pressures of direct election seemed to recreate the
Ciceronian idea of a liberally educated class of gentlemen who could impart
necessary civic qualities of leadership and responsibility to the rest of soci-
ety. The American regime appears to be an amalgam—an unsteady and per-
haps even incoherent amalgam—of ancient and modern principles. How
did Strauss evaluate this mix and what are its prospects?

There is little doubt that Strauss was deeply grateful to the country that
offered him shelter from Nazi tyranny. This sense of gratitude is apparent
from the opening pages of Natural Right and History, his first book to
address a large audience of American social scientists. In his introductory
remarks Strauss expresses alarm that the idea of the universal rights of man
has become virtually incomprehensible today due to the rise of the German
historical consciousness, with its view that all standards of right and judg-
ment are historically relative. This attack on the very foundations of a the-
ory of natural right has been exacerbated by contemporary “value-neutral”
social science:

Our social science may make us very wise or clever as regards the means

for any objectives we might choose. It admits being unable to help us in

discriminating between legitimate and illegitimate, between just and

unjust, objectives. Such a science is instrumental and nothing but

instrumental: it is born to be the handmaid of any powers or any inter-

ests that be. What Machiavelli did apparently, our social science would

actually do if it did not prefer—only God knows why—generous liberal-

ism to consistency: namely, to give advice with equal competence and

equal alacrity to tyrants as well as to free peoples.51
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Strauss traces the current attack on the doctrine of natural right to the
fact-value distinction and its claim that while facts and causal relations
between facts are a legitimate form of knowledge, values belong to the
realm of arbitrary taste and preference. We can have a perfect science of
social facts, but such a science must be silent on issues affecting questions
of the human good or what kind of regime is best. This disposition is the
root cause of modern nihilism that Strauss defines as “the view that every
preference, however evil, base or insane, has to be judged before the tribu-
nal of reason to be as legitimate as any other preference.”52 A social science
that can no longer confidently assert the superiority of freedom over
tyranny is today part of the problem of modern society.53

Natural Right and History presents itself in the first instance as a patri-
otic effort to recover the American tradition of natural right from its cor-
ruption by German historicism and relativism. But appearances can be
misleading. The same rules that Strauss applies to the reading of other
books should be applied to his own. One rule of thumb Strauss attributes
to careful writers is that they will put their popular or exoteric points at
both the beginning and end of their works. These are the places where most
readers will turn to discover a summary statement of an author’s point of
view, and they will often read no further. However, a careful writer—one
who does not wish to be understood too quickly—will often bury his true
beliefs in obscure or out-of-the-way parts of the text, usually near the cen-
ter of the work, by which time most readers will have been lulled to sleep,
that is, in places “least exposed to the curiosity of superficial readers.”54

One should always appear pious and patriotic at the beginning and end
of one’s discourse and put one’s true beliefs in the middle not only to avoid
giving offense and incurring the consequences, but in order to gain the con-
fidence of one’s readers. At least this is the strategy followed by the most
careful writers of the past. The strategy Strauss attributes to the most care-
ful writers seems to be a reflection on his own manner of composition: “He
would use many technical terms, give many quotations and attach undue
importance to insignificant details; he would seem to forget the holy war of
mankind in the petty squabbles of pedants. Only when he reached the core
of the argument would he write three or four sentences in that terse and
lively style which is apt to arrest the attention of young men who love to
think.”55

Now consider the Locke chapter in Natural Right and History.56 Strauss
accepted the view, less popular today than it once was, that Lockean ideas
formed the theoretical foundation of the new American republic. It is not an
exaggeration to say that Strauss’s judgment on Locke is his judgment on
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America. Yet this chapter closely follows Strauss’s description of cautious
writing set out above. The chapter occurs approximately two thirds of the
way through the book, consists of forty-nine densely written pages, contains
numerous quotations and detailed footnotes, and engages in scholarly quar-
rels with other readers. In short, it appears to bore. Only occasionally does
Strauss provide those “terse and lively” sentences designed to engage the
curiosity of those patient readers who “love to think.” More than anywhere
else in the book Strauss appears here to be following his own precepts
regarding “a forgotten kind of writing.”

Strauss takes it for granted that Locke was a prudent writer and as such
“he reaped the reward of superior prudence: he was listened to by many
people, and he wielded an extraordinarily great influence on men of affairs
and on a large body of opinion.” The essence of prudence means knowing
“when to speak and when to keep silent.”57 Contemporary controversies
over Locke’s alleged theoretical incoherence often miss the point because
these have less to do with Locke’s intellectual deficiencies than with his
peculiar reticence in expressing his true opinions. In the Second Treatise in
particular Locke wrote not as a philosopher, but as an Englishman address-
ing not philosophers but Englishmen.58 Writing in the same spirit that
Macaulay attributed to those statesmen responsible for passing the
Toleration Act of 1689, Locke preferred to bury all of his controversial
premises behind a veil of secrecy, as it were. His preferred mode of self-
presentation was that of a “cautious man of affairs” seeking “to enlist all
respectable prejudices in the service of the good cause.”59

Strauss’s interpretation of Locke’s prudence rests on a number of highly
controversial decisions. In the first place he believes that Locke was care-
ful not to reveal the truly radical character of his doctrine of natural right,
preferring to invoke the eminently respectable name of Richard Hooker
(“the judicious Hooker”), the great representative of the Thomistic tradi-
tion in the England of his time. Precisely by invoking Hooker and the Tho-
mistic doctrine of natural law, Locke obscures his real intellectual debt
to Hobbes’s materialistic and non-teleological teaching about nature.
Although Locke pays due regard to the great tradition of natural law
stretching back beyond Thomas to the early church fathers and the Stoics,
a careful reading of his teaching cannot conceal that he “deviated consider-
ably from the traditional natural law teaching and followed the lead given
by Hobbes.”60 This lead was to put the doctrine of natural law on an utterly
materialist and hedonist foundation substituting for an ethic of duty and
obligation the absolute right of individual self-preservation. Each person in
the state of nature has the absolute right of judge, jury, and executioner over
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what constitutes a possible threat to his or her self-preservation. In place of
a transcendent moral law, Locke proposes the right of free individual sub-
jectivity. Accordingly, “Locke could not have recognized any law of nature
in the proper sense of the term.”61

Strauss interprets Locke as sugar-coating the harsh, even unpalatable
teachings of Hobbes. Locke goes out of his way to distinguish himself from
Hobbes and Spinoza, whose “justly decried names” he pretends not even to
know and which Strauss gleefully exposes.62 It was Locke’s genius to have
provided a kind of placebo effect that disguised an otherwise bitter pill. At
issue between them is whether the natural law can be reduced to a doctrine
of prudent self-regard as Hobbes maintains, or whether it requires a correl-
ative doctrine of moral duties as Locke seems to insist. At least on the sur-
face Hobbes regards the state of nature as a condition of absolute liberty
governed by an absolute right to do whatever it is in our power to do, while
for Locke the state of nature was always a moral condition in which our
obligation to respect the rights, including the property, of others followed
from the fact that they have corresponding duties to respect us. It is pre-
cisely because of Locke’s apparent equivocation over the status of natural
law, balancing unsteadily between a naturalistic and a moral foundation,
that Strauss awarded to Hobbes the title of the true founder of liberalism.
It is due to the primacy of rights over duties and the identification of the
state with a protector of rights that Strauss can maintain that “the founder
of liberalism was Hobbes.”63 The irony could not escape Strauss’s attentive
readers: Hobbes, not Locke, was the true founder of America.

Strauss’s interpretation of Hobbes forms a fitting propaedeutic to his
reading of Locke’s political theory proper. He is, of course, well aware that
this reading of Locke stands in “shocking contrast” to what is generally
thought: that Hobbes and Locke stand as polar opposites.64 Unlike many
readers, Strauss pays scant attention to Locke’s views on such matters as
limited government, his theory of representation, competitive elections, or
the separation of powers, even his defense of rights as a hedge against arbi-
trary government. Instead he focuses almost exclusively on Locke’s theory
of property, which he calls “almost literally the central part” and “certainly
[the] most characteristic part” of his political teaching.65 The Lockean
emphasis on property merely amplifies the Hobbesian primacy of self-
preservation and the means necessary to achieve it. In particular, Locke’s
theory of private property begins the deflection of political philosophy in
the direction of political economy that would be “perfectly expressed” in
Madison’s statement from Federalist, 10 that “the first object of govern-
ment” is the protection of “different and unequal faculties of acquiring
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property.”66 The assimilation of Locke to the American founding could not
be more “perfectly expressed.”

Strauss accepts the view that Locke’s theory of property is at the root of
the modern “spirit of capitalism” in virtually the same sense analyzed by
Weber.67 But unlike Weber, who traced the spirit of capitalism back to
Puritan asceticism, Strauss regards capitalism as the outcome of Locke’s
revolutionary break with the previous natural law tradition. In the length-
iest footnote in Natural Right and History Strauss criticizes Weber for
regarding capitalism as the outcome of changes taking place in the sphere
of theology rather than as “a break that took place on the plane of purely
philosophic or rational or secular thought.” Buried deep in this note is
Strauss’s contention that the capitalist spirit is the outcome of a prior rev-
olution in philosophy and its “conscious break” with the philosophical
teaching of natural law. This break, he continues, preceded the advent of
Puritanism by at least a century and has its true source in the thought of
Machiavelli. Puritan theology turned out to be only the “carrier” of secular
philosophical ideas that made their way into England by way of Bacon,
Hobbes, and Locke.68

To return to Locke: while the ancient and medieval doctrine of natural
law had sought limits on the amount of capital accumulation deemed
morally permissible, Locke used natural law for precisely the opposite pur-
pose, that is, to emancipate the right of acquisition from all prior restraints.
Strauss notes that Locke’s later followers were often confused by his use of
the highly traditional language of natural law to defend the right of property.
This is because “they took for granted what Locke did not,” namely that
“the unlimited acquisition of wealth is not unjust or morally wrong.”69 He
is in agreement with the Marxist historian C. B. MacPherson that Locke was
in effect the creator of modern bourgeois society.70 Locke defended the right
of unlimited accumulation not by appealing to “a nonexistent absolute right
of property,” but on the prudential and utilitarian grounds of its contribu-
tion to the public welfare. One can see from this statement why there are no
Straussian libertarians. Even an alleged right of private property must first
justify itself before the bar of “public happiness or the temporal prosperity
of society.”71 Only on political grounds can it be determined that selfishness
is more advantageous to the common good than altruism. The true bene-
factors of humanity are not those who help others, but those who help
themselves. “Unlimited appropriation without concern for the need of oth-
ers is true charity” is Strauss’s summary statement of Lockean ethics.72

The result of Locke’s emancipation of the right of property accumula-
tion was to produce an even more “radical change” in the natural law than
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that of Hobbes. The centrality of labor shifted the center of the moral uni-
verse away from nature toward individual creativity as the source of all
value. “Not resigned gratitude and consciously obeying or imitating nature,
but hopeful self-reliance and creativity become henceforth the marks of
human nobility,” Strauss writes of the revolution wrought by Locke.73 For
Strauss, Locke was an all-out “hedonist” for whom man is effectively
“emancipated” from all the bonds set by nature as well as all social and
political arrangements that are not the outcome of our free agreement or
consent. Again, unlike many readers who might find Locke’s emancipation
of the individual a cause for celebration, Strauss tends to see it as the cause
of so many contemporary dissatisfactions.74 The result of the emancipa-
tion of labor from all teleological conceptions of the good life has been to
render life “aimless.” We seek pleasure, but no longer know what to find
pleasure in. The only goal is the avoidance of pain and anxiety, but the
desire to avoid anxiety becomes, ironically, a cause of anxiety. In the final
analysis Strauss agrees with Weber in his rather dark view of the modern
“disenchanted world.” “Life is the joyless quest for joy” is Strauss’s dys-
peptic judgment of life under the Lockean dispensation.75

Strauss’s writing on Locke has produced a large and largely inconclu-
sive literature on whether he got Locke right.76 The issue typically ignored
is not whether Strauss’s Locke is the true Locke, but what function Locke
plays in Strauss’s writing. Locke is presented not simply as one philoso-
pher among others, but as America’s philosopher-king. Strauss agrees with
Louis Hartz and other historians of the era that America is the Lockean
nation par excellence, although he disagrees on just what that means.
Hartz emphasized the dominance of Locke in America to explain not only
the absence of socialism, but also the absence of all other alternatives to
the overriding consensus regarding liberal beliefs and practices. Although
Hartz is often taken to be celebrating the liberal consensus that has gov-
erned American political life, he was in fact highly critical of the “irra-
tional” character of this Lockean consensus that in effect prohibited
debate over first principles.77

Strauss, too, regarded America as something of a Lockean remnant in a
world increasingly governed by more radical forms of modernity. He fre-
quently contrasted the ancient aristocratic republics concerned with a high
order of moral virtue to the “low but solid” ground of modern constitu-
tional democracies based on self-interest and the desire for comfortable
preservation.78 While acknowledging the theoretical radicalism of Lockean
principles—their profound rupture with both the classical and the biblical
traditions represented by the twin poles of Athens and Jerusalem—Locke’s
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own prudence to some degree successfully disguised the nature of this rad-
icalism by emphasizing his links with the past. America thus remained
something of a theoretical anomaly protected by its Lockean origins from
the gusts of later modernity. The question is what to do about it.

Strauss is silent about the development of Lockeanism in American pol-
itics, but at least two implications seem to be present. His overt teaching
based on the introduction to Natural Right and History is a recovery of the
possibility of natural right from both German historicism and its peculiar
American variant, Deweyan progressivism.79 The book as a whole can be
read as an attempt to redirect American public philosophy away from the
kind of progressivism that may have served it well during the early part of
the twentieth century, but which has gradually become exhausted and may
prove unequal to the coming struggle with the Soviet Union.80 The book
sets out a kind of irredentist strategy for reappropriating an earlier phase of
modernity as a prophylactic against the corrosive effects of Rousseau,
Marx, and Nietzsche. Indeed, Natural Right and History is nothing if not
an invitation to American readers to take seriously their political founding
and the philosophic ideas that gave rise to it. The American founding rep-
resented the first wave of modernity in the fullness of its theoretical vigor
and self-confidence. It is necessary to recover some of that confidence today
through the critique of historicism.81

Strauss’s deeper teaching, however, is that such efforts at reappropria-
tion either are doomed to failure or result in fateful concessions to moder-
nity regarding the role of rights, commerce, and technology.82 At times he
appears to adopt a form of historicism himself in regarding late modernity
as working out the premises and consequences that were only implicit in
early modernity. On this account, the true nature of the revolution wrought
by Locke was not seen by his contemporaries, but could only have been
brought to light by later thinkers like Rousseau who were able to observe
more fully its effects. Rousseau attacked Locke’s bourgeois man in the
name of Roman virtue and citizenship. His was a movement of return.
Rousseau’s protest against modernity, however, led not to a return to pre-
modernity, but rather to even more radical forms of modernity.83

Strauss sometimes writes as if America has been uniquely resistant to
both the great heights and the great depths of European modernism.
Ironically, Strauss was himself the product of a high European modernism
whose influence he frequently deplores.84 He is entirely silent on how such
figures as Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, James, and others helped to shape
a distinctively American modernist literary and intellectual culture. No
more than any other country could America hope to escape the influence of
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the second and third waves of modernity initiated by Rousseau and
Nietzsche respectively. The idea of a return to a pristine vision of America
before the advent of romanticism, progressivism, and today multicultural-
ism is to invoke a kind of nostalgia for a golden age that never properly
existed in the first place. Instead America is the site where the many facets
of modernity have been working themselves out. America, in the words of
Joseph Cropsey, is a moment in the comprehensive “self-dissatisfaction”
that is modernity.85 A return to Lockeanism is not the cure to the patholo-
gies of modern politics. The pathologies of modernity are already the
pathologies of Locke.

A Machiavellian Moment

Strauss would have found laughable the attempt to bathe the American
founding in the warm glow of antiquity. The American founding, in Carey
McWilliams’s phrase, was “a decisively modern event.”86 The true founder
of modernity, as Strauss barely alludes to above, was neither Hobbes
nor Locke, but Machiavelli. “It was Machiavelli,” he wrote, “that greater
Columbus, who had discovered the continent on which Hobbes could erect
his structure.”87 Machiavelli was Professor Moriarty to Hobbes’s Sherlock
Holmes, his evil Doppelganger. Machiavelli said what no Englishman, not
even Hobbes and certainly not Locke, could afford to say openly, namely,
that in politics we have to operate entirely on our own without recourse
to either natural or supernatural guidance. Even as plain-spoken an
Englishman as Hobbes had to sanitize (“mitigate”) his teachings by
employing traditional-sounding terms like natural law if they were to prove
acceptable to an Anglo-Saxon audience. Machiavelli’s amoral love of glory
and his celebration of warriors like Hannibal and Scipio were turned by
Hobbes into the pedestrian desire for self-preservation and by Locke into
the right to property. This emancipation of acquisitiveness, while appar-
ently a minor modification of Hobbes, was to have revolutionary conse-
quences. Locke showed how it was possible to achieve peacefully and for
the benefit of all what Machiavelli had believed was only attainable
through war. Economics was simply warfare fought through other means.
“Economism,” Strauss wrote in one of those terse and lively sentences, “is
Machiavellianism come of age.”88

Machiavelli was deliberately relegated to only a bit part in Natural
Right and History in order to downplay his influence on the modern natu-
ral rights tradition.89 But the role of Machiavelli in the rise of modern
Roman-style republicanism should not be underestimated. Machiavelli’s
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admiration for ancient Rome is said to be but the flip side of his rejection
of ancient political philosophy. His revolt against the ancient philosophers
led him to substitute patriotism or “merely political virtue” for moral
virtue and the contemplative ideal. Taking his bearings from “the effectual
truth of things,” he sought the means for creating a republic that could be
actualized through human doings rather than dependence on fortune or
providence. The American founding was but the first successful attempt to
translate Machiavellian republicanism into practice.90

The role of Machiavelli and “civic republican” thought on the
American founding has become a subject of sustained controversy in recent
years.91 Machiavelli’s appeal to patriotic feeling and a politics of the com-
mon good is said to offer an alternative to the purely rights-based juridical
liberalism of Lockean natural rights. But unlike many current defenders
of Machiavellian republicanism, Strauss did not attempt to gild the lily.
Machiavellian virtue meant devotion to the public good, but the public
good was merely a form of “collective selfishness.” Since the good of one
public may well clash with the good of another, war and the preparation for
war were never far from Machiavelli’s main concerns. It was his admiration
for “the lupine politics of republican Rome” that led Machiavelli to empha-
size the extreme situations in political life, the most extreme of which
necessitates the founding and re-founding of regimes. Foundings are inher-
ently problematic, and Machiavelli delighted in bringing out their morally
ambiguous character. They always entail violence or, in the Roman case,
fratricide. It is not the recognition of this fact alone that constitutes the
“Machiavellian” character of Machiavelli’s writings, but his claim that all
future legitimacy grows out of murder.92

Strauss explicitly addresses the relation between Machiavelli and the
American founding in the introduction to his Thoughts on Machiavelli.
Here he indicates that there are “good reasons” for presenting a book on
Machiavelli to an American audience in particular. “The United States of
America may be said to be the only country in the world which was
founded in explicit opposition to Machiavellian principles,” Strauss
writes.93 He continues this thought:

According to Machiavelli, the founder of the most renowned common-

wealth of the world was a fratricide: the foundation of political greatness

is necessarily laid in crime. If we can believe Thomas Paine, all govern-

ments of the Old World have an origin of this description; their origin

was conquest and tyranny. But “the Independence of America [was]

accompanied by a Revolution in the principles and practice of
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Governments”: the foundation of the United Sates was laid in freedom

and justice. “Government founded on a moral theory, on a system of

universal peace, on the indefeasible hereditary Rights of Man, is now

revolving from west to east by a stronger impulse than the Government

of the sword revolved from east to west.” This judgment is far from

being obsolete. While freedom is no longer a preserve of the United

States, the United States is now the bulwark of freedom. And contem-

porary tyranny has its roots in Machiavelli’s thought, in the

Machiavellian principle that the good end justifies every means. At least

to the extent that the American reality is inseparable from the

American aspiration, one cannot understand Americanism without

understanding Machiavellianism which is its opposite.94

Here Strauss puts forward his own version of American exceptionalism
(“The United States of America may be said to be the only country in the
world which was founded on explicit opposition to Machiavellian princi-
ples”). This passage deliberately begs a number of important questions. Of
all the countries of the world, how did America manage miraculously to
escape contamination by Machiavelli? And if America was developed in
“explicit opposition” to Machiavellian principles, what are the sources of
its resistance? One answer would be to follow Tocqueville in regarding the
sources of American liberty as lying in the nation’s Puritan background, or
to see in the Declaration of Independence a unique combination of
Lockean, biblical, and Ciceronian ideals. But note that this is precisely
what Strauss does not say. Instead he cites Tom Paine, the most pro-
Enlightenment, proto-Jacobin figure of eighteenth-century America, to the
effect that America is founded on a new moral system of “universal peace”
and on the “indefeasible hereditary Rights of Man” that he goes on to say
have acquired a kind of world-historical significance “revolving from west
to east.” The cited passage sounds more like Kant’s theory of a cosmopoli-
tan history and perpetual peace—a key moment in Strauss’s “second wave”
of modernity—than anything one might find in either the classical or the
biblical tradition.

Nor is this all. Strauss acknowledges that contemporary tyranny has its
source in the Machiavellian dictum that the ends justify the means. What
he does not acknowledge (at least not here) is that Machiavelli is also the
unique source for the revival of modern republicanism and a kind of civic-
minded idealism. He includes The Federalist Papers as among the works
influenced by the revival of Machiavellian republicanism that became “one
of the most powerful trends of modern political thought.”95 There is a

176 chapter seven



universalism to Machiavelli’s thought—that is, he offers advice equally to
principalities and republics—but in the passage cited above Strauss deliber-
ately suppresses Machiavelli’s role in the renaissance of Roman-style
republicanism. Why? One is reminded of the following passage: “If a mas-
ter of the art of writing commits such blunders as would shame an intelli-
gent high school boy, it is reasonable to assume that they are intentional,
especially if the author discusses, however incidentally, the possibility of
intentional blunders in writing.”96 Strauss may be guilty of overstating the
case for contemporary high school education, but he provides an unam-
biguous insight into his own manner of writing.

Strauss goes on to reveal his deeper understanding in a passage where he
shifts from the active to the passive voice:

But we cannot conceal from ourselves the fact that the problem is more

complex than it appears in the presentation by Paine and his followers.

Machiavelli would argue that America owes her greatness not only to

her habitual adherence to the principles of freedom and justice, but also

to her occasional deviation from them. He would not hesitate to suggest

a mischievous interpretation of the Louisiana Purchase and of the fate

of the Red Indians. He would conclude that facts like these are an addi-

tional proof for his contention that there cannot be a great and glorious

society without the equivalent of the murder of Remus by his brother

Romulus.97

Strauss offers this correction to his earlier formulation by offering a
Machiavellian or “mischievous interpretation” of American policy. Given
that Strauss himself evidently enjoyed offering his own mischievous in-
terpretations of such received figures as Locke, one cannot avoid the con-
clusion that he regards the mischievous interpretation as the true
interpretation. His use of the word “occasional” in the phrase “occasional
deviation” above is a clear and unambiguous imitation of the term occa-
sione, which Machiavelli uses to indicate the contingent, erratic, and
unpredictable nature of politics that can only be provisionally controlled
through the actions of creative statesmen, whether in the mold of Cesare
Borgia or of Thomas Jefferson. He offers this interpretation, again, not in his
own voice, but by citing Henry Adams’s History of the United States during
the Administrations of Thomas Jefferson to highlight the Machiavellian
character of the acquisition of the Louisiana Territory.

Adams never mentions Machiavelli or Machiavellianism by name,
although there can be no doubt that his treatment of Jefferson in particular
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is intended to bring out the contradiction between his democratic ideals
and the actual practice of his statecraft. Consider the following passage
from the History where Adams presents his summary judgment on
Jefferson’s machinations in the purchase of Louisiana:

Even in 1804 the political consequences of the act were already too

striking to be overlooked. Within three years of his inauguration

Jefferson bought a foreign colony without its consent and against its

will, annexed it to the United States by an act which he said made blank

paper of the Constitution; and then he who had found his predecessors

too monarchical and the Constitution too liberal in power . . . made

himself monarch of the new territory and wielded over it, against its

protests, the power of its old kings.98

Throughout the History Adams takes special delight in exposing just
how far Jefferson was willing to depart from his high democratic ideals in
order to achieve his political ambitions. The fact that Strauss elsewhere
refers to Adams as “the best American historian I know” suggests how seri-
ously he takes this view.99 Jefferson’s acquisition of Louisiana may not have
been the equivalent of Romulus’s murder of Remus, but it suggests that, as
Strauss puts it above, the problem of America is “more complex” than any
theory of American immaculate conception would imply.

Burning Down the House

The debate over the origins of the American republic is not a piece of “self-
forgetting and pain-loving antiquarianism.”100 Origins determine out-
comes. The founding of nations, as Tocqueville reminds us, affects the
entire course of their history.101 The issue is whether by highlighting the
“low but solid”—perhaps not even quite so solid—origins of American
republicanism, Strauss is not denigrating the case for America. By appeal-
ing to the Lockean and even Machiavellian foundations of America, does
Strauss deny to the regime those higher qualities of virtue, nobility, and the
possibility of statesmanship? Can a regime dedicated to the pursuit of hap-
piness ever satisfy the deepest longings of the human soul? The answer is
“obviously not,” but then Strauss never for a moment imagined the pur-
pose of politics was to satisfy our deepest longings.

Strauss was not a legislator. He did not propose any wholesale vision
for the reform of American politics or endorse any particular set of pub-
lic policies. He certainly did not write to produce an ideology, that is, a
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body of doctrine intended to serve as a blueprint for political action. He
was, so far as I am aware, a member of no political party.102 Although he
has come to be associated with conservatism, it is probably more accu-
rate to say that he saw politics neither from the Right nor from the Left
but from above.103 “It is safer,” Strauss wrote, “to try to understand the
low in the light of the high than the high in the light of the low.”104 If by
“the high” he meant the philosophical life and all that attends to it, then
one can only conclude that one should never judge philosophy by the
standards of politics, but should rather judge politics by the standards of
philosophy. The question is not whether Strauss provides an ennobling
picture of American democracy, but whether American democracy pro-
vides a safe haven for philosophy. This remains, as Strauss likes to say,
an open question.

Strauss was neither a conservative nor a liberal in any of the standard
uses of those terms. He preferred instead to tweak some of the differences
between them. Liberals, he wrote in the 1960s, oppose the war in Vietnam
while favoring the war on poverty, while conservatives would have it the
other way round. Conservatives abhor violent change, yet one of the most
conservative, if not reactionary, organizations in America was called the
Daughters of the American Revolution. Conservatives typically prefer
diversity to unity and the particular to the universal, but is this not to aban-
don the idea of the unity of truth that has been the core of the philosophi-
cal tradition?105 If anything, Strauss defined his philosophical position as
skeptical, recognizing that there were no permanent answers, only perma-
nent problems in philosophical life. At the moment one’s belief in the cer-
tainty of the solutions comes to outweigh awareness of the problematic
character of all solutions, “the sectarian is born.”106

Strauss may not have been a legislator, but he was an educator whose
proposals took the form of a reform of his own chosen discipline. He had
the fortune—or maybe the misfortune—to write at a time when the rise of
the behavioral study of politics and its confidence about the capacities of
modern science were at their height.107 Strauss did not call for a new polit-
ical science, but for a restoration of certain classical approaches to the
study of politics. Rather than propose a “city in speech” (Plato) or “new
modes and orders” (Machiavelli), he chose the more modest task of offering
advice to his fellow political scientists about how they might improve their
craft. This does not mean that Strauss longed to recreate the conditions of
the ancient polis. But he did try to revive certain features of ancient politi-
cal science precisely for the insight they shed on the conditions of modern
democracy.
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Strauss was a teacher of political science in its classic sense. This does
not mean resurrecting certain ancient philosophical dogmas as an answer
to contemporary problems. His teaching sought instead to focus on the rela-
tion of philosophy to society as the ancients understood this. Modern polit-
ical science suffers from two contrary failings. In its aspiration to become
scientific, it repeats the failure of Socrates as depicted in the Clouds of
Aristophanes. The Aristophanic Socrates is depicted as a natural scientist
and cosmologist investigating the first causes of things at the expense of
human knowledge, knowledge of laws and morality. Modern political sci-
ence, often speaking the abstract language of mathematical economics, is
like the Aristophanic Socrates, that is, characterized by its remoteness and
alienation from the concerns of the city. Such a science is not so much dan-
gerous as laughable because of its very ignorance of those things that every
well-brought-up citizen already knows. The fact that Aristophanes’s
comedy ends with Socrates’s think tank being burned to the ground by a
disgruntled disciple should give political scientists pause for thought.108

At the same time modern political science is beset by a desire to be use-
ful. This means that political science takes its bearings not from how
things ought to be, but from what is. It must cease to be concerned with
questions about the best regime and must concentrate on the control of
what is within our power to achieve. Political science proves its utility by
focusing on the Is and not the Ought. But by focusing narrowly on the
behavioral foundation of politics, political science tends to lose sight of the
distinction between well-ordered and faulty regimes. Judgment and evalua-
tion are as much a part of the language of political science as are descrip-
tion and explanation. A political science that cannot use terms like tyranny
or freedom (except perhaps in quotation marks) is not a science of politics
at all. A political science that cannot address the differences between good
and bad, better and worse, is at best a parody of a science.109

At the center of Strauss’s political science stands the concept of the
regime or the way in which institutions are structured in any commu-
nity.110 Every community, even the diverse polyglot societies of advanced
modernity, constitutes an ordered whole in which the arrangement of pow-
ers and offices structures human behavior. Instead of explaining politics by
the behavior of interest groups or ethnicities, Strauss showed how the
behavior of these groups is fundamentally dependent upon the regime, its
governing principles and standards. Each regime represents not only an
organization of powers and institutions, but a collective judgment on the
relative justice of those institutional arrangements. Every regime contains
in its laws and policies a collective judgment on what is just and unjust,
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and it is this judgment, however imperfectly expressed, that bestows a fun-
damental legitimacy on the nature of the regime. Strauss was an institu-
tionalist before the term was invented.

The centrality of regime politics is connected to Strauss’s conception of
the primacy of the political. Political science remains for Strauss not sim-
ply one social science among others, but the architectonic discipline that
guides the rest. Behavioralism and its successor approaches have all
attempted to reduce political life to certain subpolitical economic, psycho-
logical, or sociological variables. Accordingly, they either distort what is
properly political or confuse the political with the nonpolitical. While the
behavioralist orientation was interested only in what could be studied en
masse and reduced to a set of statistical regularities, today’s rational choice
approach regards politics as a marketplace where individual preferences are
formed and utilities are maximized. What is specifically political is either
bleached out or explained away. By reducing all politics to choice and all
choices to preferences, the new political science fails to grasp how the con-
stitution and its fundamental laws shape the character of its citizen body.

Strauss’s emphasis on the primacy of the regime is at odds not only with
behavioral and rational choice approaches to the study of politics, but with
much of contemporary “normative” theory as well. Although Strauss did
not live to comment on the “new normativism,” as it has been called, his
response to it would not be difficult to discern.111 Typical of such
approaches are works like John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice and Jürgen
Habermas’s A Theory of Communicative Rationality. Each of these works
advances theories of justice or democracy (called by Habermas “an ideal
speech situation”) that are presented as standards against which to criticize
current policies. These theories are in turn derived from certain norms of
public rationality that are said to constrain what can and cannot be used in
justifying public policy. Such approaches are curiously antipolitical, as they
assume the primacy of certain normative or ethical standards from which
politics are then deduced rather than starting with the centrality of the
regime and asking what kinds of public policies help to preserve or change
a given order. For Strauss, by contrast, it is only by staying close to the sur-
face of things that it becomes possible to penetrate to the heart of things.112

It is the very abstractness of so much political science, its increasing
remoteness from the substantive issues of political life, that Strauss warns
against. “Political science,” he reminds us, “stands or falls by the truth of
the pre-scientific awareness of things.”113 Political science must begin from
the opinions and perspectives of the ordinary citizen. This is not to say the
aim of political science is simply to reproduce citizen opinion in all of its
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complexity, but a science that has become radically detached from that
opinion is in danger of losing sight of the very phenomena it seeks to
explain. The purpose of political science is not to stand above or outside the
political community as an entomologist observing the behavior of ants, but
to serve as a civic-minded arbitrator of disputes in order to restore peace
and stability to conflict-ridden situations. Political science is not simply a
value-neutral science, but a practical engagement with political life. We are
today in danger of losing touch with the questions and insights that are the
original motivation for understanding political life. In place of these basic
questions has arisen a narrow-minded focus on “methodology” and the phi-
losophy of explanation that often overshadow the life-and-death issues that
make up the substance of politics.114

For Strauss political science remained first and foremost a practical disci-
pline. Its main function was the education of citizens and future leaders. But
as that great pre-Straussian philosopher Karl Marx once asked, “who will edu-
cate the educators?” Strauss’s concern was clearly with educating the next
generation of teachers of political science. Accordingly, he focused on those
texts that put issues of political education front and center—works like
Plato’s Laws, Machiavelli’s Discourses, and Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws,
to name but the most prominent. Despite the obvious differences between
ancients and moderns, these works subordinated their strictly “theoretical”
teachings to such practical considerations as the different kinds of regimes
and laws appropriate to them, the character of the citizen body, and the ways
of achieving preservation and change. Furthermore, these works were written
in the language of their time, were relatively free of jargon, and presented the
case for the moral seriousness of politics in the strongest possible terms.115

As an institutionalist, Strauss taught his readers to take the constitution
seriously, above all its structure of rights and responsibilities. He worried
about the tendency of contemporary political science to neglect constitu-
tional formalities by focusing on mass behavior or, as it is called today, col-
lective action problems. Strauss witnessed at first hand the destruction of
the Weimar constitution due to the rise of a populist movement that cared
little for constitutional forms and catered to the basest instincts of the pop-
ulation. “The Weimar Republic was weak” was Strauss’s judgment on its
inability to defend itself from its enemies.116 The same kind of attack on
constitutionalism was evidenced in the 1960s when radicals disparaged rep-
resentative government and “procedural justice” in the name of direct par-
ticipatory democracy. Recent proposals for more deliberative democracy and
calls for publicly funded days of national deliberation are merely watered-
down versions of the populist assault on the Constitution.117
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Strauss wrote to strengthen those aspects of American public life that
would prevent constitutional democracy from devolving into mass democ-
racy. “We are not permitted to be flatterers of democracy,” he wrote, “pre-
cisely because we are friends and allies of democracy.”118 But the friend and
ally of democracy is not the same thing as a democrat. Strauss was not a
partisan of any regime precisely because he was a political philosopher.
Philosophy demands a zone of independence for the mind that effectively
transcends political obligations and loyalties. This did not prevent him
from recognizing, however, that “liberal or constitutional democracy
comes closer to what the classics demanded than any alternative that is
viable in our age.”119 Strauss’s qualifier (“comes closer”) suggests that while
liberal democracy may be the best available regime, there is still consider-
able latitude in what form a liberal or constitutional government may take.
The task of political science today is to teach neither a scientific detach-
ment from one’s country and its traditions nor a fanatical partisanship that
regards the distinction between friend and enemy as the primordial politi-
cal experience, but rather an “unhesitating loyalty to a decent constitution
and even to the cause of constitutionalism.”120
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C H A P T E R E I G H T

WWLSD; or, What Would Leo Strauss Do?

G

Tyranny is a danger coeval with political life. — Leo Strauss, On Tyranny

Introduction

A virtual truism among journalists and various media pundits is that Leo
Strauss has exercised a profound and demonic influence on the foreign pol-
icy of the George W. Bush administration. It is taken for granted that the
war in Iraq was the brainchild of figures like Paul Wolfowitz, Richard Perle,
and William Kristol, all labeled as “neo-conservatives” and all of whose
thinking is said to derive from a common source in the philosophy of
Strauss.

The association of Strauss with the foreign policy of the Bush adminis-
tration began just at the time the United States entered the war with Iraq.
The chief intellectual architect of the war was thought to be Paul
Wolfowitz, a former ambassador to Indonesia and a Ph.D. in Political
Science who had studied with Allan Bloom as an undergraduate and had
taken graduate courses with Strauss and Albert Wohlstetter at the Uni-
versity of Chicago. Long before the current fascination began, Wolfowitz
figured in a minor role in Saul Bellow’s novel Ravelstein, his fictionalized
account of his late friend and colleague Allan Bloom.

On the basis of this connection journalists constructed elaborate intel-
lectual genealogies to show the influence of Strauss or “Straussians” (like
Bloom and Harvey Mansfield) on a range of opinion makers and policy ana-
lysts. Respectable journalists like Seymour Hersh writing for The New
Yorker and Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer Sam Tannenhaus writing for
Vanity Fair fell into the trap of assuming guilt by the most fanciful associ-



ation. On their own admission very few, if any, of these journalists had ever
read the work of Strauss; instead they relied on the work of other journal-
ists already making the same claim. There emerged a self-reinforcing circle
of prejudice and innuendo.

Added to this, especially in the European press, has been a thinly veiled
strain of anti-Semitism. Strauss was himself a Jewish refugee from Hitler’s
Germany, and many of his students were Jewish. This provided evidence,
for those prepared to believe it, of a Jewish cabal whose real purpose was
alleged to be the defense of Israel. The ugly innuendo was that this group of
“neo-cons”—as New York Times columnist David Brooks put it, “con”
being short for conservative, “neo” for Jewish—was using its influence in
foreign policy as a tool to advance Israeli interests. I will not even mention
some of the kookier theories of a Jewish conspiracy, although a quick look
at the Web would be sufficient to show how widespread this virus has
become.

As if all this were not enough, the name of Strauss has even appeared in
a recent Broadway play written by Academy Award–winning actor (and
antiwar activist) Tim Robbins. In this play, titled Embedded, Robbins
depicts the war in Iraq as manipulated by a sinister cabal who periodically
throughout the play shout “hail to Leo Strauss.” In the play’s program, the
audience is told that Strauss believed that democracy was “best defended
by an ignorant public pumped up on nationalism and religion.” This would
be laughable if it were not evidence for a kind of McCarthyism of the Left.
How has this come about?

When Leo Strauss died, just over thirty years ago, his influence was con-
fined to a small group of students of political philosophy who were for the
most part intrigued by his recovery of the great quarrel between the
ancients and the moderns. A few others were similarly influenced by
Strauss’s rediscovery of the tradition of esoteric writing, according to which
great thinkers of the past often hid their most provocative thoughts under
complex layers of dissimulation and contradiction. Perhaps following some
of his great predecessors, Strauss preferred to remain silent on political mat-
ters, rarely if ever venturing into the territory of contemporary commen-
tary. One searches his writings almost in vain for references to current
affairs, much less policy prescriptions. He once described himself as “one
of those who refuse to go through open doors when one can enter just as
well through a keyhole.”1 How, then, did this most reticent and secretive
of modern thinkers become a virtual poster child for the current adminis-
tration’s war in Iraq?
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The Crisis of the West

The opening gambit of Strauss’s political philosophy is his diagnosis of what
he calls the “crisis of the West.” In the introduction to Natural Right and
History, still his most influential book, Strauss describes this crisis as pre-
cipitated by the rise of the German historical consciousness or the histori-
cal sense. Writing in the years immediately after World War II, he traces the
decline of the Lockean doctrine of natural rights as embodied in the
American Declaration of Independence and the rise of a form of historical
relativism that regards all standards of right and justice as relative to their
own time and place. “It would not be the first time,” Strauss avers, “that a
nation defeated on the battlefield . . . has deprived its conquerors of the most
sublime fruit of victory by imposing on them the yoke of its own thought.”2

Strauss returned to this theme again in the introduction to his book The
City and Man. Here he indicates that the crisis of the West consists in a
loss of confidence, “in the West’s having become uncertain of its purpose.”3

The purpose of the West he identifies with certain public documents issued
between the two World Wars. These documents—one thinks of Woodrow
Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points—stated that the goals of a just society
were to be a “universal league of free and equal nations, each nation con-
sisting of free and equal men and women.”4 This loss of confidence, he
avers, is today more than a “strong but vague feeling”; it has acquired the
character of “scientific exactitude” among social scientists who are no
longer able to regard the principles of the universal and prosperous society
as anything more than an ideology superior in neither truth nor justice to
innumerable other ideologies.5

This loss of confidence derives from two sources, both of which are
indigenous to the West. The first is what Strauss elsewhere calls the “expe-
rience of history,” that is, the belief that there are many different cultures
each of which must be regarded as the legitimate equal of every other. The
West is thus to be understood as just one culture among many whose ends
or ways of life cannot be ranked according to any hierarchy or follow any
overall pattern of development. Cultures are unique and irreducible to one
another. Western or liberal views of humanity and justice must be seen as
“culture-bound,” reflecting or expressing the dominant values of one par-
ticular society. The attempt to impose one culture or way of life on another
is thus seen as a violation of the most fundamental principle of the modern
science of culture, namely, universal toleration or the principle of respect
for all cultures. Today what Strauss called the experience of history goes
under the name of multiculturalism.6
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The second source of dissatisfaction with the West derives from a
very different kind of experience, the experience of communism. For
communism originally presented itself as merely carrying out more fully
or completely what Western liberalism had originally promised. Drawing
on the teachings of Kant, Marx came to believe that democracy could not
be possible in a single state, but ultimately would have to extend to the
entire globe; hence the universal state or classless society. But Marx
ignored Kant’s warning that a world state could only produce a “soulless
despotism.” It was only over time that Marxism came to reveal itself not
as the fulfillment of the West but its antithesis. The ends of communism
could not be separated from the means necessary to establish it. To be
sure, one could argue that the brutality of the means as well as key depar-
tures from Marxian universalism such as Stalin’s policy of “socialism in
one country” fly in the face of the principles of communism. But Strauss
retorts that it is opposed to the principles of communism to separate the
ends from the historical process by which they are established.
Communism would remain for the “foreseeable future” the opponent of
Western liberalism. “We see that the victory of Communism,” Strauss
writes, “would mean indeed the victory of originally Western natural
science but surely at the same time the victory of the most extreme form
of Eastern despotism.”7

Contrary to the views of many critics who regard him as an enemy of
liberalism or democracy, Strauss makes clear that the danger to the West
comes not from liberalism but from our loss of confidence in it. This loss
of confidence was precipitated by certain currents in modern philosophy
that made notions of right or justice, previously regarded as rooted in cer-
tain permanencies of human nature, appear to be nothing more than myths
or ideologies. A society that regards its highest ideals as no more than an
arbitrary collection of value judgments can certainly not feel confident in
its sense of purpose. The question Strauss asks his readers to consider is
whether liberal democracy has within itself the resources to regain its sense
of direction. To what might one turn?

The Turn to Classical Political Philosophy

Strauss’s search for an answer to the crisis of the West led him on a long and
circuitous journey into the history of political philosophy both ancient and
modern. The crisis of the West has not been precipitated by the contradic-
tions of capitalism, as the Marxists believed, or by the secularization of
society, as the Weberians maintained. In order to understand this crisis and

wwlsd; or, what would leo strauss do? 187



what to do about it one must return to its deepest roots in the philosophy
of classical antiquity.

The core of classical political philosophy—the central idea from which
all the spokes radiate—is the concept of the regime. “Regime” is our trans-
lation of the Greek word politeia, which signifies both the way power is
shared in a community and something like the fundamental law of the
land, the constitutional principles that order a society. The regime refers to
more than the form of government in the relatively narrow legal sense; it
refers to the entire way of life of a society, its habits, customs, and moral
beliefs, as when we speak of the ancien régime in France.8

The regime has (as we might say today) both a factual and a normative
component. It is descriptive of the actual distribution of powers and offices
within a political community; and it maintains an ideal of human character
and conduct to which citizens ought to aspire. Classical political philosophy
meant essentially regime analysis. It focused not only on the distinctive fea-
tures that constitute a particular society, but also on the small number of dif-
ferent regime types that have appeared and will continue to recur throughout
human experience. Although regimes will vary as to how they distribute
honors and offices—whether to the one, the few, or the many—there are
certain features that all regimes have in common.

In the first place, every regime represents an organization of human
needs and dispositions. Although the first cause of human society may be
the need for preservation, every community exists to foster certain distinc-
tively human traits and characteristics such as love, affection, friendship,
and a concern for others. Each regime, therefore, is entrusted with shaping
a certain sense of right and wrong, just and unjust ways of behavior that dis-
tinguish it from other regime types.

Second, the ancients understood a regime to be possible only in a rela-
tively small or “closed” society. The conditions of mutual trust and com-
mon affection that hold society together are only possible within a small
polis-like community. Moral behavior, the ancients believed, arises from
the sense that we have obligations to others. These obligations are felt most
strongly to those with whom we have direct attachments—family, friends,
compatriots—and radiate out from there. Such particular loyalties and
attachments are not the morally arbitrary products of a genetic lottery, as
so many contemporary philosophers believe, but are the building blocks of
society without which morality withers and dies.

The ancients regarded the regime to be something irremediably partic-
ular. This is not to say that Strauss attributed to the ancients a conception
of political life as an ongoing struggle between “friend and enemy” in Carl
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Schmitt’s sense of the term. He did, however, regard the different regimes
as organized around sets of constitutionally irreducible organizing princi-
ples. In this context, the idea of a cosmopolitan or universal society—an
issue to which we will turn later—was for Strauss synonymous with global
despotism. The various pathologies of modern mass society are very much
a consequence of the effort to create a potentially unlimited open society.
In one of Strauss’s most provocative assertions, he writes: “An open or all-
comprehensive society will exist on a lower level of humanity than a closed
society, which, through generations, has made a supreme effort toward
human perfection.”9

Finally, the ancients reserved the highest role of political life for the
work of the statesman or legislator. Statesmanship represented for them
the highest form of non-philosophic life. The true statesmen—the “fathers
of the Constitution,” as we might say—establish the permanent frame-
work within which later politicians may handle changing and contingent
situations. Freedom and empire are the two outstanding goals sought by
those most serious about human excellence. It is the statesman, not the
ordinary citizen or good man, who is distinguished above all by the love of
fame and honor.10

The question Strauss leaves us with is this: what can we today learn
from the ancients? In what sense can ancient prescriptions serve as modern
remedies? Strauss is deeply aware that his investigations were no more
than “tentative or experimental,” that one cannot expect classical political
philosophy to supply “recipes” for today’s use. “Only we living today,” he
cautions, “can possibly find a solution to the problems of today.”11 Still, he
has frequently been accused of attempting to propose the small, tight-knit
social patterns of the ancient polis as a solution to the problems of a mod-
ern, complex, socially differentiated civil society. Nothing in fact could be
farther from the truth.

Modern Solutions to Ancient Dilemmas

Strauss is famous for his recovery of the quarrel between the ancients and
the moderns and his own stated “preference” for the theory of classical nat-
ural right.12 This did not blind him to the many ways in which early mod-
ern political thinkers were indebted to the ancients. In particular, the
modern doctrine of the separation of powers celebrated in the works of
Locke, Montesquieu, and the Federalist authors is a direct descendant of
the ancient theory of the mixed regime found in Aristotle and Polybius.
How did this transition occur?
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According to the ancients, the best practical regime—which, inciden-
tally, also went by the term politeia—featured a power-sharing arrange-
ment between the various classes and social groups that made up the
community. Although the best regime might still have been considered one
governed by philosopher-kings, a healthy dose of realism dictated a prefer-
ence for a mixed constitution where the aristocracy shares power with the
people. Ancient republicanism was still dominated by an aristocratic class
called gentlemen (kaloikagathoi)—not philosophers in the strict sense, but
men of inherited wealth and property who are open to liberal education.
The ancients regarded the gentleman as “the political reflection, or imita-
tion, of the wise man.” Accordingly, gentlemen are said to have this in
common with the philosopher, “that they ‘look down’ on many things
which are highly esteemed by the vulgar or that they are experienced in
things noble and beautiful.” The gentlemanly class will be drawn from the
urban patriciate who are best suited to obey the laws by knowing how to
rule and be ruled in turn.13

Far from disparaging the model of aristocratic republicanism, early
modern political philosophers eagerly sought means of reproducing it even
in changed political conditions. How to produce a new ruling aristocracy,
not of wealth and birth, but of talent and intellect? To this end, modern
political writers like Locke set about composing educational treatises that
would shape the character and habits of mind of the new ruling class.
Similarly, the Federalist authors tried to create a complex system of checks
and balances that would favor representatives of broad and enlightened dis-
position. Even the archetypal American democrat, Thomas Jefferson, wrote
to John Adams expressing the view that the best government is one that
provides “the most effectually for a pure selection of the natural aristoi into
offices of the government.”14

Of course, the differences between ancient and modern republicanism
must always be kept in mind. While the Roman republic was based on cer-
tain permanent and hereditary distinctions between patrician and plebeian,
modern American republicanism was carried out on a broad base of equal-
ity. But even within this broadly egalitarian body, certain institutional
measures were adopted to promote persons of quality. The principle of elec-
tion, it must be recalled, was considered by the framers to be an aristocratic
institution designed to select individuals of virtue and ability. “Under the
most favorable circumstances,” Strauss writes, “the men who will hold the
balance of power will then be the men of the learned professions. In the best
case, Hamilton’s republic will be ruled by the men of the learned profes-
sions.”15 By the learned professions, he means principally the law. But this,



as Strauss recognizes, is “the best case.” He also recognizes that there is no
guarantee that men of the legal profession will be liberally educated, at
least in the classical sense.

Strauss realized that the case for liberal democracy stands or falls with
the case for liberal education. To state the matter bluntly: liberal education
is elitist. It presupposes a hierarchy of talent and intellect. But unlike
ancient republicanism, modern republicanism is devoted to the principle of
equality, that “all men are created equal.” There seems to be a fatal dispro-
portion between the claims of education and the claims of democracy. The
question is how to make democracy open to liberal education.

To his credit Strauss offers no easy answer to this question. Democracy
in the original sense of the term meant a universal aristocracy, a regime
where everyone was entitled to the fruits of a liberal education.16 This
proved unworkable. But today modern democracy has become mass democ-
racy, and mass democracy is ruled by mass culture. To be sure, mass cul-
ture is compatible with, even presupposes, a high degree of scientific and
technical expertise. What one finds is a highly developed scientific special-
ization and division of labor coexisting with a mass culture that panders to
our lowest tastes and desires.

Under these circumstances what we call education is often not liberal
education at all, but at most a form of democratic indoctrination:

There exists a very dangerous tendency to identify the good man with

the good sport, the cooperative fellow, the “regular guy,” i.e., an overem-

phasis on a certain part of social virtue and a corresponding neglect of

those virtues which mature, if they do not flourish, in privacy, not to say

solitude: by educating people to cooperate with each other in a friendly

spirit, one does not yet educate non-conformists, people who are pre-

pared to stand alone, to fight alone “rugged individualists.” Democracy

has not yet found a defense against the creeping conformism and the

ever-increasing invasion of privacy which it fosters.17

Although Strauss proposes liberal education as “the counterpoison to mass
culture,” he also recognizes other, equally powerful dangers to the future of
liberal democratic regimes.18

The Threat of Universalism to the Autonomy of Politics

A central tenet of Strauss’s political teaching is that the defense of lib-
eral democracy is today the highest act of statesmanship. This meant
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understanding and confronting the differences between liberal democ-
racy and its chief competitors, which in Strauss’s time meant principally
Marxian communism. Liberalism and Marxism are both children of
modern philosophy and as such appear to be limbs of the same tree. Yet
they derive from very different phases or “waves” of modernity.
Liberalism is a product of modernity’s first wave, with its belief in nat-
ural rights and civil and political liberties; Marxism belongs to moder-
nity’s second wave, with its historical and later historicist critique of
rights as a form of “bourgeois” freedom. The best regime was under-
stood by Marxism to be the universal classless society brought into
being not through prudence or intelligent statecraft, but through the his-
torical process.

Strauss’s critique of Marxian universalism was carried out in his
exchange with the great Hegelian philosopher Alexandre Kojève. For
Kojève, the dialectic of world history (“the struggle for recognition”)
would only be brought to completion in what he called the “universal and
homogenous state.” Only in a universal classless society could the condi-
tions for complete human emancipation be satisfied. A softer version of
this conviction has been held by Wilsonian idealists as well as contempo-
rary European social democrats who have relaxed the demand for a world
state and would be content with a global federation of all existing and
emergent states under the auspices of a fortified UN and international
courts of justice.

Strauss was deeply resistant to this kind of cosmopolitanism or global
citizenship, whose ultimate end is the withering away of the sovereign
state. This is in part due to his belief that statecraft only comes to light in
something particular. The universal homogenous state has as its end the
replacement of politics with administration and the reduction of prudent
judgment to the technical rules of expertise. Following the analysis of Max
Weber, Strauss envisaged a nightmare world composed of “specialists with-
out spirit, sensualists without heart.” Unlimited technological progress
and the increase in economies of scale that go with it are “destructive of
humanity.” The world state would resemble nothing so much as the world
of Nietzsche’s “last man.”19

The real danger to humanity posed by universalism in either its hard or
soft variety is to the future of liberty. One cannot help noting the irony that
Marxism, which grows out of a legitimate demand to recognize the freedom
and dignity of every individual, leads to a system of brutality and tyranny
that denies its very premises. For Strauss, we find ourselves in a situation
unprecedented in human history:
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We are now brought face to face with a tyranny which holds out the

threat of becoming, thanks to “the conquest of nature” and in particu-

lar human nature, what no earlier tyranny ever became: perpetual and

universal. Confronted by the appalling alternative that man, or human

thought, must be collectivized either by one stroke and without mercy

or else by slow and gentle processes, we are forced to wonder how we

could escape from this dilemma. We reconsider therefore the elemen-

tary and unobtrusive conditions of human freedom.20

The end of communism and the waning of the cold war after 1989 have
done nothing to abate the force of Strauss’s warning. The dangers to liberal
democracy today lie less in the Marxian theory of class struggle and the
classless society than in a revivified form of religious fundamentalism with
its furious denunciation of liberal democracy. Unlike most social scien-
tists, who had consigned issues of religion and ethno-nationalism to the
dustbin of history, Strauss kept alive what he called the permanence of the
“theologico-political problem.”21

The theologico-political problem remains at the core of every society
because every society is constituted by opinion, and underlying these opin-
ions are often conceptions of God or the gods. It is only necessary to remind
ourselves that Socrates, the first political philosopher, was put to death by the
city of Athens for his challenge to the ancestral deities. Ever since Socrates,
political philosophers have had to manage a way to do justice both to the
city’s beliefs and opinions and to the calling of philosophy, which could not
but throw these opinions into doubt. This becomes especially problematic in
societies with revealed religious traditions, like Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, where the religion in question also claims to be the unique source of
truth. The famous tension between reason and revelation—what Strauss
called metaphorically by the names of Athens and Jerusalem—was in effect a
debate over whether society should be governed by reference to human reason
or by divine law.22

Every society is, then, constituted in part by its answer to the theologico-
political problem. In modern Western societies this has meant that religion
has agreed to occupy an autonomous inner sphere of conscience and moral
belief separate from the public sphere of law and statecraft. This separation
of public and private spheres of life has gradually, haltingly, and incompletely
become the norm for modern democratic constitutions over the past three
hundred years. Even in the United States, which is officially committed to a
secular political culture, the line between religion and politics remains for-
ever shifting and dependent upon swings in public opinion. Although Strauss
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endorsed the liberal separation of society into separate public and private
spheres as the solution to the theologico-political problem most conducive to
the freedom of philosophy, he was keenly aware of the moral force of religion
and the power of the passions from which it arose. The danger to society from
politically reawakened forms of religious fundamentalism always remained
for him a living possibility.

The Case for Israel

The theologico-political problem was most clearly delineated by the situa-
tion of Judaism in modern society. This was for Strauss not just an abstract,
theoretical problem, but a living, existential one. From an early age, Strauss
was a committed Zionist. His reasons for this grew out of the real-life expe-
rience of the Jews in interwar Germany. Germany was during this period a
republic dedicated to a balance between the principles of 1789 and the high-
est traditions of German philosophy. But the problem with the German
Weimar Republic was its failure to protect the Jews. The failure of a con-
stitutional government to protect its Jewish citizens served as a lifelong
reminder of the vulnerability of a people who lack sovereign power over
their destiny.23

Strauss’s defense of the Jewish state was not the result of religious or
ethnic nationalism. Rather, it grew out of a clear-eyed awareness of the fail-
ure of liberal democracy. Liberalism had promised the Jews acceptance and
toleration, but at the cost of assimilation and loss of collective identity.
The condition of the modern Jew is one of “external freedom and inner
servitude,” in the words of Ahad Ha’am. At the same time that it was pro-
fessing toleration of all religions, the liberal state proved incapable of
protecting Jews from recurrent outbreaks of anti-Semitism. It is perhaps no
coincidence that systematic doctrines of anti-Semitism rose to prominence
during the period of greatest political liberalization. Liberalism presupposes
the distinction between the state and civil society, the public and the pri-
vate spheres of life. While the state proper may be officially secular and
hence neutral to religion, this could not prevent, indeed may have encour-
aged, the rise of anti-Semitic ideologies in the sphere of civil society. Hence
the “Jewish Question,” as it became known, was not solved by liberalism,
but rather shifted from the public to the private sphere. Liberalism had
failed the Jews and unwittingly revealed its own limitations.

Most importantly, Strauss’s Zionism grew out of a need to preserve the
moral core of Judaism during a period of assimilation and the “progressive”
leveling of tradition. A Jewish state was necessary not merely to ensure
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Jewish survival, but for the sake of Jewish self-respect. The concept of self-
respect (Selbstachtuung in German) is a term Strauss uses frequently when
mentioning the Zionist enterprise. “The moral spine of Judaism was in dan-
ger of being broken by the so-called emancipation, which in many cases had
alienated them from their heritage, and yet not given them anything more
than merely formal equality,” Strauss wrote in a rare public utterance.
“Political Zionism was the attempt to restore that inner freedom, that sim-
ple dignity, of which only people who remember their heritage and are loyal
to their fate are capable.”24

Strauss praised Leon Pinsker, Theodor Herzl, and especially Vladimir
Jabotinsky for their efforts to restore a sense of Jewish pride and dignity
through the creation of a state under hopelessly difficult conditions: a
small, endangered republic surrounded by a numerically superior and hos-
tile Arab population. Strauss no doubt saw in the tiny, embattled Jewish
state the same quality of spiritedness or “heart” that inspired the ancient
Greek city-states to stand together and fight against their wealthier and
better-armed Persian enemy. The establishment of a Jewish state was, for
Strauss, one of the bright spots on the contemporary political landscape. He
described the spirit of Israel as one of “heroic austerity supported by the
nearness of biblical antiquity.”25

To be sure, Strauss was not unaware of and made clear the limits of
Zionism. Zionism presented a purely social or political solution to the
Jewish problem. In the deepest sense, it was less an answer to than an
expression of this problem. Zionism could only offer the Jews a state like
other peoples. It could not in any theological sense bring an end to the exile
(Galut). “The establishment of the state of Israel,” Strauss wrote, “is the
most profound modification of the Galut that has occurred, but is not
the end of the Galut.”26 If we consider the Jewish problem as emblematic
of the social problem of discrimination—a term which, by the way, Strauss
always used in quotation marks—then the establishment of the state of
Israel, far from solving this problem, may even have exacerbated it. From
this point of view the Jewish problem most clearly represents “the most
manifest symbol of the human problem insofar as it is a social or political
problem.”27

The Necessity for Statecraft

Strauss’s awareness of the crisis of the West speaks largely to a failure of
nerve or confidence about the fundamental aspiration of Western liberal
democracies. Drawing on his own experience, he argued that the failure of
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Weimar grew out of the inability of responsible elites to defend the cause of
constitutional government from radical challenges from both the Right and
the Left. Today the threat to liberal democracy comes not from communism
or fascism, but from an energized Islamic fundamentalism that regards
itself, whether we choose to acknowledge it or not, as being locked in a life-
or-death struggle with the West. One would have thought that this would
awaken Western liberalism from the slumber in which it had languished
throughout the 1990s. Yet the very cultural relativism—now called multi-
culturalism—Strauss diagnosed continues very much in evidence. A symp-
tom of this was the expression of self-doubt, if not self-contempt, voiced by
many American intellectuals after the attacks of September 11, 2001.

Strauss hardly accepted a Schmittean view of the political universe as
divided into mutually hostile camps of friend and enemy. He did maintain
a deep awareness of the underlying diversity shaping different regimes. For
this reason he was skeptical of Kantian notions of a cosmopolitan society
and “perpetual peace.” Although convinced of the essential decency of the
West, he could never have accepted even Francis Fukuyama’s idea of a lib-
eralized version of an “end of history.” Strauss supported the idea of a
united free Europe, but conceived this along the lines of a Europe des
patries, not as some kind of supranational state. The nation-state still
remained the form of political organization best suited to the exercise of
human agency and creative statesmanship. The highest task of the states-
man is to resist the illusory belief in some cosmopolitan social order based
on universal human recognition and to recover the self-respect deriving
from loyalty to particular and competing political traditions.

Strauss had an admiration for the virtue of the statesman as the highest
form of non-philosophic life. Among modern statesmen, it was Winston
Churchill who elicited his uncompromising admiration. In a letter from
1946 to his fellow émigré, Karl Löwith, Strauss wrote that “A man like
Churchill proves that the possibility of megalopsychia [greatness of soul]
exists today exactly as it did in the fifth century B.C.”28 Perhaps the most
important function of statecraft is to remind us, the students of politics, of
the possibility of greatness.

Strauss returned to this theme almost twenty years later on the occa-
sion of Churchill’s death. “ ‘The death of Churchill,” he told his audience,
“is a healthy reminder to academic students of political science of their
limitations.” Churchill’s actions on behalf of human freedom were carried
out not only through his deeds, but through his speeches and writings,
above all his Life of Marlborough, which Strauss calls “the greatest histor-
ical work written in our century, an inexhaustible mine of political wisdom
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and understanding which should be required reading for every student of
political science.” “We are supposed to train ourselves and others in seeing
things as they are, and this means above all in seeing their greatness and
their misery, their excellence and their vileness, their nobility and their tri-
umphs, and therewith never to mistake mediocrity, however brilliant, for
true greatness.” 29

Great statesmen like Churchill—and one could add the names of
Lincoln and Weizmann—illustrate the fact that politics is ultimately a
matter of prudence or moral judgment. Strauss’s point was not to advocate
some kind of great man theory of history or to engage in hero worship.
Rather, his interest in the problem of statesmanship was always connected
to the question of what kind of knowledge is political knowledge. Is poli-
tics ultimately a form of theory, susceptible to scientific or statistical gen-
eralization, or does it remain firmly grounded in the world of practice and
experience? Throughout his writings Strauss remained deeply skeptical of
whether political theory had any substantive advice or direction to offer
statesmen.

Consider the following example. In an as yet unpublished essay deliv-
ered at the New School in the summer of 1942 titled “What Can We Learn
from Political Theory?” Strauss explicitly claims that philosophic knowl-
edge is unnecessary for sound policy and the guidance of practical conduct.
What is needed by the statesman is akin not to theoretical insight, but to
common sense or a shrewd assessment of the situation. He confirms this
by a story told about Churchill at the outbreak of World War II:

I may refer to the story told in England of H. G. Wells meeting Winston

Churchill and asking about the progress of the war. “We’re getting along

with our idea,” said Churchill. “You have an idea?” asked Wells. “Yes,”

said Churchill, “along the lines of our general policy.” “You have a gen-

eral policy,” Wells persisted. “Yes,” answered Churchill, “the K.M.T.

policy.” “And what is the K.M.T. policy?” asked Wells. “It is this,”

replied Churchill: “Keep Muddling Through.”30

Strauss goes on to remark that while K.M.T. is not a guarantee of
success—he refers to the disasters in Singapore and Libya—it is entirely
conceivable that one might construct an intelligent postwar international
policy with no reference to political philosophy at all. The key to success
after the war, he affirms, is an “Anglo-Saxon” preponderance—even an
Anglo-Saxon–Russian entente—that remains vigilant about its own liber-
ties and active in the defense of civil liberties worldwide. “To know these
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broad essentials of the situation,” he avers, “one does not need a single les-
son in political philosophy. In fact, people adhering to fundamentally dif-
ferent political philosophies have reached these same conclusions.”31

Strauss’s conception of the autonomy of statecraft, at least its inde-
pendence from theoretical philosophy, became a theme in Natural Right
and History in his treatment of the Aristotelian conception of natural
right.32 On this understanding, natural right is not so much a transcendent
natural law from which a doctrine of duties and obligations can be derived;
it is rather closer to the actual decisions made by statesmen in concrete sit-
uations. Justice (and therefore natural right) resides not in general rules
applicable to any and every circumstance, but in the mutable situations in
which policy makers and politicians find themselves. It is to guarantee the
flexibility or “latitude” of statecraft to respond to new and unforeseen sit-
uations that Strauss emphasizes the variability of Aristotelian natural
right. It is, interestingly, this same sense of flexibility that is given expres-
sion in a modern book like Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, a work
Strauss claims that is closer in spirit to the classics than to the more rigid
formulations of the medieval tradition of natural law.33

Strauss makes this point in a curiously neglected passage from the very
center of Natural Right and History. In a discussion of Aristotle’s theory of
natural right he acknowledges the way political decisions grow out of con-
crete situations and cannot be deduced from a priori rules:

Let us call an extreme situation a situation in which the very existence

or independence of a society is at stake. In extreme situations there may

be conflicts between what the self-preservation of society requires and

the requirements of commutative or distributive justice. In such situa-

tions, and only in such situations, it can justly be said that the public

safety is the highest law. A decent society will not go to war except for

a just cause. But what it will do during a war will depend to a certain

extent on what the enemy—possibly an absolutely unscrupulous and

savage enemy—forces it to do. There are no limits which can be defined

in advance, there are no assignable limits to what might become just

reprisals.34

Strauss’s statement here that there are “no assignable limits” to how a
just society may respond to provocation is neither an invitation to all-out
warfare nor a call for global domination. To the contrary, it is a call for
restraint. Only in situations where the life of a society is directly threat-
ened, “and only in such situations,” can the rules of ordinary justice be
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suspended. Strauss continues as follows: “But war casts its shadow on
peace. The most just society cannot survive without ‘intelligence,’ i.e.,
without espionage. Espionage is impossible without a suspension of certain
rules of natural right. But societies are not only threatened from without.
Considerations which apply to foreign enemies may well apply to subver-
sive elements within society.”35

The above passages seem to be setting out a conception of statecraft
somewhere between the idealistic view that there are certain universal
moral duties that must always and everywhere be followed and the cynical
(“Machiavellian”) view that the ends justify the means. The Aristotelian
conception of natural right, by contrast, suggests that there is no rule that
does not allow exceptions. “Natural right,” Strauss writes, “must be
mutable to be able to cope with the inventiveness of wickedness.”36 That
is to say, the statesman must be allowed to respond to evil by using means
that would ordinarily be considered unjust while not forgetting the dis-
tinction between extreme and ordinary situations. To be able to distin-
guish between extreme actions that were justifiable reactions to extreme
situations and extreme actions that were simply unjust becomes, then,
“one of the noblest duties of the historian.”37 Needless to say, this is a very
fine line.

A Touch of Evil

So what are the lessons, if any, for the conduct of American foreign policy?
Strauss would have been deeply skeptical of President Bush’s remarks

about an “axis of evil” in his State of the Union address after 9/11. To be
sure, the use of clear and forceful moral language rather than equivocating
talk about moral equivalence is a mark of statesmanship. Yet the adminis-
tration’s rhetoric has been used to turn a war against one particular form of
evil into a mission against evil in general. “To rid the world of evil” was
already the president’s formula for foreign policy as early as September 14,
2001. “This is not a contingent and political, it is an absolute and meta-
physical statement,” David Bromwich writes, “a promise of salvation such
as only religions, until now, have dared to make and only the gods of reli-
gions have been supposed to keep.” 38

This turn in the Bush administration’s foreign policy rhetoric is echoed
by Richard Perle and former White House speechwriter David Frum in their
new book, An End of Evil: How to Win the War on Terror.39 By evil the
authors mean Islamic terrorism. But evil, as conservative columnist Patrick
Buchanan has noted, has been around since Cain slew his brother Abel. If
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God accepts the existence of evil in the world, how is it that Perle and Frum
propose to end it?40 The idea that political or military action can be used to
eradicate evil from the human landscape is closer to the utopian and ideal-
istic visions of Marxism and the radical Enlightenment than anything
found in the writings of Strauss.

Evil is a theme Strauss mentions several times throughout his writings,
always in the context of a warning against radical expectations in politics.
“It is against nature,” he wrote (citing Plato’s Theaetetus), “that there
should ever be a ‘cessation of evils.’”41 Evil is a permanent disposition of the
human heart. The task of the statesman is not to try to eradicate the causes
of evil, something that would require a permanent war against human
nature, but to mitigate its worst effects. Aware of “the limits set to all
human action and all human planning,” the philosopher-statesman will be
modest in his expectations from politics. “He will try to help his fellow man
by mitigating, as far as in him lies, the evils that are inseparable from the
human condition.”42 And in a beautiful passage where he describes the char-
acteristics of the true statesman (“free from the narrowness of the lawyer,
the brutality of the technician, the vagaries of the visionary, and the base-
ness of the opportunist”), Strauss remarks that the spirit of statesmanship is
“free from all fanaticism because it knows that evil cannot be eradicated and
that one’s expectations from politics must be moderate.”43

Nothing more clearly distinguishes Strauss from the foreign policy of
neo-conservatism than his reflections on the intractability of the problem
of evil in political life. “Tyranny is a problem coeval with politics,” he
avers; it is “as old as political science itself.”44 His analysis of tyranny as a
disposition of the soul rooted in certain permanencies of human nature
should be contrasted to the transformative vision of politics embraced in
George W. Bush’s Second Inaugural Address. “So it is the policy of the
United States,” the president avowed, “to seek and support the growth of
democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture with
the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.”45 There is a utopianism
about this rhetoric that is deeply at odds with Strauss’s own sense of cau-
tious reflection on human nature. The rhetoric of “ending tyranny” is in
part religious and messianic, but also a part of the Enlightenment’s faith
that human nature is ultimately perfectible and that evil can be eradicated
through an act of political will.46

Strauss brought a sharply different sensibility to the understanding of
politics, a sensibility shaped by the European experiences of war and total-
itarianism and the dangers of political utopianism. This kind of sensibility
has gone out of fashion today in part because it does not correlate with any
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of our current political ideologies. The essence of politics for Strauss is
moderation. Echoing Tacitus, Strauss regards moderation as the highest les-
son of wisdom.47 Not the city in perpetual motion (Athens), but the city at
rest (Sparta), is closer to his ideal. The dangers of arrogance and imperial
overreach exhibited by Periclean Athens should be a sobering counter-
example to neo-conservatism’s assertion of national greatness.48

Far from justifying war, Strauss’s writings may plausibly provide a sting-
ing critique of current policy. A central theme of his reading of the Republic
is the need to tame the fierce and warlike ardor of Adeimantus and Glaucon.
Like “noble dogs” they must be taught to distinguish friend from enemy and
to moderate their ambition and love of honor (Republic 375e-76b). Similarly
Strauss warns against the dangers of popular leaders like Alcibiades, who in
his bid to conquer Sicily charmed the Athenians into believing that “we
shall augment our power at home by this adventure abroad” by “letting
them see how little we care for the peace that we are now enjoying.” After
hearing his speech, Thucydides tells us, the Athenians “all alike fell in love
with the enterprise,” especially those in the bloom of life who “felt a long-
ing for foreign sights and spectacles” (Thucydides, VI, 18, 24).

“I am not a Marxist,” Karl Marx is supposed once to have said. Whether
Leo Strauss would have said the same thing about today’s Straussians is
anybody’s guess. Strauss was a skeptic who cautioned against the twin dan-
gers of “visionary expectations” and “unmanly contempt” for politics.49

His work as a whole must be considered a reflection on the “essential lim-
its” of politics; his ambition was to provide “the broadest and deepest
analysis of political idealism ever made.”50
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