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“The highest subject of political philosophy is the philosophic life: phi-
losophy —not as a teaching or as body of knowledge, but as a way of life —
offers, as it were, the solution to the problem that keeps political life in
motion.”

— Leo Strauss
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STEVEN B. SMITH

1 Introduction

Leo Strauss Today

Leo Strauss (1899-1973) was a central figure in the revival of the study
of political philosophy. He was highly controversial during his lifetime,
and the debates over his ideas and his legacy have only deepened in
the years after his death. His writings attracted passionate defenders
and equally passionate critics. His name itself has become an “ism”:
Straussianism.”

There is considerable disagreement over the nature of Strauss’s
achievement even among those most intimately acquainted with his
work. His attempt to revive the famous “quarrel between the ancients
and the moderns” led many to wonder whether his loyalties were more
with the world of ancient philosophy and politics than with modernity.
His writings on the theme of what he metaphorically called “Jerusalem
and Athens” led some to question whether his commitments were to
the theistic tradition of revealed law or to secular forms of rationality.
His recovery of the tradition of esoteric writing has led many to specu-
late whether his own writings conveyed a secret teaching intended for
those initiated into the art of “careful reading.” And his concern with
the problems created by the philosophies of historicism, relativism, and

* Among the recent works on Strauss, see the following: Steven B. Smith,
Reading Leo Strauss: Politics, Philosophy, Judaism (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2006); Catherine and Michael Zuckert, The Truth About Leo
Strauss: Political Philosophy and American Democracy (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2006); Heinrich Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-
Political Problem, trans. Marcus Brainard (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2006); Thomas L. Pangle, Leo Strauss: An Introduction to His
Thought and Intellectual Legacy (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins Press, 2006);
Eugene R. Sheppard, Leo Strauss and the Politics of Exile: The Making of a
Political Philosopher (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2006); Daniel
Tanguay, Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Biography, trans. Christopher Nadon
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007); David Janssens, Between
Jerusalem and Athens: Philosophy, Prophecy, and Politics in Leo Strauss’s
Early Thought (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2008).



2 STEVEN B. SMITH

nihilism has led many to wonder about Strauss’s politics. Was he a Pla-
tonist attempting to educate a new generation of philosopher-kings, or a
closet nihilist who affected conventional opinions ultimately to subvert
them? Who was Leo Strauss and what did he stand for?

Strauss was a member of a remarkable generation of émigré-scholars
who helped to revive a decaying field called “the history of political
thought,” which was widely considered moribund if not dead. He did
this by introducing into the English-speaking world an interest in what
has come to be called “the modernity problem.” In particular, Strauss
called into question the concept of progress upon which the great hopes
of the Enlightenment had been pinned. Along with other refugees from
Hitler’s Germany, he questioned at its most fundamental level the
Enlightenment idea of progress and human perfectibility that had been
a central part of the modern project since the seventeenth century. The
great catastrophes of the twentieth century — two world wars and the
Holocaust — convinced Strauss that the steady triumph of scientific and
technological rationality had not been a blessing in every respect. The
very idea of progress — the use of scientific and technological power for
the “relief of man’s estate” — had come to appear to thoughtful observers
as increasingly problematic.

Strauss’s response to the problem of modernity was to reopen the
issue with which the modern era began, namely the quarrel between
the ancients and the moderns. Initially a literary and aesthetic debate,
Strauss inquired into the grounds for rejecting the ancients, beginning
with Machiavelli and extending through a number of “waves” of moder-
nity from Hobbes and Locke to Rousseau and Kant, and culminat-
ing in the radical modernity — today we might say “postmodernity” —
of Nietzsche and Heidegger. Rather than exhibiting a steady, cumula-
tive progress of knowledge over error and superstition, Strauss showed
how modernity exhibited a dangerous tendency toward “historicism” or
what became known as “nihilism,” that is, the view that all standards of
justice and morality are historically relative, limited to the perspective
of the age in which they are expressed. This type of historical relativism,
given powerful expression by Oswald Spengler and other interwar
German thinkers, had made its way into the Anglo-American world
where, Strauss believed, it was beginning to erode the core structure of
liberal beliefs about justice and natural rights.

Strauss was not originally a student of political theory or political
philosophy. He came to an appreciation of the importance of politics
through his early investigation into the philosophy of Spinoza, Mai-
monides, and other medieval Jewish and Arabic philosophers. These
thinkers had adopted a manner of writing that was deliberately intended
to conceal their deepest and most important teachings from public
scrutiny. This was done in part because they lived in communities that
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held powerful injunctions against philosophical questioning of the reli-
gious law, but also out of a sense of respect for or loyalty to those
communities of which they were a part.The doctrine of esotericism or
the “double truth” had long been noted by Strauss’s scholarly predeces-
sors but he gave it a new meaning. In particular, he came to believe that
all philosophers insofar as they desire to communicate to others must
take account of the political situation of philosophy, that is, what can
be said and what must be kept under wraps. From this, Strauss inferred
the primacy of political philosophy.

This insight into the primacy of political philosophy gave Strauss
a platform from which to reinterpret the standard works of the tra-
dition from Plato onward. It provided him with a way of interpreting
works written under what might be called “regimes of persecution.”
Rather than simply assuming that works like Plato’s Republic, Spinoza’s
Theologico-Political Treatise, or Locke’s Second Treatise mean pre-
cisely what they say on the surface, one must be attuned to contra-
dictions, repetitions, and ambiguities down to the smallest points of
detail as containing possible clues to what the author secretly intended.
Strauss brought the skills of a literary detective to the study of philo-
sophical texts. This discovery of what he called “a forgotten kind of
writing” led him to pose such questions as: “What are the limits of free
expression?” “To what degree is the freedom to philosophize consis-
tent with the underlying premises of social order?” “What is the social
responsibility of philosophers?” and in its broadest and most compre-
hensive form, simply “Why philosophy?”

Strauss knew that his discovery — actually, he always referred to it
as a “recovery” — of esotericism would set off a bombshell. He was cor-
rect. Almost immediately, critics took aim. Perhaps the most disturbing
suggestion was that the great thinkers wrote in a way that would delib-
erately deceive the majority of their readers. Strauss admitted that such
a charge was bound to be shocking to “every decent modern reader.”?
There were further questions raised by the recovery of esotericism. How
could the interpretation of an esoteric meaning be verified if the very
meaning of the text was hidden? When was an author’s contradiction
simply a contradiction and not a clue to some deeper problem? Further,
was esoteric interpretation a historical phenomenon, limited to texts
written in preliberal or nonliberal societies, or was it an imperative for
all philosophical writers, even those living in free societies that valued,
or at least claimed to value, the expression of heterodox points of view?
Was Strauss himself such a writer?3

2 Strauss, “Persecution and the Art of Writing,” in PAW, 35.
3 For the idea that Strauss was an esoteric writer, see Laurence Lampert, Leo
Strauss and Nietzsche (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); Shadia
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At the same time that Strauss questioned some of the basic tenets
of the Enlightenment’s faith in progress and science, he reawakened an
interest in the importance and vitality of religion. This grew out of his
experience as a German Jew who had been raised in an orthodox family
and for whom what was called “the Jewish Question” was a lifelong con-
cern. The Enlightenment had attempted to solve the traditional problem
of church-state relations by cordoning religion off into its own private
sphere within civil society. Influenced by writers like Franz Rosenzweig
within the Jewish tradition and Karl Barth within Christianity, Strauss
viewed this type of liberal theology as inadequate to deal with the full
scope of the “theologico-political predicament.” Strauss began to raise
questions about whether the Enlightenment had succeeded in disprov-
ing the possibility of revealed religion or whether the citadel of ortho-
doxy had managed to survive the “Napoleonic” assault of the modern
critique of religion. The question of Jerusalem or Athens, of whether
revealed law or human reason was the ultimate guide of life, was still
an issue that remained to be decided.

The theologico-political theme, considered until only recently a
somewhat peripheral aspect of Strauss’s interests, has in recent years
come to take center stage. The Jewish Question was not just a parochial
aspect of Strauss’s biography but became for him the very symbol of the
human predicament. The Jewish Question meant more for him than the
failure of even democratic governments to end the problem of “discrim-
ination.” “The Jewish problem,” he would write, “is the most manifest
symbol of the human problem.”#4 In addressing this issue, Strauss some-
times took upon himself the language of the prophet or sage.

The importance of the theologico-political problem was recognized
just over a decade ago by the literary critic George Steiner writing in the
pages of the Times Literary Supplement:

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 history, made dramatically intense

Drury, The Political Ideas of Leo Strauss (New York: Saint Martin’s, 1988);
Steven Lenzner, Leo Strauss and the Problem of Freedom of Thought (Ph.D.
Dissertation, Harvard University, Department of Government, 2003); for an
excellent account of Strauss’s esotericism and its relation to contemporary lit-
erary theory, see Paul A. Cantor, “Leo Strauss and Contemporary Hermeneu-
tics,” Leo Strauss’s Thought: Toward a Critical Engagement, ed. Alan Udoff
(Boulder, CO: Lynne Reinner, 1991), 267-314; see also Gérald Sfez, “Leo
Strauss: Un Criticisme de la Preuve,” Revue Philosophique 130 (2005): 3-19;
Arthur Melzer, “Esotericism and the Critique of Historicism,” American
Political Science Review 2 (2006): 279-295.
4 Strauss, “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,” in LAM, 23o0.
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by the twentieth century, that Leo Strauss, Hermann Cohen’s dissenting succes-
sor in the development and tragedy of German Judaism, reads, that he “lives”
the interaction between classical Greek, Islamic, Renaissance, and Judaic views
of the meaning of man. Even where the declared topic is outwardly remote from
Judaica, in the somewhat strange book on Aristophanes and Socrates, for exam-
ple, we need, as Strauss himself would have it, to read between the lines. The
Hebrew characters are never far off.s

As Steiner maintains here, if it was Jerusalem that “radiates at the
center” of Strauss’s thought, it is important — even imperative — to note
that he addressed the problem of revelation not essentially as a man of
faith but in the spirit of a Socratic philosopher raising or asking ques-
tions. Of course, this is already to stake a claim in a contested field —
one that is addressed in several of the essays in this book. Strauss
accepted the view, widely shared by a number of his contemporaries,
that philosophy had not yet refuted the claims of revelation. This alone
puts him in a long skeptical tradition from Montaigne and Pascal to
Kierkegaard and even Wittgenstein. But this did not lead to a call for
a revival of orthodoxy but a return to classical political philosophy, a
return compelled by Strauss’s awareness of the self-destruction of mod-
ern philosophy and its descent into nihilism.

Strauss’s call for a “return” to classical political philosophy - a return
always described by him as “tentative or experimental” — was not some
reactionary effort to revive an ancient metaphysical system or some
antiquated cosmology. Still less was it a call to revive the ancient polis
and its forms of social hierarchy. Long before philosophy became the
name of an academic discipline, it was associated by its practitioners
with a way of life. To practice philosophy meant not to adhere to a
specific set of doctrines, a method, or much less anything like a system
of ideas but to live in a certain way. The way of life of the philosophers
was intended as an answer to the question, “How ought I to live?” or
“What is the best way of life?”

Strauss’s resurrection of the Socratic model of the philosophical life
has naturally led readers to wonder whether Strauss had a political phi-
losophy of his own, perhaps even communicated secretly “between the
lines.” This is an issue on which he remained tantalizingly and, I sus-
pect, deliberately oblique, even though it has not prevented all man-
ners of readers from attributing all manners of doctrinal positions to
him from neo-conservatism to a nihilistic antimodernity. But Strauss
declared himself to be a skeptic in the original Greek sense of the term,
that is to say, wary of all political solutions that claim certainty for

5 George Steiner, “Inscrutable and Tragic: Leo Strauss’s Vision of the Jewish
Destiny,” Times Literary Supplement (November 11, 1997), 4.
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themselves and certainly wary of political movements and causes. He
claimed to be a “friend” of liberal or constitutional democracy but on
skeptical grounds as the least harmful of the different alternatives.
Given these ambiguities and the importance that Strauss has come to
assume, it remains more urgent than ever to come to an assessment of
his complex legacy for the study of philosophy and politics.

The essays contained in this volume attempt to canvass the wide range
of Strauss’s interests. Although Strauss’s writings typically took the
form of the commentary — a form to which he gave very high philosoph-
ical expression — I have preferred to avoid reprising his often dense and
detailed interpretations of specific figures within the tradition (Plato,
Maimonides, Hobbes, Nietzsche) and to focus instead on the general
themes or problems that these writings are intended to illustrate. I
believe this approach follows Strauss’s own method that always regarded
his case studies in the history of ideas as the best means of stimulating
awareness of the “fundamental” or “permanent” problems of philoso-
phy. This approach should give readers a sense of the scope and breadth
of the problems that Strauss felt it important to address.

The essays in the first half of this volume deal broadly with Strauss’s
various contributions to the history of philosophy (ancient, medieval,
modern), the theologico-political predicament, the recovery of esoteri-
cism, and the modernity problem, to name just the most prominent.
Those in the second half of the book survey his views on politics and
twentieth-century thought, in particular. These include his views on
his German contemporaries, on modern political ideologies (Liberal-
ism, Communism, National Socialism), his judgment on America as a
regime, his critique of the social sciences, and his views on the role of
education and the university in a free society. The volume concludes
with a consideration of Strauss’s legacy.

This volume opens with a biographical essay by the editor that puts
Strauss’s writing in the context of an extraordinary life that moved
from a small town in Germany to Berlin, Paris, and England, and from
there to New York, Jerusalem, and Chicago. Strauss’s life intersected
with some of the giants of twentieth-century European thought includ-
ing not only Husserl, Heidegger, and Cassirer but Gershom Scholem,
Alexandre Kojeve, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. Special attention is given
to the decade Strauss spent at the New School for Social Research, where
he first began to develop his distinctive approach to philosophy.

¢ Strauss, “Liberal Education and Responsibility,” in LAM, 24.
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Leora Batnitzky then takes up Strauss’s understanding of the
theologico-political predicament. She argues that although Strauss ini-
tially examined this problem within the context of German Jewry, he
came to regard it as expressing the enduring challenge posed by re-
velation to the claims of reason and philosophy. As such, the term
“theologico-political predicament” links Strauss’s early development to
his later themes, including his revival of the great “quarrel between the
ancients and the moderns,” the relation between Jerusalem and Athens,
and his diverse studies in the history of political philosophy. Her essay
concludes that the challenge posed by revelation remains of enduring
significance not just for believers but especially for nonbelievers.

Laurence Lampert addresses the controversial theme of Strauss’s
“recovery” of esotericism. Drawing heavily upon Strauss’s recently pub-
lished correspondence and especially the letters to his friend Jacob Klein
from 1938 to 1939, these letters record Strauss’s excitement at the dis-
covery of esoteric writing first in Maimonides and later in Plato and
other classical Greek writers. Strauss’s recovery of the esoteric tradi-
tion is then illustrated by a close reading of his essay on Judah Halevi’s
Kuzari, composed originally in 1943. Lampert argues that following his
great medieval and classical masters, Strauss decided to practice his own
form of esoteric writing, having deemed that the reasons for the practice
were still valid in an age that regarded itself as open to the expression
of all views, however heterodox.

Catherine Zuckert considers Strauss’s repeated and widely discussed
proposals for a “return” to premodern thought. Focusing on his lecture
“Progress or Return,” she argues that Strauss’s call for a return was based
on a new understanding of both of the “roots” of the Western tradition,
namely biblical morality and Greek rationalism. Strauss presents the
history of the West as a series of attempts to harmonize or synthesize
these conflicting tendencies, but because ancient philosophy is funda-
mentally incompatible with the biblical conception of the Creator God,
these attempts have failed. It is the tension between rather than any
synthesis of these roots that is the secret of the vitality of the West and
the best promise for its future.

Stanley Rosen reprises Strauss’s analysis of the problem of modernity
by drawing attention to the two modern thinkers who arguably exercised
the greatest influence on Strauss: Nietzsche and Heidegger. Modernity,
they agreed, was marked by the steady triumph of scientific and techno-
logical progress, while being simultaneously incapable of understanding
the very works that constitute that progress. This inability is repre-
sented by the terms “relativism” and “historicism,” which claim there
is no stable basis for ranking values in accordance with excellence; the
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resulting denial can only lead to nihilism. Rosen concludes that Strauss’s
analysis of the modernity problem is itself a characteristically modern
trope and that he fails to prove the superiority of the Socratic-Platonic
alternative.

Joel Kraemer considers one of Strauss’s most enduring intellectual
legacies, his recovery of the “medieval Enlightenment” in Jewish and
Arabic thought. Turning to Strauss’s 1935 book Philosophy and Law,
Kraemer argues that Strauss’s understanding of Maimonides’s Guide
of the Perplexed (“the classic of rationalism”) was decisively shaped
by his reading of Alfarabi and the Arabic Falasifa (philosophers). Like
his brother-in-law Paul Kraus, Strauss helped to direct attention to the
Arabic contribution to philosophy and in so doing come to a richer
understanding of philosophy. Because Islam and Judaism both have the
character of a comprehensive body of Law (Sharia, Torah) and not a
faith or creedal religion like Christianity, each helps vividly to illus-
trate the enduring tensions between philosophy and revelation. Strauss’s
approach to the medievals was not that of a conventional historian of
ideas but rather of a philologically gifted philosopher challenging the
attack on classical rationalism by the modern Enlightenment.

The second half of this volume begins with two essays on Strauss’s
politics and his relation to both his country of birth and his adopted
homeland. Susan Shell discusses Strauss’s views on the German philos-
ophy of the early twentieth century that helped give rise to Hitler and
National Socialism. She focuses on Strauss’s 1941 lecture on “German
Nihilism,” in particular his use of the Virgilian motto, “to crush the
proud and spare the vanquished.” She argues this essay marks the turn
in Strauss’s thought where he distanced himself from his earlier harsh
criticism of liberal democracy and the doctrine of the “rights of man,”
as expressed in his now widely cited letter to Karl Léwith of 1933, to
his unhesitating support of liberal democracy as a vehicle for civilized
statecraft.

William Galston disagrees with those critics who regard Strauss as a
dangerous enemy of liberal democracy. Galston maintains that Strauss
valued the U.S. Constitution as a bulwark against the tyrannies of both
the Left and the Right, but he did so for positive reasons as well. Strauss
endorsed the public-private distinction so valuable to liberalism, as the
best way of reducing — even if not completely eliminating — the vari-
ous forms of discrimination and social injustice. This separation also
helps ensure the survival of certain distinctive forms of liberal virtue
necessary for the survival of self-government. Strauss emphasized that
liberal democracy is the modern regime that is the closest approxima-
tion of the ancient idea of politeia or mixed government, and to this
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extent it remained open to the claims of human excellence. Galston
concludes that Strauss provided a “qualified embrace” of liberal democ-
racy, qualified only by his fears about modern democracy’s tendency
toward complacency, philistinism, and mass conformity.

Nasser Behnegar explores Strauss’s interest in the modern social sci-
ences, examining his critique of behavioral and Weberian social science,
respectively. Both are understood in the light of Strauss’s attempt to
restore classical political science, especially in its Aristotelian visage.
Strauss’s critique centered on the modern social scientific endorsement
of the fact/value distinction and the claim that only the “Is” can be
an object of knowledge, whereas the “Ought” belongs to the irrational
sphere of private values. He once colorfully compared this situation to
“beings who are sane and sober when engaged in trivial business and
who gamble like madmen when confronted with serious issues — retail
sanity and wholesale madness.”” Behnegar also explains the close kin-
ship between Strauss and Edmund Husserl and the reasons for Strauss’s
preference for classical political science over phenomenology.

In his essay, Timothy Fuller places Strauss among the distinguished
scholars who restored political philosophy to a central place in the uni-
versity study of politics in the years after World War II, advocating also
the complementary restoration of the classical tradition of liberal learn-
ing. Strauss was not only a teacher; he reflected carefully on teaching as
avocation and on the aims of liberal education in the context of a liberal
democracy. What he offered as a scholar was complemented by what he
wrote on teaching and learning. He insisted on clearly distinguishing
the study of politics from the life of action while recognizing that these
distinct teachings are dialectically related.

One of the most controversial aspects of Strauss’s legacy is that group
known as “Straussians.” Michael Zuckert attempts to dispel both the
notion that there exists a single-minded clique of followers of Strauss
and the mystery surrounding the existence of several groups or factions
of Straussians. Although the number of those influenced by Strauss is
now quite large and their interests diverse, Zuckert attempts to get
to the heart of the matter by identifying two issues upon which they
disagree, namely morality and religion. He attempts to show that these
disagreements derive at least in part from certain unresolved puzzles in
Strauss’s own thinking. The different factions of Straussians — the East
Coast and West Coast as well as different Straussian grouplets — derive
not only from issues in Strauss’s thought but center on some of the most
significant and abiding human questions.

7 Strauss, NRH, 4.



I0 STEVEN B. SMITH

These issues and others have intrigued and perplexed Strauss’s readers
from the time of his earliest publications. Strauss was the author of
more than a dozen books and around a hundred articles and reviews,
among which the best known are On Tyranny (1948), Persecution and
the Art of Writing (1952), Natural Right and History (1953), Thoughts on
Machiavelli (1958), What Is Political Philosophy (1959), and Liberalism
Ancient and Modern (1968). These works and many others have been
reissued several times over the years and are now widely translated into a
number of European and Asian languages. New editions and collections
of Strauss’s works are being made available, and conferences have been
devoted to his ideas in countries throughout the world. What is clear
is that Strauss’s writings and teachings — rivaling that of other giants
of twentieth-century political thought such as Isaiah Berlin, Hannah
Arendt, and John Rawls — have had a major impact on the revival of
political philosophy in our time.

Strauss’s own achievements cannot be entirely divorced from the
phenomenon known as “Straussianism.” To be sure, this has been exac-
erbated recently by certain high-profile discussions of Strauss and his
alleged influence from beyond the grave on American policymakers in
the Bush administration.® Of course, what Strauss would have thought
of this is impossible to know. What is clear is that these discussions
have often ended up reifying Straussianism by turning it into some
sort of monolith. There are many different types of Straussians with
quite different interests; there are liberal Straussians and conservative
Straussians, Democratic Straussians and Republican Straussians, secu-
lar Straussians and religious Straussians. With some plausibility, all can
claim to find their ideas and positions ratified by Strauss’s own writings.

Strauss was a teacher and, like all great teachers, he attracted stu-
dents. Many of these students have gravitated to the university and can
be found in departments of political science, philosophy, classics, and

8 Among those claiming to find some type of political agenda in Strauss’s writ-
ings, see Robert Devigne, Recasting Conservatism: Oakeshott, Strauss, and
the Response to Postmodernism (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1994); Shadia Drury, Leo Strauss and the American Right (New York: Saint
Martin’s 1997); Anne Norton, Leo Strauss and the Politics of American Empire
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004); Alain Frachon and Daniel
Vernet, L’Amérique Messianique: Les guerres des néo conservateurs (Paris:
Editions du Seuil, 2004); Myles Burnyeat, “Sphinx Without a Secret,” New
York Review of Books (May 30, 1985), 30-36; Stephen Holmes, “Truths
for Philosophers Alone,” Times Literary Supplement (December 1-7, 1989),
1319-1323; James Atlas, “Leo-Cons: A Classicist’s Legacy,” New York Times
(May 4, 2003), sec. 4.
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even literature; others can be found in the world of journalism, think
tanks, and public administration. This diversity is represented by the
various contributors to this volume, all of whom have been inspired in
one way or another by the work of Strauss. This does not mean that they
understand Strauss in the same way or even that they agree about the
overall purpose of his work. Any attempt to impose some type of unity
of perspective would be false to the subject. Some of the contributors
were students of Strauss, others students of his students, and still others
simply found their way to Strauss’s writings on their own. There is no
individual known to me who can claim mastery of all of the subjects
about which Strauss wrote. Therefore, each contributor has been chosen
for their command of one or the other of the wide range of problems and
themes that constituted Strauss’s life’s work.

Strauss did not see himself as offering a road map to utopia. There
are no books by Strauss with titles like A Theory of Justice or Anarchy,
State, and Utopia. He eschewed the temptation to engage in ambitious,
reconstructive efforts to remake society in accordance with a theory
or a program. At certain times, he even denied that he was a philoso-
pher at all, preferring to regard himself as a “scholar” or, even better,
as a teacher and reserving the term philosopher only for the greatest
thinkers.® Strauss did not write analytical treatises on politics nor did
he, except indirectly, attempt to give practical guidance to statesmen and
fellow citizens. His writings remain firmly nested within the genre of
the commentary, leading some critics to wonder whether he should even
be considered a philosopher at all. Nevertheless, Strauss often spoke of
the commentary as a unique form of philosophical communication -
a form brought to perfection by the great medieval Arabic Platonist
Alfarabi — and which he sought to renew in our age.

Strauss did not offer a philosophy of politics in the conventional
sense of the term. He was concerned instead with the prior and almost
unasked question, “What is political philosophy?” a term that he did
more than anyone else to revive. The question to which he devoted
his life and that shaped his work was the classic theme of the relation
between philosophy and the city. What is philosophy and how does it
differ from other forms of knowledge and ways of life? What benefits, if
any, does philosophy confer on the city? Strauss presented philosophy
and the philosophical way of life as an alternative to two powerful but
deeply felt delusions to which human beings are perpetually attracted.
I think it is best to conclude by letting Strauss speak in his own voice:

Men are constantly attracted and deluded by two opposite charms: the charm
of competence which is engendered by mathematics and everything akin to

9 Strauss, “An Introduction to Heideggerian Existentialism,” in RCPR, 29-30.
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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 moderation. 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
necessarily accompanied, sustained, and elevated by eros. It is graced by nature’s
grace.™

° Strauss, “What Is Political Philosophy,” in WPP, 40.
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2 Leo Strauss
The Outlines of a Life

“[Strauss’s] primary interests were two questions: one, the question of God; and
two, the question of politics.”?
—Jacob Klein

THE YOUNG STRAUSS AND THE THEOLOGICO-POLITICAL
PROBLEM

Leo Strauss was born in the small German town of Kirchhain in Hesse on
September 20, 1899. According to a later autobiographical statement, he
was brought up in “a conservative, even orthodox Jewish home” where
the “ceremonial laws were rather strictly observed.”? This did not pro-
hibit his parents from sending him to study at the prestigious Gymna-
sium Philippinum in nearby Marburg, where among his classmates was
the future Harvard political scientist Carl J. Friedrich. It was here that
Strauss was first introduced both to the classics of Greek philosophy
and the tradition of German humanism.

Strauss’s upbringing was conventional for the era. He said that the
Jews of his area “lived in a profound peace” with their non-Jewish neigh-
bors. This was due to a government — the Kaiserreich — “not in every
respect admirable” but that managed to maintain “an admirable order
everywhere.”3 This sense of certainty was shaken, when he was a child,
by the experience of observing a group of refugees from a Russian pogrom

T Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,” in JPCM, 458.

2 The rough outline of Strauss’s early life is given in his “A Giving of Accounts,”
in JPCM, 459-460. The so-called European or Weimar Strauss has recently
attracted considerable attention; for some of the contributors to this interest
see, David Biale, “The Philosopher as Weimar Jew,” Leo Strauss’s Thought:
Toward a Critical Engagement (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1991, 31-40;
Daniel Tanguay, Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Biography, trans. Christopher
Nadon (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 10-49; for a detailed
biographical account, see Eugene R. Sheppard, Leo Strauss and the Politics of
Exile: The Making of a Political Philosopher (Waltham, MA: Brandeis Univer-
sity Press, 2006).

3 Strauss, “Why We Remain Jews,” in JCPM, 312-313.
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on their way to Australia. This made a profound impression on the young
Strauss (“It was an unforgettable moment.”), leading him to wonder if
such things might yet happen in Germany. It was perhaps this expe-
rience that led Strauss to embrace Zionism - “simple straightforward
political Zionism” — at the age of seventeen.4

After ayear of military service that he spent as a translator in Belgium,
Strauss attended the University of Marburg not far from his home. Mar-
burg was then the center of the great neo-Kantian movement that dom-
inated German philosophy from the late nineteenth to the early twen-
tieth centuries. The person at the center of this neo-Kantian tendency
was Hermann Cohen (1842-1918), whom Strauss later described as “a
passionate philosopher and a Jew passionately devoted to Judaism.”s
Although it is extremely doubtful that the two ever met, Cohen’s phi-
losophy exerted a powerful influence on the young Strauss, leading
him to pursue a doctorate in philosophy at the University of Hamburg
under the supervision of Cohen’s student, Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945).
Strauss later described his dissertation on Das Erkenntnisproblem in der
philosophischen Lehre Fr. H Jacobi (1921) (The Problem of Knowledge
in the Philosophical Doctrine of F. H. Jacobi) as a “disgraceful perfor-
mance.” It nevertheless allowed him to pursue a postdoctoral year at
Freiburg, where he went to study with the phenomenological philoso-
pher Edmund Husserl.®

Among Strauss’s friends at Marburg was the future philosopher of
mathematics Jacob Klein (1899-1978).7 A Russian Jew from Libau, Klein
early impressed Strauss as “wholly non-provincial in a wholly provincial
environment.”® He expressed disappointment only that he had failed to

"

4 Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,” in JPCM, 460; for Strauss’s early Zionist
sympathies, see Michael Zank, “Introduction,” in EW, 3-11.

Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,” in JPCM, 460. For Strauss’s other writings
on Cohen, see in particular “Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Obser-
vations,” in SPPP, 167-173; “Preface to ‘Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,”” in
LAM, 243-254; “Introduction to Hermann Cohen, Religion of Reason Out of
the Sources of Judaism,” in SPP, 233-247.

Strauss, “Das Erkenntnisproblem in der philosophischen Lehre Fr. J. Jacobis
(1921),” in GS, 2: 237-292. For the importance of Jacobi on Strauss’s thought,
see Steven B. Smith, “Strauss’s Spinoza,” Reading Leo Strauss: Politics, Phi-
losophy, Judaism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 65-83; see
also, David Janssens, “The Problem of the Enlightenment: Strauss, Jacobi,
and the Pantheism Controversy,” Review of Metaphysics 56 (2003): 605-632.
Among Klein’s best known works are Greek Mathematical Thought and the
Origins of Algebra, trans. Eva Brann (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1968); A
Commentary on Plato’s Meno (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Car-
olina Press, 1965); Plato’s Trilogy: Theaetetus, the Sophist, and the Statesman
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977).

8 Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,” in JPCM, 460.
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win Klein over to the cause of Zionism. The two were to develop a life-
long friendship. Strauss recalled how they would frequently meet in a
café with other young scholars after spending the day working in the
Prussian State Library in Berlin. According to Strauss, Klein had a fear
of appearing to be a part of a group of young bohemians out on the town,
and insisted on seeming to be utterly conventional businessmen or office
workers. Occasionally, Strauss would interrupt their conversation by
shouting “Nietzsche,” much to the discomfort of Klein. This shows
the playful and somewhat mischievous side of Strauss’s personality.

Strauss’s year at Freiburg seems to have marked a turning point in
his early development. He had gone there initially to study natural
theology but was immediately attracted to Husserl’s assistant, a young
scholar named Martin Heidegger. Strauss would describe Heidegger as
“one of the unknown young men in Husserl’s entourage,” who at that
time was lecturing on Aristotle’s Metaphysics.™ Strauss also made the
acquaintance of a group of young students — Hans-Georg Gadamer, Karl
Lowith, and later Hannah Arendt —who were part of the Heidegger circle.
Years later, he could still recount the profound affect that Heidegger
exercised on him and so many of his generation:

I remember the impression he made on me when I heard him first as a young
Ph.D. in 1922. Up to that time I had been particularly impressed, as many of my
contemporaries in Germany were, with Max Weber: by his intransigent devotion
to intellectual honesty, by his passionate devotion to the idea of science - a
devotion that was combined with a profound uneasiness regarding the meaning
of science. On my way north from Freiburg, where Heidegger then taught, I
saw, in Frankfurt-am-Main, Franz Rosenzweig...and I told him of Heidegger.
I said to him that, in comparison with Heidegger, Weber appeared to me as an
“orphan child” in regard to precision and probing and competence. I had never
seen before such seriousness, profundity, and concentration in the interpretation
of philosophic texts.™

Upon completing his postdoctoral year, Strauss became affiliated
with Franz Rosenzweig’s Freies Jiidisches Lehrhaus (Free Jewish House
of Study) in Frankfurt, where he turned his attention to Jewish themes.
In an as-yet unpublished letter to Nahum Glatzer written in Hebrew
in 1925, Strauss noted that he had been teaching Hebrew in Kassel —
Rosenzweig’s hometown — and was reading Rashi and Abravanel.' It
was during this period that Strauss also met the future biblical scholar

9 Strauss, “An Unspoken Prologue to a Public Lecture at Saint John’s College
in Honor of Jacob Klein,” in JPCM, 449—450.
10 Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,” in JPCM, 461.
T Strauss, “An Introduction to Heideggerian Existentialism,” in RCPR, 27-28.
2. An unpublished letter from Strauss to Nahum Glatzer, dated Purim Eve, 1925;
this was made available to me by Glatzer’s daughter, Professor Judith Wechsler
of the Department of Art History at Tufts University.
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Nechama Leibowitz (1905-1997), who agreed to tutor him in the Hebrew
text of Saadya Gaon’s The Book of Beliefs and Opinions in exchange for
teaching her the Greek text of Plato’s Gorgias.™3

His earliest publications date from this period and appeared in Jewish
periodicals like the Jiidische Rundschau and Martin Buber’s Der Jude. A
lengthy article criticizing Hermann Cohen’s critique of Spinoza caught
the attention of Julius Guttmann (1880-1950), who was then head of the
Academy for the Science of Judaism in Berlin.'# As its name implied,
the Academy was dedicated to the pursuit of a scientific or scholarly
study of Judaism based on careful attention to historical sources and
influences. Strauss was appointed to the position of a research assistant
in charge of editing the Academy'’s jubilee edition of the works of Moses
Mendelssohn — to which he, along with Alexander Altmann (1906-1987),
contributed several introductory essays.™ It was here also that Strauss
began work on a book on Spinoza’s philosophy of religion. Not published
until 1930 due to disagreements with Guttmann, Die Religionskritik
Spinozas was dedicated to the memory of Franz Rosenzweig, who had
died the previous year.'®

Strauss’s book on Spinoza appeared at just the moment that the rep-
utation of Spinoza was undergoing a serious reassessment. Through-
out Europe, conferences were being planned to commemorate the 300th
anniversary of Spinoza’s birth. For many who were participating in these
celebrations, it represented an unprecedented opportunity to correct
what was seen as a deep historical injustice, namely, the excommunica-
tion of Spinoza from the Sephardic community of Amsterdam and from
the Jewish world in general. Of course, the rehabilitation of Spinoza had
been under way for more than a century. Beginning in the last quar-
ter of the eighteenth century, Spinoza was canonized by the German

13 Alan Udoff, “Leo Strauss: An Introductory Account,” Leo Strauss’s Thought,
26-27.

4 Strauss, “Cohens Analyse der Bibel-Wissenschaft Spinozas (1924),” in GS, 1:
363-386; trans. Michael Zank, “Cohen’s Analysis of Spinoza’s Bible Sci-
ence,” in EW, 140-172. Strauss’s essay was a review of Hermann Cohen,
“Spinoza iiber Staat und Religion, Judentum und Christentum (1915),”
Jiidische Schriften, ed. B. Strauss (Berlin: C. A. Schwetschke, 1924), 3: 290-
372.

15 The longest of Strauss’s prefaces is the introduction to “Morgenstunden” and

“An die Freunde Lessings,” in GS, 2: §28-605; for an important analysis, see

Janssens, “The Problem of the Enlightenment,” 605-632.

For Strauss’s disagreement with Guttmann, see Meier, GS, 1: xvii-xix; for

Strauss’s farewell to Rosenzweig, see “Franz Rosenzweig und die Akakemie

fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums (1929), in GS, 2: 363-364; trans, Michael

Zank, “Franz Rosenzweig and the Academy for the Science of Judaism,” in

EW, 212-213.
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romantics as the “God-intoxicated man,” and by the first third of the
nineteenth century he was being treated by the German Jewish commu-
nity as a secular saint promising redemption through a religion of reason.
Spinoza may have been seen as a heretic but he was still a Jewish heretic,
and his heresies were vital steps toward the age of emancipation. Every-
one — whether they admitted it or not — had been a beneficiary of his
sacrifice. This era of good feeling came to an abrupt end exactly one year
after the Spinoza tercentennial, when Adolf Hitler came to power.’

Strauss’s book made no mention of the Spinoza retrospective then
underway, although one can see a theme emerging that would become
central to his life’s work, namely, the “theologico-political problem”
that he would later call “the theme of my investigations.”*® As the term
suggests, the theologico-political problem was intimately connected to
the so-called Jewish Question or Jewish Problem, that is, the Jewish
condition in modern liberal society. To what extent can a liberal democ-
racy - a regime that professes official neutrality toward religion — pro-
vide an answer to the age-old problem of persecution? This question had
been debated throughout Europe at least since the French Revolution,
but nowhere more widely than in Germany.

German Jews in particular looked to the philosophy of Spinoza to
provide an answer to the Jewish Question. Spinoza envisaged modern
democracy as constituted by a bond of universal and rational moral-
ity rather than by religion. Religion would henceforth be consigned
to the sphere of individual conscience or private belief, thus elevating
the state to a position of neutrality toward the various competing reli-
gious denominations. Nevertheless, it was recognized that this purely
“formal” separation of the public and private spheres could not entirely
eliminate persecution or anti-Jewish prejudice; it could only shift it from
the public to the private side of the ledger. At the same time, Spinoza’s
philosophy also intimated that there could be no solution to the Jewish
Question without a Jewish state. Liberal democracy points toward or
makes possible political Zionism.™

For particular historical reasons, the liberal solution to the
theologico-political problem was weaker in Germany than in other
European nations. The Weimar Republic was regarded by many intel-
lectuals of Strauss’s generation as a foreign import without roots in the
German tradition. Furthermore, it was a symbol of Anglo-French dom-
ination that could be traced back to the French Revolution. The very

17 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 227: “The German-Jewish problem was
never solved. It was annihilated by the annihilation of the German Jews.”

8 Strauss, “Preface to ‘Hobbes Politische Wissenschaft,’”” in JPCM, 453.

19 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 227-230.
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weakness of Weimar was made manifest in its failure to provide safety
and protection to its Jewish citizens. “The Weimar Republic,” Strauss
later remarked, “was succeeded by the only German regime — the only
regime ever anywhere — which had no other clear principle except mur-
derous hatred of the Jews.”?° It was the very weakness and fragility of
liberal democracy, its susceptibility to demagoguery of both the Left and
the Right, that would become a central problem of Strauss’s life’s work.

YEARS IN EXILE

Under the auspices of a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation, Strauss
left Germany for Paris where he lived from October 1932 to December
1933. One of the minor ironies of twentieth-century history is that his
fellowship was made possible in part because of letters of recommen-
dation written by Carl Schmitt, who would later become the infamous
legal philosopher of National Socialism. Strauss had come to the atten-
tion of Schmitt because of a lengthy review he had written of Schmitt’s
Der Begriff der Politischen (The Concept of the Political).** Schmitt
would later admit that Strauss’s review “saw through me and X-rayed
me as nobody else had.”?? Strauss himself would later claim that his
review of Schmitt coincided with “a change of orientation” that would
lead him to focus on the priority of political philosophy. This change of
orientation that would emerge over a period of several years consisted
of the growing awareness of the role of esoteric writing, and therefore a
new approach to premodern philosophy.?3

Little is known of Strauss’s year in Paris. He married Marie (Miriam)
Bernsohn in 1933. In a letter to Schmitt, he mentions “the Arabist Mas-
signon” as having left a strong impression on him.>4 Louis Massignon
(1883-1962) held the chair of Arabic at the College de France and was the
benefactor and friend of Strauss’s brother-in-law, the Czech Arabist Paul
Kraus (1904-1944). Kraus was married to Strauss’s sister Bettina, whom
he had met in Berlin. While in Paris, Kraus lectured on Islamic philos-
ophy at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes but was unable to find

20 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 226.

2t Leo Strauss, “Anmerkungen zu Carl Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen
(1932)" GS, 3: 217-238; trans. E. M. Sinclair in Carl Schmitt, The Concept
of the Political (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1976), 81—
105; reprinted in Heinrich Meier, Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss; The Hidden
Dialogue, trans. Harvey Lomax (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995),
9I-1T19.

22 Cited in Meier, The Hidden Dialogue, xvii.

23 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 257.

24 Letter to Schmitt, July 10, 1933, cited in Meier, The Hidden Dialogue, 127.
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permanent employment due to French restrictions on foreign nationals.
Massignon, a French aristocrat, regarded Kraus as a prodigy and helped
arrange a position for him at the Egyptian University in Cairo. It was
in Cairo that Bettina died shortly after childbirth, and Kraus himself
died under mysterious circumstances in 1944. Their daughter, Jenny,
was sent to live on a kibbutz near Jerusalem and was later adopted by
the Strausses, who were then living in the United States.?’

Strauss viewed the Nazi takeover of power from the outside. He seems
to have been unaware of Schmitt’s involvement with the Nazi move-
ment when he wrote the previous letter to Schmitt. It was from this
same period that he wrote an unnerving letter to his fellow refugee
Lowith regarding the triumph of National Socialism and what Strauss
regarded as the proper response to it: “Just because the right-wing
Germany does not tolerate us [the Jews] says nothing against the prin-
ciples of the right. To the contrary, only on the basis of the principles of
the right — fascist, authoritarian, imperial — is it possible, with decency
and without the ridiculous and pitiable appeal to the ‘unwritten rights
of man,’ to protest against this shabby nuisance [i.e., Hitler].”?¢

Strauss’s disparaging references here to Western liberalism and the
rights of man are consistent with his analysis of the failure of Weimar
to protect its Jewish citizens. Given the weakness of liberalism in
Germany, where was one to turn? If liberalism could not protect the
Jews, perhaps the only alternative was some type of neo-Roman impe-
rial ideology conceived along Augustan lines. In the same letter, Strauss
remarks that he had been reading Caesar’'s Commentaries and notes
a new-found appreciation for Virgil’s judgment that under the Roman
empire, “the subjected are spared and the proud are subdued (Tu regere
imperio parcere subjectis et debellare superbos).”*” Pax et princeps had
been the watchword of the Augustan age. Perhaps a “spark” of Roman-
ism could yet be found in the modern world, but where this might come
from Strauss could not say.?®

This letter has been widely discussed (and often gleefully cited) as
evidence of a strong authoritarian streak in Strauss’s thought. This

25 The story of Kraus’s life and his relation to Strauss is beautifully told by Joel
Kraemer, “The Death of an Orientalist: Paul Kraus from Prague to Cairo,”
The Jewish Discovery of Islam: Studies in Honor of Bernard Lewis, ed. Martin
Kramer (Tel Aviv: The Moshe Dayan Center, 1999), 181-223.

26 Letter to Lowith, May 19, 1933, in GS, 3; 625.

27 GS, 3: 625; the Latin phrase comes from Virgil, Aeneid, 6: 853; see also the
passage from Livy cited at the end of OT, 212.

28 This letter has recently received considerable attention; for one of the more
thoughtful treatments, see Sheppard, The Politics of Exile, 60-63.
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judgment may not be altogether false. Strauss clearly flirted with dan-
gerous ideas during this period. We have already seen that he rejected the
neo-Kantianism of his mentors Cohen and Cassirer for the “new think-
ing” advocated by Heidegger and Rosenzweig. At the core of the new
thinking was the philosophy of Nietzsche. In another letter to Lowith,
Strauss wrote: “Nietzsche so dominated and charmed me between my
22nd and 3oth years that I literally believed everything I understood of
him.”?° Unfortunately, Strauss does not elaborate on what he claimed
to understand of Nietzsche, but as the dating suggests the allure of
German nihilism that did so much to inform the philosophy of National
Socialism came to an end for him around 1930.

Simultaneous with the events discussed previously, Strauss began
working on a projected study of Maimonides that would eventually
see fruition under the title Philosophie und Gesetz (Philosophy and
Law).3° The purpose of this book was to some degree strategic: to gain an
academic position at the Hebrew University where his friend Gershom
Scholem (1897-1982) had already become established as a specialist in
the field of Jewish mysticism. Strauss had originally met Scholem in
Berlin in 1927 and the two formed a lifelong friendship, although one not
without rivalry and occasional touches of malice.3' A professorship in
medieval Jewish philosophy at the Hebrew University had been awarded
to Julius Guttmann, Strauss’s former boss at the Academy, and Scholem
encouraged Strauss to apply for another position that was to be filled.
This did not come to pass.3?

While encouraging Strauss to apply for the position, Scholem also
advised him to try to publish something in the area of Jewish studies.
The result was a broadside against Guttmann’s reading of Maimonides.
The central problem of medieval philosophy was not, as Guttmann
thought, the reconciliation of reason and revelation; it was the primacy

29 Letter to Lowith, June 23, 1935, in CCM, 183; this letter has figured promi-
nently in Laurence Lampert, Leo Strauss and Nietzsche (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1996).

3¢ Strauss, Philosophie und Gesetz: Beitrige zum Verstindnis Maimunis und
seiner Vorliufer (1935), GS, 2: 3—123; trans. Eve Adler, Philosophy and Law:
Essays Toward the Understanding of Maimonides and his Predecessors
(Albany, NY: SUNY, 1995).

31 Smith, “Gershom Scholem and Leo Strauss: Notes Toward a German-Jewish
Dialogue,” Reading Leo Strauss, 43—64.

32 Letter to Strauss, January 27, 1934, in GS, 3: 710. A sense of Strauss’s desper-
ation is conveyed in an undated letter to Alexandre Kojeve in Strauss, OT,
224: “I am deep in work and worries — in other words in a situation similar
to yours. Nothing will come of Palestine: Guttmann is going there. So far the
prospects are the same as in France. But one must not lose courage.”
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of law and the authority of the lawgiver. It is the primacy of law under-
stood in the broadest sense as the domain of the prophet that supplies
the ultimate grounding of philosophy. It was this insight actually first
discovered by Strauss in his reading of Avicenna’s On the Divisions of
the Rational Sciences that would provide the key to all his later attempts
to recover the premodern tradition of philosophical rationalism.33

Strauss’s focus on the political justification of prophecy led in turn to
an enhanced awareness of the Platonic influence on medieval thought.
The problem of revelation was no longer to be seen as a problem for
the philosophy of religion but for political philosophy. Just exactly what
this meant gave rise to great perplexity among Strauss’s friends and
associates. In a letter to Walter Benjamin of March 29, 1935, Scholem
wrote bluntly about how this would affect Strauss’s candidacy for a
position in Jerusalem:

Any day now, Schocken will bring out a book by Leo Strauss [Philosophie und
Gesetz| (I have devoted great energy to obtaining an appointment for Strauss
in Jerusalem), marking the occasion of the Maimonides anniversary. The book
begins with an unfeigned and copiously argued (if completely ludicrous) affir-
mation of atheism as the most important Jewish watchword. Such admirable
boldness for a book that will be read by everybody as having been written by a
candidate for Jerusalem . ..I admire this ethical stance and regret the — obviously
conscious and deliberately provoked - suicide of such a capable mind. As is to be
expected here, 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.34

On May 20, 1935, Benjamin replied: “I am also very interested in Leo
Strauss’s book. What you tell me about him fits in with the pleasant
image of him I have always made for myself.”35 Almost a year later,
Benjamin wrote to Scholem inquiring about Strauss’s whereabouts. “Is
Leo Strauss in Palestine?” he asked. “I would not be adverse to address-
ing his works in the journal Orient und Okzident...Perhaps you'll
soon be seeing the author; if so, you can prevail upon him to send me

33 Strauss, “A Giving of Accounts,” in JPCM, 463. The importance of Strauss’s
reading of Avicenna has been stressed by Heinrich Meier, “How Strauss
Became Strauss,” Enlightening Revolutions: Essays in Honor of Ralph Lerner,
ed. Svetozar Minkov (Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006), 367; see also
Tanguay, Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Biography, 57; the importance of this
theme is discussed by Joel Kraemer, “The Medieval Arabic Enlightenment,”
this volume.

34 Letter from Scholem to Benjamin, March 29, 1935, in The Correspondence of
Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem, 1932-1940, ed. Gershom Scholem,
trans. Gary Smith and Andre Lefevre (New York: Schocken, 1989), 156-157.

35 Letter from Benjamin to Scholem, May 20, 1935, The Correspondence, 160.
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the books.”3¢ Scholem had to inform Benjamin that by this time Strauss
was already living in England.

STRAUSS IN ENGLAND

Strauss arrived in England in early 1934 with Miriam, her son Thomas,
and little more than his foundation grant and an academic letter of refer-
ence from the French historian Henri Sée.3” Even though the Strausses
lived in a boarding house on Russell Square and were desperately short
of money, his letters from this period express a strong liking for England
and the English way of life. “The English people is [much] politer than
the Frenchmen,” he wrote in broken English in an undated letter to
Alexandre Kojeve (1902-1968), whom he knew from Paris.3® “I cannot
realize a greater difference than that between the Préfecture de Police
and the Aliens Registration Office. We feel much better here than in
Paris.”3% He enthused about the delicious English breakfasts that he
also preferred to French food. “The hams taste too good as to consist
of pork and therefore they are allowed by the Mosaic law according to
atheistic interpretation,” he joked.4° In another letter he wrote: “I like
this country about which one might say what Diderot said of Hobbes:
dry (the pubs close at 10 p.m. sharp here and the stuff is expensive!).” By
contrast to the Bibliotheque Nationale, “the British Museum is a place
to which one enjoys going.”4*

Strauss developed a strong Anglophilia that was to remain a part of his
makeup. In an early letter, he remarked on the “strong impression” left
on him from a visit to Downing Street, “the seat of the greatest power
in the world —- much much smaller than the Wilhelmstrasse.”4* England
cultivated a strong tradition of the gentleman that was not to be found

3¢ Letter from Benjamin to Scholem, May 3, 1936, The Correspondence, 179.

37 S.J. D. Green, “The Tawney-Strauss Connection: On Historicism and Values
in the History of Political Ideas,” The Journal of Modern History 67 (1995):
256.

3% Kojeve, a Russian émigré and a distinguished Hegel scholar, formed a strange
bond of friendship with Strauss; the Strauss-Kojeve relation is explored in
Smith, “Tyranny Ancient and Modern,” Reading Leo Strauss, 131-155; see
also Victor Gourevitch, “Philosophy and Politics, I-II,” Review of Meta-
physics, 22 (1968): 58-84, 281-328; Michael Roth, “Natural Right and the
End of History: Leo Strauss and Alexandre Kojeve,” Revue de Métaphysique
et de Morale 3 (1991): 407—422; Robert Pippin, “Being, Time, and Politics: The
Strauss-Kojeve Debate,” History and Theory 2 (1993): 138-161.

39 Letter to Kojeve, undated, in OT, 222.

40 Letter to Kojeve, undated, in OT, 222.

41 Letter to Kojeve, April 9, 1934, in OT, 225.

4> Letter to Kojeve, January 16, 1934, in OT, 224.
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in continental Europe. Strauss later came to identify this English idea
of the gentleman with the Aristotelian notion of the megalopsychos, or
“great-souled” man. This was a quality that he found exemplified in the
statecraft of Winston Churchill, who would become a hero of his. In a let-
ter to Lowith penned shortly after World War II, Strauss wrote: “A man
like Churchill proves that the possibility of megalopsychia exists today
exactly as it did in the fifth century B.c.”43 He also contracted an appre-
ciation for English prose. He was a reader of Shakespeare, Macaulay,
Thackeray, Disraeli, and P. G. Wodehouse. He remarked that the quiet
understatement of Jane Austen was a better entree to the classics than
the romantic self-disclosure of Dostoyevsky.44

Strauss applied to and was accepted at Sidney Sussex College at Cam-
bridge University as a research student beginning in January 1935 to con-
duct continuing research on Hobbes.4S In a letter to Kojeve, he boasted
that he had become “a real Hobbes philologist: Mss, etc.”4¢ When his
Hobbes book was eventually published in 1936, it attracted several
admirers. Ernest Barker was a reader of the manuscript for Clarendon
Press and contributed a Foreword — later removed from the American
edition. He praised the “great merit” of the book as its application of
the same “genetic method” to Hobbes that Werner Jaeger had earlier
applied to Aristotle.4” Michael Oakeshott, who would contribute impor-
tant Hobbes scholarship of his own, reviewed it favorably three times.
Oakeshott praised the work, not without some qualifications, as of “the
first importance” and “the most original book on Hobbes which has
appeared for many years.”4® And R. H. Tawney, then professor of eco-
nomic history at the London School of Economics, described Strauss as
knowing “more [about Hobbes] than any Englishman” and “the greatest
living authority on Hobbes.”4°

The Hobbes book has always been the book of Strauss’s most admired
by non-Straussians. It was in many ways a conventional history of
ideas studying Hobbes’s development. Nevertheless, the book pioneered

43 Letter to Lowith, August 20, 1946, in CCM, 111.

44 Strauss, OT, 185; on Jane Austen, see Stanley Rosen, “Leo Strauss and the
Problem of the Modern,” this volume.

45 Leo Strauss File, Sidney Sussex College Archive, Cambridge University; [ owe
this information to Teresa Bejan.

46 Letter to Kojeve, April 9, 1934, in OT, 225.

47 Ernest Barker, “Foreword” to Strauss, PPH, vii.

48 Michael Oakeshott, “Dr. Strauss on Hobbes,” Politica, 2 (1936-37): 364-379;
reprinted in Hobbes and Civil Association (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund,
2000), 141-158; Oakeshott’s other, much shorter, reviews appeared in The
Cambridge Review 57 (1936—37): 150 and in Philosophy, 12 (1937): 239-241T.

49 Cited in Green, “The Tawney-Strauss Connection,” 261.
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certain themes that would be crucial to Strauss’s later thought. Strauss
treated Hobbes as the crucial break between the ancients and the mod-
erns. Hobbes transformed the ancient and medieval doctrine of natural
law into a theory of modern natural rights. He introduced a new dimen-
sion of subjectivity or freedom into philosophy. Furthermore, Hobbes’s
revolution was not the result of a new scientific outlook, as many read-
ers had attributed to him, but was constructed out of “humanistic”
sources, especially Thucydides’s history and Aristotle’s Rhetoric. On
the basis of his critique of the Aristotelian theory of pride — honor,
vanity, glory — Hobbes constructed a “new morality” of “bourgeois”
civilization. Strauss’s Hobbes was the true founder of liberal modernity.

Despite the respectful treatment of Strauss’s Hobbes book, there
seemed little or no chance that an academic position in England would
be forthcoming. Tawney, who acted as a benefactor to the young German
émigré, did his best to convince his friend, the economist John U. Nef,
to hire Strauss at the University of Chicago. Tawney was unsuccessful
in securing a position for Strauss, although his good opinion may have
helped to lay the basis for his later tenure there. Strauss eventually made
his way to America in 1937 at the invitation of Salo Baron as a lecturer
in the history department at Columbia University. The following year,
he accepted a temporary and then a permanent position at the New
School for Social Research.

THE NEW YORK YEARS

The New School had been established originally in 1918 by John Dewey
and a group of “progressive” intellectuals to foster adult education and
independent research outside the official university system. By the early
19308, the New School had opened its doors to European scholars flee-
ing fascism and National Socialism. The University-in-Exile became the
place where European scholarship found a place of refuge on American
soil. Under the leadership of economist Alvin Johnson (1874-1971), the
New School attracted a remarkable body of luminaries including psy-
chologists Max Wertheimer and Alfred Schutz, sociologists Hans Speier
and Max Ascoli, political theorists Arnold Brecht and Erich Hula, and
economists Adolph Lowe and Frieda Wunderlich. Into this extraordi-
nary constellation of scholars at the age of almost forty, Strauss found
his first academic home.5°

5° For a useful overview of the New School, see Peter Rutkoff and William B.
Scott, New School: A History of the New School for Social Research (New
York: Free Press, 1986); Strauss is discussed on pages 143-149; see also Claus-
Dieter Krohn, Intellectuals in Exile: Refugee Scholars and the New School for
Social Research, trans. Rita and Robert Kimber (Amherst, MA: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1993), 74-76.
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Strauss’s letters from this period reveal both the great relief and the
great anxiety of settling into life in the New World. In a letter to Klein
dated January 20, 1938, he wrote that “things aren’t nearly as bad as I
had reason to expect.” In the same letter, he noted that a position with
“powerful backing” has opened up at Harvard, but “it is unlikely that
anything should come of it for me because, as you know, I am a Jew.”5!
Shortly later he warned Klein: “You must not expect it to be easier here
than in England: have no illusions.” “The Jewish-protective tendencies
of the Americans change from month to month. But they could also
change for you.”s>

Life was continually beset by worries about family and friends back
in Germany as well as Miriam, who had remained for a time back in
England. In addition, there was a constant shortfall of cash. In an espe-
cially poignant letter, Strauss wrote to Klein: “I ask you to please loan
me forty dollars between 12/1 and 12/15. I know no one in the USA, and
consequently no one on this planet, and no one in this universe whom
I could go to, and on 12/1 my pockets will be completely empty.”s3
At the same time, Strauss’s financial worries were offset by the experi-
ence of teaching his first classes: “This evening I had my first seminar:
Aristotle’s Politics,” he wrote. “It really happened! But I am a char-
latan. T asserted a thousand things that didn’t add up or that I didn’t
know anything about.”4 Most importantly, it was during this period
that Strauss was making his first discoveries of the esoteric tradition.
Sometimes these discoveries were mixed with everyday concerns: “I am
now reading Herodotus who — I would swear as a Catholic Christian —
is an esoteric writer (esoterischer Schriftsteller) and one to perfection.
In short life goes on. If only money-calamities weren’t lurking in the
future.”ss

The decade that Strauss spent at the New School was one of the most
remarkable of his career. It was during this time that he discovered his
distinctive voice and his own idiomatic forms of expression. Strauss was
an active contributor to the intellectual life of the New School through
his participation in the graduate faculty’s General Seminar, contribut-
ing papers on Germany and contemporary politics. This seminar met
on Wednesday evenings and, in the words of a former student, seemed
like “a convocation on Mount Olympus.”s¢ In 1941, Strauss delivered

St Letter to Klein, January 20, 1938, in GS, 3; 544.

52 Letter to Klein, February 11, 1938, in GS, 3: 548,

53 Letter to Klein, November 27, 1938, in GS, 3: 558.

54 Letter to Klein, February 7, 1938, in GS, 3: 546.

55 Letter to Klein, October 15, 1938, in GS, 3: 556; for Strauss’s discovery of
esotericism, see Laurence Lampert, “Strauss’s Recovery of Esotericism,” this
volume.

56 This description was provided in a telephone interview with Harry V. Jaffa.



26 STEVEN B. SMITH

a paper on “German Nihilism” where he traced Hitler’s rise to power
back to a group of conservative intellectuals before and shortly after
World War I who had rejected the principles of liberalism and Euro-
pean civilization.’” As his analysis demonstrated, he was not entirely
unsympathetic to the motivations of this group, but the gist of the
paper was to show how even justified moral intentions can lead to hor-
ror. In the summer of 1942, he presented a paper titled “What Can We
Learn from Political Theory?” and in November of 1943 he addressed
the annual meeting of the Conference on Jewish Relations at the New
School on the topic, “The Re-education of Axis Countries Concerning
the Jews.”58

This last paper was a sober and often somber reflection upon the pos-
sibility of liberalism taking root in postwar Germany. Strauss was deeply
skeptical as to whether democracy could be imposed on Germany from
the outside, and argued that there was no group with sufficient authority
to do so from within. He speculated the best that one could expect from
a defeated Germany would be a form of bureaucratic collectivism based
on a resuscitated interpretation of Christianity. Fortunately, he proved
to be wrong about this.

During this same period, Strauss began to publish in the New School’s
flagship journal Social Research, then under the editorial direction of
Hans Speier (1905-1993).5° Here he ventured into his first forays into
classical political philosophy that would occupy so much of his later
work. An article, “The Spirit of Sparta or the Taste of Xenophon,”
appeared in 1939, “On Classical Political Philosophy” in 1945, and “On
a New Interpretation of Plato’s Political Philosophy” in 1946.6° At the

57 Strauss, “German Nihilism,” Interpretation 26 (1999): 353-378; this theme is
discussed by Susan Shell, “’To Spare the Vanquished and Crush the Arrogant’:
Leo Strauss’s Lecture on ‘German Nihilism,’” this volume.

58 Strauss, “What Can We Learn from Political Theory?” and “The Re-education
of Axis Countries Concerning the Jews,” Review of Politics 69 (2007): 515—
529, 530-538; see Nathan Tarcov, “Will the Real Leo Strauss Please Stand
Up?” The American Interest (September/October, 2006): 120-128.

59 Speier and Strauss had met in 1929; their wives had been school friends from
Erfurt; see Hans Speier, Truth in Hell and Other Essays on Politics and Cul-
ture, 1935—1987 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 9; Speier later con-
tributed an essay (“Grimmelshaussen’s Laughter”) to a festschrift for Strauss
Ancients and Moderns: Essays on the Tradition of Political Philosophy in
Honor of Leo Strauss, ed. Joseph Cropsey (New York: Basic Books, 1964),
177-212.

60 Strauss, “The Spirit of Sparta or the Taste of Xenophon,” Social Research,
6 (1939): 502—536; “On Classical Political Philosophy,” Social Research, 12
(1945): 98-117; reprinted in WPP, 78-94; “On a New Interpretation of Plato’s
Political Philosophy,” Social Research, 13 (1946): 326-367.
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same time, Strauss had not lost touch with his interests in medieval
Jewish and Islamic thought, writing important essays on Abravanel,
Alfarabi, Maimonides, and Judah Halevi.®"

It is not a stretch to say that it was during this period at the New
School that Strauss became a “Straussian.” In a remarkable series of
letters to Klein, Strauss marveled at his discovery of esoteric writing in
the works of various ancient and modern philosophical figures. These
thoughts came together in an unpublished essay from 1939 called simply
“Exoteric Teaching,” and two years later in his famous essay, “Persecu-
tion and the Art of Writing,” which later served as the lead essay of a
book of the same title.®> This short essay may have received more atten-
tion than anything Strauss ever wrote. Here he drew upon the discovery
that certain writers of the past expressed themselves in a language of
caution and discretion both to avoid the real danger of persecution but
also as an exercise in “social responsibility,” not wishing to rock the
ship of state. This insight — that some thinkers do not always say what
they seem to say — would not have been particularly upsetting if it had
not been combined with a further claim, namely, that liberal regimes
that endorse maximum freedom of thought and opinion often find them-
selves prone to distinctive forms of intellectual complacency and con-
formity. Much to everyone’s embarrassment, liberalism may be as prone
to thoughtlessness as authoritarianism. With this insight, Strauss had
discovered what would later become known as “the dialectic of the
Enlightenment.”

Strauss’s work during the New York years culminated in his first
book actually written in English called On Tyranny: An Interpretation
of Xenophon’s “Hiero.” Published originally in 1948, this short book
anticipated the wave of studies seeking to understand the causes of fas-
cism, the appearance of the “authoritarian personality,” and the advent
of a new phenomenon called “totalitarianism.” Strauss approached this
problem through a circuitous route, namely, through a densely detailed
reading of an ancient and largely forgotten dialogue by Xenophon. The

6T Strauss, “On Abravanel’s Philosophical Tendency and Political Teaching,”
Isaac Abravanel, ed. J. B. Trend and H. Loewe (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 1937), 93-129; “The Literary Character of the ‘Guide of the
Perplexed,”” Essays on Maimonides, ed. Salo Baron (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1941); reprinted in PAW, 38-94; “The Law of Reason in
the Kuzari,” Proceedings of the American Academy of Jewish Research 13
(1943): 47-96; reprinted in PAW, 95-141; “Farabi’s Plato,” Louis Ginzberg
Jubilee Volume (New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1945),
357-393.

62 Strauss, “Exoteric Teaching,” in RCPR, 63-71; “Persecution and the Art of
Writing,” Social Research 8 (1941): 488-504; reprinted in PAW, 33-37.
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original edition of On Tyranny ran to just over 100 pages and included
an introduction (“On Xenophon and Dr. Strauss”) by Alvin Johnson,
the president of the New School.®3 In the introduction — which has
been unfortunately dropped from the later editions — Johnson wrote: “I
often marvel at Dr. Strauss. He is a scholar of scholars. Yet his approach
to a classical author is as direct as that of Erasmus or Montaigne.”
Johnson concluded his introduction with the hope that Strauss’s little
book “may mark a new direction in classical scholarship, a systematic
effort to excavate the classical authors from the successive strata of
ashen scholarship and win back for us the original freshness and splen-
dor of a great literature.”%4

On Tyranny brought to the surface four themes that would form the
backbone of all of Strauss’s later work. Although each of these had been
present or at least intimated in his earlier work, here for the first time
they appear as part of a unified package. First, the work demonstrated
the art of “careful reading,” which was closely tied to Strauss’s dis-
covery of the problem of esotericism. Strauss paid particular attention
to the literary form or the “action” of the dialogue, the give-and-take
between the two protagonists, the poet Simonides and the tyrant Hiero.
By focusing on the rhetoric of the work, Strauss was able to uncover
what he believed to be the central, animating theme of philosophical
writing, namely, the “disproportion between the intransigent quest for
truth and the requirements of society.”®s

Second, Strauss used the work to highlight the fundamental conflict
between the ancients and the moderns. Modern tyranny — and here
Strauss is thinking of the tyrannies of Hitler's Germany and Stalin’s
Russia — “surpassed the boldest imagination of the most powerful
thinkers of the past.” But modern tyranny is based on modern political
science, and modern political science has its basis in Machiavelli. In con-
trast to the ancients, modern tyranny is armed with the twin weapons of
mass ideology (“propaganda”) and technology. Yet Strauss affirms that
to understand modern tyranny in its specific sense, it remains necessary
to grasp “the elementary and in a sense natural form of tyranny which

%3 For Johnson’s role in establishing the University-in-Exile, see Rutkoff and
Scott, New School, 84-106; Krohn, Intellectuals in Exile, 22-23, 58-59. For
a valuable character sketch of Johnson and his role in the encouragement of
emigré intellectuals, see Arnold Brecht, The Political Education of Arnold
Brecht: An Autobiography, 1884—1970 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1970), 471-472.

64 Alvin Johnson, “On Xenophon and Dr. Strauss,” foreword to Leo Strauss,
On Tyranny: An Interpretation of Xenophon’s “Hiero” (New York: Political
Science Classics, 1948), ix.

65 Strauss, OT, 27.
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is pre-modern tyranny.”®® The ancients still remain the best guide to
understanding the moderns.

Third, Strauss attacked the dominant “historicist” manner of reading
texts that consisted in seeing them as relative to their times. But by
trying to understand the thought of the past as the product of its time, the
historicist scholar is led to distort that thought by forcing it to conform
to the principles of modern relativism. To understand the thought of
the past “as it really has been” means considering it in a nonhistoricist
manner. This means distrusting all scholarly conventions that stand
between the reader and the text, or as Strauss put it, “I never believed
that my mind was moving in a larger ‘circle of ideas’ than Xenophon’s
mind.”¢7

Finally, Strauss made a central theme of his reading the question of
the best way of life. The exchange between the two protagonists in the
dialogue is ultimately a contest over whether the political life or the
philosophical life — the way of the statesman or the way of the philo-
sopher — is best. This problem, along with the related problem of Jeru-
salem and Athens, is one that would inform virtually all of Strauss’s later
thinking.

Among his many friends and colleagues at the New School, Strauss
formed a special bond with Kurt Riezler (1882-1955).%% Several years
Strauss’s senior, Riezler had been a German diplomat during World War
I and was deeply affected by Heidegger after the war. Forced to leave
Germany due to his anti-Nazi activities, Rielzer joined the New School
the same year as Strauss. In a moving tribute to Riezler on the occa-
sion of his death, Strauss stressed those aspects of Riezler’s thought
that were most sympathetic to his own, notably, his defense of the tra-
dition of European nationalism against the emerging tendency toward
cosmopolitanism.® Riezler contended cosmopolitanism was supported
by modern economic and technological developments that could ulti-
mately increase our power over nature but would also led to a coarsening
or deadening of the spirit. Such cosmopolitanism forced individuals into
ever more specialized tasks and functions while “exciting all kinds of
curiosities and stimulating all kinds of interests,” thus making “ever
more difficult concentration on the few things on which man’s whole-
ness entirely depends.”7° In particular, the cosmopolitan ideal made

66 Strauss, OT, 23.

67 Strauss, OT, 26.

%8 For a useful biography, see Wayne C. Thompson, In the Eye of the Storm: Kurt
Riezler and the Crisis of Modern Germany (lowa City, IA: University of Iowa
Press, 1980).

% For Strauss’s later thoughts on the role of Europe, see “Preface,” in LAM, v-vii.

7° Strauss, “Kurt Riezler (1882-1955),” in WPP, 236.
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difficult the possibility of reverence that at all times takes the form of
loyalty to one’s particular heritage and tradition. Unlike Riezler, Strauss
was not a German nationalist but Riezler’s emphasis on the particular
as opposed to the universal may have reinforced Strauss’s belief about
the importance of the regime as the fundamental concept of political
life.

From an early time, Strauss began to attract students. Among the
“first generation” of his students was Howard B. White (1912-1974),
Strauss’s successor at the New School, who was married to Riezler’s
daughter and who wrote on Francis Bacon and Shakespeare;’* Harry V.
Jaffa (b. 1918), who completed a dissertation on Thomism and Aris-
totelianism before going on to contribute works on Lincoln and Ameri-
can political thought;”? and Henry Magid (1917-1979), who worked on
John Stuart Mill and English political thought.”3 To this list must also
be added the name of Joseph Cropsey (b. 1918), who was to write on
Adam Smith and Plato.7#4 Strictly speaking, Cropsey was not a student
of Strauss’s at the New School, having completed his Ph.D. in economics
at Columbia, but he began auditing courses from Strauss shortly after
returning from military service at the prompting of his friend Jaffa. He
would join Strauss about a decade later as a colleague and collaborator
at the University of Chicago.”s
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THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

Strauss joined the faculty of the University of Chicago in the fall of
1949. The terms of his appointment are worth retelling. According to
sociologist Edward Shils in his biography of Robert Maynard Hutchins —
the President of the university and the founder of the famous “Hutchins
College” - a vacancy in the field of political philosophy had come up
after the retirement of Charles Merriam. The appointment committee
consisted of economist Theodore Schultz, international relations spe-
cialist Hans Morgenthau, and Shils himself. According to Shils, there
were three candidates under consideration for the position: Alexandre
Passerin d’Entreves, the distinguished medievalist from Oxford; Alfred
Cobban, a scholar of the French Revolution from London; and Strauss.
The committee was divided. Schultz claimed to be unable to pass judg-
ment on an area not his own. Morgenthau favored Strauss but was reluc-
tant to push for him suspecting that the chair of his department, Leonard
White, might not be so inclined. Shils also favored Strauss but knew that
John Nef, the influential chair of the Committee on Social Thought,
favored d’Entreves. Shils tells what happened next:

I proceeded without consulting Nef; I wrote a long cautious memorandum to
Hutchins, reviewing the merits of all three candidates but making it clear that
Strauss was my preference. I did not want to ride roughshod over Nef’s desire
but I did not wish to be subservient to it either. The memorandum went to
Hutchins and I called on him shortly afterward in order to speak more freely
than I had written. Hutchins had obviously read my long-winded memorandum
very closely and he saw my preference. He said simply something like, “Who is
the best of them?” I replied that Strauss was very much the best. He then replied,
“All right, let’s have Strauss.” The matter was settled.”®

And so it was.

The move to Chicago seemed to have been a pleasure in contrast
to the uncertainties of his arrival in New York a decade previous. In
a letter to Klein written shortly after arriving, he described the apart-
ment as “majestic” and went on to enumerate the number of rooms. He
added that lying on his desk was a book given to him as a farewell gift
titled “How to Live Within Your Income.” The university neighborhood,
Hyde Park, was described as “the Chicago Washington Heights,” full of
German-Jewish refugees. “The man who works at our delicatessen went
to school with me in Marburg and the owner of the animal hospital in

76 Edward Shils, “Robert Maynard Hutchins, 1899-1977,” Remembering the
University of Chicago: Teachers, Scientists, Scholars (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991}, 192.
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which Schwulch stayed while we were living in a hotel is an in-law of
mine from Biebrich.”77

Strauss introduced himself to the faculty and students of the Univer-
sity of Chicago with a series of six lectures given in the autumn of 1949
under the title “Natural Right and History.” These were subsequently
expanded and turned into a book published in 1953. This book — along
with Persecution and the Art of Writing published the year before —
turned Strauss from an unknown into a major voice in American politi-
cal philosophy. Natural Right and History remains even today Strauss’s
most widely read book. It canvassed the entire range of the Western
tradition of political philosophy from the Greeks to the Germans. But
Strauss’s book was more than a neutral or disinterested piece of histor-
ical scholarship. It was a work that put the analysis of the modernity
problem front and center.

From the outset, Natural Right and History set an ominous tone.
The tradition of natural right or natural rights conceived as all but self-
evident to an earlier generation of Americans was in danger of being
eclipsed by German historicism. “[This] would not be the first time,”
Strauss warned, “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.”’® The German “historical sense” today
has threatened to become a complete relativism or even nihilism, the
belief that all standards of truth, justice, and morality are relative to
their historical time and place. Strauss argued further that this form of
historicism has crept into the modern academy by way of the sociology
of Max Weber with his insistence on the rigorous separation of “facts”
and “values,” and the related belief that social science must restrict
itself only to the “is” and not the “ought.” The result of Weber’s par-
ticular form of ethical neutrality is that social scientists who enjoy the
benefits of intellectual freedom, tolerance, and the exchange of ideas
are denied the ability to provide that liberalism with a rational foun-
dation. The deepest and most pressing moral principles have become
no more than a matter of individual choice or arbitrary decision. Lurk-
ing just behind this analysis of modernity was the Schmittian ethic of
Decionismus that Strauss believed had played such an important role
in the implosion of the Weimar Republic.”?

Space does not permit a more detailed account of Natural Right
and History. The book offers a breathtaking (and sometimes breathless)

77 Letter to Klein, February 6, 1949, in GS, 3: 596.

78 Strauss, NRH, 2.

79 Strauss, NRH, 40-42, 45-47, 65-67; the importance of Weber is discussed by
Nasser Behnegar, “Strauss and Social Science,” this volume.
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account of not only the contrast between the ancients and the moderns
but the gradual “lowering of the sights” of modernity by its focus on
the historicization of the principles of natural right. Just as he had in
On Tyranny, Strauss showed how the claims of historicism are self-
contradictory. If all claims to truth are historically relative, this must
hold true for historicism itself, but historicism claims - inconsistently —
to represent a truth that stands above history.®°

Strauss’s return to nature as a standard of political judgment is some-
times believed to give his thought a dogmatic or absolutist character.
This is false. Invoking Aristotle against the traditions of both Thomism
and Kantianism, he constantly maintained the flexibility of standards of
natural right within the context of normal politics. “There is a univer-
sally valid hierarchy of ends,” he maintained, “but there are no univer-
sally valid rules of action.”8" However, Strauss’s insistence on the need
for flexibility should not be confused with Machiavellianism. Machi-
avelli, Hobbes, and Locke’s “first wave” of modernity gave way to a
more radical second wave inaugurated by Rousseau and the tradition of
German idealism, only to be supplanted by a third wave of “radical his-
toricism” brought about by Nietzsche and later Heidegger. These philo-
sophical transformations were themselves related to profound political
and historical changes culminating in the monstrous tyrannies of the
twentieth century. Strauss’s book was intended as a wake-up call to the
complacent progressivism and pragmatism that had characterized
the recent American philosophical past.

Almost immediately, Strauss began to attract students. Among the
next generation of Strauss’s students were the brilliant and eccentric
classicist Seth Benardete (1930-2001),%? the philosopher Stanley Rosen
(b. 1929),%3 and political theorist Allan Bloom (1930-1992).84 It was from
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this period — Benardete dates it from around 1955 — that a self-conscious
school of “Straussians” began to take shape.®s

What was it that attracted students to Strauss? Did he exercise some
strange and cultlike control over their minds, as some of Strauss’s most
hostile critics have alleged?%¢ According to Victor Gourevitch, who stud-
ied with him during this period, it was Strauss’s “total absorption in the
materials” and the fact that “he spoke directly about the things that
concerned us in a non-technical way” that students found enticing. But
there was more: Strauss showed how it was possible “that one can be
a serious and dignified Jew in an academy that was still highly suspi-
cious of Judaism.”®” This was confirmed by another student, Werner
Dannhauser, who also reflected on this theme: “He astounded us with
the care with which he studied books by Jews like Maimonides thus
showing us that one could not afford to treat the whole tradition of
Jewish learning as relics in one’s mind.”88

AN INTERLUDE IN ISRAEL

Strauss spent the academic year of 1954 to 1955 as a visiting professor at
the Hebrew University. The background to his visit is of some interest.
As early as 1950, Scholem had been approaching Strauss about a move.
In a letter from Scholem, he asked Strauss “whether you are ready to be
the successor to [Buber’s| chair.” “I assume,” he wrote, “that it would be
potentially more satisfying for you to accept a position in Jerusalem in
their non-Jewish area of study, if one could study theoretical sociology,
or however it is currently called, than to accept the professorship in
Jewish philosophy that will also possibly be free in two years.”89
Strauss apparently seriously considered this possibility but in the
end decided to decline. “The decision was very difficult for me as no
one could know better than you,” he wrote. “I feel myself too old and
exhausted, incapable of doing anything more than to learn the little I
am granted, si fortunae placet [if fate allows] with the greatest possible
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degree of clarity and, as one says, to nail it down.”?° He then went on to
add a revealing clarification: “Thus I need all the scant strength I have.
Because of the incidents since 1933 and especially the difficulties I have
had since 1936, I have fragmented myself too much - only now am I
beginning to concentrate on the real problem (eigentliche Problem): 1
should not interrupt this process.”9*

Scholem was clearly hurt by Strauss’s refusal. He declared himself
“discouraged and distressed” that Strauss was backing out. “You don't
know how much, even in your own field (if you had a taken a profes-
sorship for example) you could have affected without inflicting harm on
your desire for productive work,” he wrote. “We could have accom-
plished much here together and that would have been good for all
concerned.”9>

About a month later, Scholem wrote again this time to report on
the death of Guttmann (“it was a long and hard death”). Adding guilt
to his earlier expression of hurt, Scholem added: “He [Guttmann] was
conscious almost to the end and spoke repeatedly of you especially when
he found out about your turning down the invitation to come here which
struck him as a tremendous pity. He wanted so badly to see you here.”
Whether the dying Guttmann, who had clashed twenty years earlier
with the young Strauss, would have felt remorse about this is anyone’s
guess. But Scholem concluded, “Well, what’s impossible is impossible”
(Nun, was nicht geht, geht nicht).%3

In the meantime, Strauss urged the appointment of Shlomo Pines
(1908-1990) for the position of Guttmann’s successor. A Franco-Russian
Jew born in Paris but raised in Archangel, Pines, who knew both Strauss
and Kraus from his Berlin days, was principally a student of Hellenis-
tic and Islamic philosophy. The appointment did eventually go through,
and later Pines and Strauss collaborated on Pines’s magisterial English
translation of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed.®*

It was in Jerusalem that Strauss delivered his famous lecture series
“What is Political Philosophy?” published in English in 1959. He began
these lectures with a beautiful tribute to his hosts: “In this city, and in
this land, the theme of political philosophy - ‘the city of righteousness,
the faithful city’ — has been taken more seriously than anywhere else
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on earth. Nowhere else has the longing for justice and the just city
filled the purest hearts and the loftiest souls with such zeal as on this
sacred soil.”?5 Strauss was deeply tempted by the offer of a position in
Jerusalem but, according to his daughter Jenny, “he felt he was too old
to learn to teach in Hebrew and he felt that for the Israelis, the study of
political philosophy was at that point not the highest priority.”%¢

THE FINAL YEARS

The period after Strauss’s return from Israel was one marked by intense
and sustained productivity. In certain respects, the works written from
this period onward mark a new and distinctive phase of his thought.
This phase has been described by Allan Bloom as “characterized by a
complete abandonment of the form as well as the content of modern
scholarship” because “Strauss no longer felt bound to make any com-
promises or to see the texts through the screen of scholarly method and
categories.” Strauss had finally “liberated himself [from historicism] and
could understand writers as they understood themselves.”?7 This may
be true enough but, more to the point, Strauss’s writings were character-
ized by a more intense focus on the theologico-political problem. What
earlier had appeared to be a distinctively German-Jewish problem was
now seen in terms of a much broader problem that he began to think of
in terms of the bipolarities of Jerusalem and Athens.%®

As Strauss understood these terms, Jerusalem and Athens do not rep-
resent two cities or two cultures but rather two profoundly different
ways of life: the city of faith — the holy city — and the city of reason.
He believed the permanence of these alternatives constituted the deci-
sive refutation of historicism. The objects to which these names refer
constitute two fundamentally different human alternatives — the life of
faith and piety or the life of rational self-sufficiency, the moral life or the
philosophical life. Which of these is right and, just as important, how are
we to choose between them? Even more than the themes of ancients and
moderns or esoteric and exoteric writing did the problem of Jerusalem
and Athens come to preoccupy Strauss’s thought in the last years of his
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life. In some respects, Strauss’s writings moved beyond questions of pol-
itics to a confrontation with these two visions of eternity. “The question
quid sit deus,” he wrote at the conclusion of an essay on Thucydides,
“is the all-important question which is coeval with philosophy although
the philosophers do not frequently pronounce it.”99

Ironically, the full impact of this problem was developed in his
book, Thoughts on Machiavelli. What exactly did Machiavelli, the most
politic of writers, have to teach about the themes of philosophy and the-
ology? Strauss’s answer: everything. More than any other of his works,
Thoughts on Machiavelli was greeted with disbelief often bordering on
scorn. This derision often comes from those who seem not to have
gone beyond the famous opening sentence in which Strauss expressed
himself “inclined to the old-fashioned and simple opinion according to
which Machiavelli was a teacher of evil.”*°° The idea that Machiavelli,
or any political writer, could be described as evil struck many readers
as moralistic, unhistorical, and naive.’™* It was this last claim, that he
was naive, that to some degree confirmed Strauss in the truth of his
view. Rather than looking outside the text for the historical, economic,
or intellectual context in which it was written, it is better to look at
the text itself and whatever context or information the author chooses
to supply. It is a mistake to too quickly ignore the surface for the depth.
This was simply following Strauss’s own hermeneutic principle: “The
problem inherent in the surface of things, and only in the surface of
things, is the heart of things.”°?

The title of Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli is clearly modeled
on Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy. Scholars who rebuke Strauss for
misreading Machiavelli clearly miss the point. His book is less a schol-
arly commentary on Machiavelli than a prolonged meditation on the
problem of political theology. As early as On Tyranny, Strauss had
identified Machiavelli as the true founder of modernity. Knowingly or
unknowingly, all later political philosophy has been an outgrowth of
Machiavellianism. Strauss read Machiavelli’s work as one of those great
theologico-political discourses of early modernity opposed to revealed
religion in any of its traditional forms. It was Machiavelli who intro-
duced an “anti-theological ire” that became the originating moment of
the Enlightenment. He transformed the ancient Epicurean critique of
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religion into a new spirit of activism and revolt. His goal was to replace
the God of Scripture with Fortuna, a more pliant deity that can be made
amenable to human ingenuity. Not humble awe or obedience but cun-
ning and audacity become the new Machiavellian virtues. He wished
to do to Christianity what Christianity had done to the older Roman
civil religions. He hoped to bury them. This is where Strauss empha-
sizes the closest point of contact between Machiavelli and Jesus: both
were “unarmed prophets” who succeeded despite their lack of military
hardware. Strauss called this the power of “propaganda.” Machiavelli
became the bringer of a new Decalogue, a new tablet of laws, which
would replace both philosophy and religion. This new Law could be
called the progressive theory of history.

Strauss’s most eloquent expression of the problem of Jerusalem and
Athens is contained in the 1965 Preface to the English translation of
Spinoza’s Critique of Religion. Here he reprised the issues of his youth
but from a deepened perspective. What had appeared thirty years before
as a German-Jewish problem now appeared as a much deeper, even
intractable, problem, as one of those “infinite, absolute problems that
cannot be solved.”'°3 The idea that there could be a human or political
solution to the Jewish question could not but be regarded as “blasphe-
mous.” “From every point of view,” he wrote, “it looks as if the Jewish
people were the chosen people at least in the sense that the Jewish prob-
lem is the most manifest symbol of the human problem insofar as it is
a social or political problem.”°4

Strauss now expressed doubt that philosophy could ever refute or
overcome the possibility of revelation. Reason and revelation would
always remain two equally vital, but equally antagonistic, possibilities.
But even here Strauss’s thought expressed a new direction. While earlier
he had treated Judaism as a purely political or sociological phenomenon,
he now regarded it as the carrier of a profound truth. Revelation is
given in Judaism its most profound and unconditional expression. In
the penultimate paragraph of the Preface, he refers to Deuteronomy 4:6:
“Keep them and do them; for that will be your wisdom and your under-
standing in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all these
statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understand-
ing people.”” This passage confirmed Strauss in the belief that Judaism
could not be reduced to the claims of civil theology or a Platonic noble
lie, but that “Jewish orthodoxy based its claim to superiority to other
religions from the beginning on its superior rationality.”*°5
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The publication of the Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion was
the closest thing to a philosophical autobiography that Strauss ever
wrote. Scholem, to whom Strauss had sent a copy of the manuscript,
declared the work “more remarkable” than anything Strauss had pro-
duced previously. In a letter of November 28, 1962, Scholem wrote: “I
regard it as an intellectual autobiography of yourself where one adven-
ture of the spirit (and its mishaps) follows upon another.” He claimed to
find fault in Strauss’s omission of several important stages of his life’s
story, but then goes on to add: “The readers, who know less about you
than I, especially the poor Americans, who have heard little of horn-
blowing will probably be very much astonished (in English “baffled”)
by your reading.” Scholem expressed some surprise that such a work
would actually be published and concluded: “I will keep the copy of
the manuscript pristine, for who knows if you won'’t at the last minute
declare the manuscript ‘apocryphal,’ thereupon hiding it in a loft or
cellar as was usual from time immemorial for such easily shocking
literature.”

This last remark seems to have taken Strauss by surprise. Just over
a week later, he wrote back professing to be “intrigued” by Scholem’s
words of caution and asked: “Should I understand it as an extremely
polite and reserved counsel not to print my Preface?””*7 Responding to
Scholem’s inquiry as to why he was now undertaking to publish such a
testimony, Strauss’s reply was extremely revealing:

When studying Hobbes, I observed that what he said and did not say was a
function of the heresy laws obtaining at the time of publication of his various
works. But then I saw that in one of his works published at a time of considerable
restriction he was more outspoken than ever before. I was baffled until I noted
that this book was published when he was already very old, with one foot in the
grave and I learned that this condition is conducive to courage. As for me I have
had my first two heart attacks, Ergo.™8

A week later, Scholem responded to Strauss hoping to dispel “the
anxieties that seem to have lain so gloomily over your heart.” “I, too,
am agreeable to the printing of your autobiographical forward to that
old heretic Spinoza,” Scholem wrote. He then added: “You have my
blessing, have no doubt, and most likely I (along with perhaps five or
six other readers who might barely constitute a Hessian minyan) shall
form the only legitimate nucleus of readers for this opuscule. For you
will hardly be able to have any great illusions that these pages might

106 Tetter from Scholem, November 28, 1962, in GS, 3: 747.
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be as good as impenetrable to American readers.”*® No doubt he was
right.

Strauss was named Robert Maynard Hutchins Distinguished Service
Professor in 1960. In 1964, he accepted an invitation to teach philosophy
at the University of Hamburg, from where he had received his doctorate
over forty years before, but the visit had to be cancelled at the last
minute for reasons of health.**® Strauss retired in 1967. The following
year, he taught at Claremont Men’s College in California and in 1969,
at the invitation of Klein, he became the Scott Buchanan Distinguished
Scholar-in-Residence at St. John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland. His
last book, The Argument and Action of Plato’s “Laws,” was published
posthumously in 1975. Here he returned to the insight gleaned from
Avicenna years before in the Prussian State Library: “The treatment of
prophecy and the divine law is contained in [Plato’s| Laws.” !

Strauss continued to teach and write despite declining health. In a
letter to Scholem of September 30, 1973, he wrote: “I believe, I told
you more than once that 1972-73 were hitherto my worst years: my
fingers tremble, and I am not sure whether you can decipher this note.
Nevertheless I finished an essay on Jenseits von Gut und Bése, on the
gods in Thucydides, and on Xenophon’s Anabasis. Rather apiquorsic
stuff but I have a feeling that the BOSS will not condemn me.”*** Strauss
died less than a month later on October 18, 1973. He had traveled a long
way from the man who had once stated that he desired nothing more
from life than to read Plato and breed rabbits while supporting himself
as a rural postmaster in a small German town.™*3
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3  Leo Strauss and the
“Theologico-Political Predicament”

In the 1965 preface to the English translation of his first book, Spinoza’s
Critique of Religion, Leo Strauss describes the beginnings of his intel-
lectual journey by stating that “This study of Spinoza’s Theologico-
Political Treatise was written during the years 1925-28 in Germany.
The author was a young Jew born and raised in Germany who found
himself in the grip of the theologico-political predicament.”* Also in
1965, Strauss’s The Political Philosophy of Hobbes was published for the
first time in German. There Strauss refers to the “theologico-political
problem,” deeming it “the theme of my investigations.”> With the term
“theologico-political predicament,”3 Strauss links his early intellectual
development to his later intellectual themes, including what he calls
the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns, the relation between
Jerusalem and Athens, and to his diverse studies in the history of polit-
ical philosophy, of Plato, Hobbes, Maimonides, Alfarabi, and Spinoza,
among many others.

This essay considers what Strauss meant by “theologico-political
predicament,” suggesting that there are at least two senses in which
he employs the term, the first diagnostic, the second reconstructive.
In its diagnostic sense, “theologico-political predicament” refers to the
ultimate results of the early modern attempt to separate theology from
politics. However, Strauss in no way favors a return to theocracy or,
like his contemporary Carl Schmitt, a turn toward political theology.
Strauss attempts to recover classical political philosophy, not to return
to the political structures of the past, but to reconsider ways in which

! Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 224.

2 Strauss, “Preface to ‘Hobbes Politische Wissenschaft,”” in JPCM, 453; empha-
sis in the original.

Strauss uses “predicament” in the “Preface to SCR” and “problem” in the
“Preface to PPH.” For the sake of simplicity, throughout this essay we use the
terms interchangeably, although the different senses of “predicament” and
“problem” may also refer to the diagnostic and reconstructive senses in which
Strauss uses the term, with predicament corresponding to the diagnostic sense
and problem to the reconstructive sense.

w
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premodern thinkers thought it necessary to grapple and live with the
tensions, if not contradictions, that by definition arise from human soci-
ety. It is in this sense that Strauss’s use of the theologico-political prob-
lem is reconstructive. Part One of this essay focuses on Strauss’s diag-
nosis of the theologico-political predicament, whereas Part Two turns
to his reconstruction of the theologio-political problem. The conclusion
considers the contemporary implications of Strauss’s analyses.

PART ONE: THE MODERN CRITIQUE OF RELIGION

The immediate context of Strauss’s use of “theologico-political predica-
ment” in his autobiographical preface is the title of Spinoza’s
Theologico-Political Treatise, the subject of Spinoza’s Critique of Reli-
gion. Like many German-Jewish intellectuals of his and the previous
generation, Strauss came to define himself in terms of his relation
to Spinoza. Both biographically and philosophically, Spinoza set the
conceptual framework that occupied and still occupies modern Jew-
ish thinkers. Spinoza’s ability to live an independent life free of any
religious community anticipated liberal modernity in which, to quote
Strauss, “the bond of society is universal human morality, whereas reli-
gion (positive religion) is a private affair.”4 But Spinoza also raised a pro-
found problem for modern Judaism when he declared that the laws of the
Hebrews were pertinent only in the context of their original, political
meaning: “ceremonial observances...do not pertain to the Divine law,
and therefore do not contribute to blessedness and virtue,” but “have
regard only to the election of the Hebrews, that is. .. to their temporal
and material prosperity and their peaceful government, and. .. therefore
could have been of practical value only while their state existed.”s
Because the ceremonial law no longer corresponded to a political king-
dom, Spinoza concluded that Jewish law is no longer the divine law, and
that postbiblical Jewish law is meaningless.® Late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century political Zionist thinkers often drew on Spinoza as
Jewish inspiration for the dream of reestablishing a Jewish state.” Like
Spinoza, political Zionists understood the possibility of a Jewish state
not in religious but in solely political terms. Although the Zionist use

4 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 2.26.

5 Benedict de Spinoza, Theologico-Political Treatise, trans. Samuel Shirley
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1998), 69.

¢ Spinoza, Theologico-Political Treatise, 59-70; see also Strauss, “Preface to
SCR,” in LAM, 229.

7 See for instance Moses Hess, Rome and Jerusalem (1862), trans. Meyer
Waxman (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing, 2005).
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of Spinoza was anachronistic at best, for the Zionists and Spinoza alike,
the return to Jewish politics could only be a return to state sovereignty.

Strauss initially found himself responding to the Jewish neo-Kantian
Hermann Cohen’s trenchant attack on Spinoza, which itself was the
result of the Zionist embrace of Spinoza. Claiming that Spinoza’s “pan-
theism” was incompatible with the truth of pure monotheism, Cohen
criticized Spinoza on philosophical grounds. But Cohen also attributed
a personal, political motive to Spinoza’s arguments, labeling him a
betrayer of the Jewish religion and of the Jewish people. Against both
Spinoza and Zionism, Cohen maintained that Judaism’s truth was found
in its nonpolitical, indeed in its wholly religious, constitution.® Cohen
strongly endorsed precisely what Zionism rejected: the promises of
the modern liberal state. In many respects, Cohen followed Moses
Mendelssohn in relegating Judaism to the status of religion and in deem-
ing Judaism deeply compatible with a modern liberal political order.®
Cohen’s attack on Spinoza thus brought full circle an argument for lib-
eral Judaism and politics that began in the eighteenth century with
Mendelssohn but that, in the early twentieth century with the rise
of antisemitism and disillusionment with modern rationalism gener-
ally, seemed untenable to many German-Jews, including the young Leo
Strauss.

After defending his dissertation in 1921, Strauss worked under Julius
Guttmann at the Academy for the Science of Judaism [Akademie fiir die
Wissenschaft des Judentums], co-editing Mendelssohn’s papers. It was
in this context that he began to engage with Spinoza, first in attempt-
ing to defend Spinoza against Cohen’s attack, essentially contending
that Spinoza’s arguments were not, contra Cohen, the result of personal
malice but were historically justified, although not necessarily philo-
sophically correct, and then in writing what would become Spinoza’s
Critique of Religion. The theologico-political predicament in which
Strauss found himself in the early 1920s was simply, though profoundly,
whether to choose liberalism or Zionism, the former representing the
culmination of Spinoza’s separation of theology from politics, the latter
representing the utter failure of this project.’® The young Strauss chose
Zionism.

8 Hermann Cohen, “Spinoza iiber Staat und Religion, Judentum und Christen-
tum,” (1915) Jiidische Schriften, ed. B. Strauss, (Berlin: C. A. Schwetschke,
1924) 3: 290-372.

9 Moses Mendelssohn, Jerusalem or on Religious Power and Judaism (1783),
trans. Allan Arkush (Hanover and London: University of New England Press,
1983).

0 Strauss regarded cultural Zionism as another form of liberalism; see “Preface
to SCR,” in LAM, 229-230.
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In his early writings on Spinoza, Strauss focused on epistemological
questions such as on Spinoza’s criticism of Maimonides’s account of
the status of prophetic knowledge. So, too, Strauss also thought about
Zionism in epistemological terms. As he put it in a 1928 review of
Freud’s The Future of an Illusion: “in the age of atheism, the Jewish peo-
ple can no longer base its existence on God...Political Zionism, wish-
ing to ground itself radically, must ground itself in unbelief.”™* The
young Strauss thus saw the theologico-political predicament in episte-
mological terms, that is, in terms of the modern political results that
followed from a philosophical claim. The question became whether or
not Spinoza’s critique of religion was epistemologically true. Was his
argument philosophically successful?

Strauss stresses that Spinoza’s critique of religion, and more gen-
erally the Enlightenment’s critique of religion, could only be thought
successful because religion, or revelation, had been dismissed from the
conversation. Religion’s modern critics used mockery and not rational
argument to make their case, and for this reason the seeming victory
of modern philosophy over religion is rhetorical and not philosophi-
cal, especially as religion’s modern critics caricature religious belief as
wholly dogmatic and irrational. Spinoza epitomizes this tendency by
arguing that Maimonides was “the first among the Pharisees who openly
maintained that Scripture must be made to conform to reason,”** thus
incorrectly depicting Maimonides as a dogmatist with no regard for
philosophical reason. As Strauss would argue in his work on medieval
Jewish rationalism (to be discussed further later), belief by definition is
not certain knowledge. Lack of certainty is therefore not a weakness for
the believer.

Worse than this pseudocritique, argues Strauss, modern defenders
of religion accepted these caricatures and built a “defense” of religion
upon them. Rather than questioning the terms of the argument, mod-
ern defenders of religion capitulated to the Enlightenment’s assertion
that religious truth simply could not hold up to the standard of sci-
entific truth, maintaining instead that religion never made scientific
truth claims in the first place. Strauss calls this strategy “internaliza-
tion” (Verinnerlichung): “all ‘internalizations’ of the basic tenets of the
tradition rest at bottom on this: from the ‘reflexive’ premise, from the
‘higher’ level of the post-Enlightenment synthesis, the relation of God to
nature is no longer intelligible and thus is no longer even interesting.” '3

It Strauss, “Die Zukunft einer Illusion,” in GS, 1: 431-439; translated in Michael
Zank, EW, 203-204.

2 Spinoza, Theologico-Political Treatise, 165.

'3 Strauss, PL, 24.
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Cohen’s neo-Kantian defense of Judaism exemplifies this approach by
claiming that God’s creation of the world refers not to a metaphysical
doctrine but to the human being’s capacity to reason in the world.™

In criticizing modern theological apologetics, Strauss draws upon the
theologies of Karl Barth and Franz Rosenzweig, who understood reve-
lation not in apologetic terms but as “the experience of an unequiv-
ocal command addressed to me here and now as distinguished from
general laws or ideas.”™s As Strauss put it, “The reawakening of theol-
ogy, which for me is epitomized by the names of Karl Barth and Franz
Rosenzweig, appeared to make it necessary to investigate how far the
critique of orthodox theology — Jewish and Christian — deserved to be
victorious.”™® For Strauss, Barth’s and Rosenzweig’s theology exposed
the lie at the heart of the modern criticism and defense of religion: that
modern scientific knowledge is the only form of and standard for truth.

Strauss’s early musings on the theologico-political predicament led
him to a theme upon which he would insist again and again: the irrec-
oncilability between revelation and philosophy (or the irreconcilability
of what he would call elsewhere Jerusalem and Athens, or the Bible and
Greek philosophy). Strauss maintains that because belief in revelation
by definition does not claim to be self-evident knowledge, philosophy
can neither refute nor confirm revelation:

The genuine refutation of orthodoxy would require the proof that the world and
human life are perfectly intelligible without the assumption of a mysterious
God; it would require at least the success of the philosophical system: man has
to show himself theoretically and practically as the master of the world and the
master of his life; the merely given must be replaced by the world created by
man theoretically and practically.'”

Revelation and philosophy are incommensurable starting points to
truth. In the following, we will turn in more depth to the substance of
Strauss’s understanding of why revelation and philosophy are incom-
mensurable. But first, we must consider Strauss’s further diagnostic
claim that the modern denial of the incommensurability between rev-
elation and philosophy — a denial that is at the core of the modern
critique of religion — is fatal not only for revelation but also for modern
philosophy.

We have seen that according to Strauss, the modern critique of reli-
gion shows that the notion that revelation and philosophy should answer

4 See Strauss’s discussion of Cohen and internalization in the Introduction to
PL, 24-25.

15 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 232.

16 Strauss, “Preface to ‘Hobbes Politische Wissenschaft,”” in JPCM, 453.

17 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 254-255.
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to the same scientific criteria brings meaningful talk of revelation to an
end, either in the form of banishing revelation from the conversation or
in the form of so-called modern defenses of religion that can only inter-
nalize this banishment. But Strauss argues that the Enlightenment’s
critique of religion ultimately also brought with it, unbeknownst to
its proponents, modern rationalism’s self-destruction. Strauss does not
reject modern science'® but he does object to the philosophical con-
clusion that “scientific knowledge is the highest form of knowledge”
because this “implies a depreciation of prescientific knowledge.”*?

Strauss reads the history of modern philosophy as beginning with the
elevation of all knowledge to science, or theory, and as concluding with
the devaluation of all knowledge to history, or practice. As he put it to
Eric Voegelin in a letter of 1950: “the root of all modern darkness from
the seventeenth century on is the obscuring of the difference between
theory and praxis, an obscuring that first leads to a reduction of praxis
to theory (this is the meaning of so-called rationalism) and then, in
retaliation, to the rejection of theory in the name of praxis that is no
longer intelligible as praxis.”2° Whereas in the seventeenth century, like
Spinoza would after him, Hobbes depreciates prescientific knowledge in
the name of science, Heidegger in the twentieth century depreciates sci-
entific knowledge in the name of historicity. Modern rationalism thus
implodes upon itself: what starts as a modern quest for delineating scien-
tific standards in the name of certain knowledge leads to the conclusion
that there are neither such standards nor such truths.

Strauss would draw out this analysis in a number of contexts — cul-
minating in Natural Right and History — in which he attempted, among
other things, to show the direct line that leads from positivism to his-
toricism. But we leave aside these issues to focus on the connection
between Strauss’s diagnosis of the demise of philosophy and his analy-
sis of the modern critique of religion. In the early 1930s, Strauss had not
yet developed his view of esoteric writing but he already saw that the
readings of the Bible offered by early modern political philosophers did
not reflect defenses of Christianity, as his contemporaries would have
it, but subversive criticism of revealed religion. Cohen’s criticism of
Spinoza was predicated on the assumption that Spinoza defended Chris-
tianity while attacking Judaism. At the same time, nineteenth- and

8 Strauss “Progress or Return?” in RCPR, 240: “Science is the successful part of
modern philosophy or science, and philosophy is the unsuccessful part — the
rump.”

19 Strauss, “What is Political Philosophy,” in WPP, 23.

20 Letter to Eric Voeglin March 14, 1950, in FPP, 66.
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twentieth-century readers of Spinoza could see him as a “God-
intoxicated man” only because they had ceased to take religion seri-
ously. As Strauss put it in his 1936 study of Hobbes: “Exactly as Spinoza
did later, Hobbes with double intention becomes an interpreter of the
Bible...to make use of the authority of the Scriptures for his own theory,
and then. .. to shake the authority of Scriptures themselves.”?*

For our purposes, we need not focus on the particularities of Strauss’s
reading of Hobbes (or on his subsequent reading of Machiavelli and oth-
ers) but only on the trajectory that his intellectual history of political
philosophy takes as he diagnoses the theologico-political predicament.
The structure of Strauss’s account of the history of modern political
philosophy parallels the structure of his account of the history of phi-
losophy. Just as modern philosophy begins with an overinflated sense of
reason that privileges theory over practice and ends with a radical his-
toricism that denies any meaning to reason outside of history, Strauss
suggests that modern political philosophy begins with the attempt to
make the human being wholly part of nature as defined by science and
ends by denying any notion of nature altogether.?? For Strauss, these
trajectories come together in the coincidence of Heidegger’s philosophy
and political misadventures:

The crucial issue concerns the status of those permanent characteristics of
humanity, such as the distinction between the noble and the base...It was
the contempt for these permanencies which permitted the most radical histori-
cist in 1933 to submit to, or rather to welcome, as a dispensation of fate, the
verdict of the least wise and least moderate part of his nation which it was in its
least wise and least moderate mood, and at the same time to speak of wisdom
and moderation. The biggest event of 1933 would rather seem to have proved,
if such proof was necessary, that man cannot abandon the question of the good
society, and that he cannot free himself from the responsibility for answering it
by deferring to History or to any other power different from his own reason.?3

We saw previously that Strauss suggests that the Jewish Question,
as reflected by the choice of liberalism or Zionism, epitomized the
theologico-political predicament. At its most extreme, the theologico-
political predicament is illustrated by the complicity of intellectuals in
the Nazi genocide.

Liberal democracy had originally defined itself in theologico-political treaties as
the opposite of . .. “the kingdom of darkness,” that is, of medieval society ... [The

2t Strauss, PPH, 71.

22 For a concise statement of this point in regard to Hobbes, see Strauss, “On the
Basis of Hobbes’s Political Philosophy,” in WPP, 176, note 2.

23 Strauss, “What is Political Philosophy,” in WPP, 26-27.
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German Jews| were given full political rights for the first time by the Weimar
Republic. The Weimar Republic was succeed by the only German regime — by
the only regime that ever was anywhere — which had no other clear principle
except murderous hatred of the Jews.>+

Strauss does not mean to imply that National Socialism was in-
evitable. Rather, he means to investigate why there was no adequate
rational, moral response to the rise of National Socialism. It is here that
the modern crises of philosophy and theology meet in the modern crisis
of politics. Neither modern political philosophy, theology, nor philos-
ophy had the critical resources to respond to the disintegration of the
liberal state, the very political structure that was touted as “the opposite
of ... ‘the kingdom of darkness,’ i.e., of medieval society.”

It would become the mature Strauss’s task to consider how politi-
cal philosophy, theology, and philosophy could each once again have
the critical resources to make the most basic distinction between the
noble and the base. To do so, Strauss would have to overcome what he
called the “powerful prejudice, that a return to premodern philosophy
is impossible.”?5 As we have seen, Strauss’s diagnosis of the theologico-
political predicament began with and remained centered on the question
of revealed religion and its relation to philosophy. As we will see, the
status of revelation remains critical to Strauss’s reconstruction of the
theologico-political problem.

PART TWO: REVELATION REVISITED

We saw previously that Strauss credited Rosenzweig and Barth for mak-
ing him rethink the modern critique of religion. Yet for all his respect
for Rosenzweig — to whose memory he dedicated Spinoza’s Critique of
Religion — as well as for Barth, Strauss recognized that their approach
to theology was still embedded within the prejudices of modern phi-
losophy and subject to the same fate as modern philosophy, despite
their attempts to overcome precisely these prejudices. At bottom, the
early twentieth-century reawakening of theology did not revive reason’s
critical potential but left reason behind. As such, this reawakening of
theology did not ultimately provide any resources for theological, philo-
sophical, or political rationalism.>®

With his second book, Philosophy and Law, Strauss already realized
that a return to rationalism required reconsidering medieval thinkers
and their approaches to philosophy and revelation. Julius Guttmann

24 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 226.
25 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 257.
26 Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 256-257.
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had considered this subject in depth, and despite the fact that Guttmann
happened to be his supervisor Strauss began his own work on medieval
rationalism by attacking Guttmann. According to Strauss, Guttmann
had argued that “‘philosophy of religion’ is actually the original achieve-
ment of medieval philosophy.”?” Against this view, Strauss points out
that within the historical context of medieval Jewish rationalism, the
law existentially preceded the possibility of philosophizing. This fact is
not merely historically important but also philosophically significant,
as Strauss suggests in the first sentence of the first chapter of Philosophy
and Law: “There is no inquiry into the history of philosophy that is not
at the same time a philosophical inquiry.”*®

In keeping with his own neo-Kantian model, Guttmann under-
stood medieval Jewish rationalism primarily in modern epistemological
terms, that is, in terms of “science,” in this case what was known as the
historical science of Judaism (Wissenschaft des Judentums).?® Strauss
contends that it is only because Guttmann begins with a modern con-
ception of philosophy that he can understand medieval Jewish rational-
ism in terms of “philosophy of religion.” In a footnote, Strauss concisely
sums up his argument against Guttmann: “We do not deny ... that the
problem of ‘belief and knowledge’ is the central problem of medieval
rationalism. Our quarrel with Guttmann is only about the meaning of
‘belief’ here, and it seems to us more precise to say ‘law and philosophy’
rather than ‘belief and knowledge.’”’3° The phrase “law and philosophy”
represents the complex but necessary relation between prescientific and
scientific knowledge. On the other hand, “belief and knowledge” rep-
resents the attempt to fuse two sources of truth into a scientifically
respectable whole that Guttmann calls “philosophy of religion.”

The difference between Strauss and Guttmann is surely about the
meaning of revelation for Maimonides and his predecessors. But it is
also about the meaning and scope of “philosophy.” According to Strauss,
once revelation is understood primarily as revealed law and not as philo-
sophical knowledge, it is necessary to rethink, from a modern per-
spective, the medieval Jewish and Islamic conception of philosophy.
Although Strauss’s focus in Philosophy and Law is on the status of Jew-
ish (or religious) law, he looks back from medieval Jewish and Islamic
philosophy to Plato. Focusing on the significance of Plato’s Laws and its
Islamic reception, Strauss suggests that the classical conception of law

27 Strauss, PL, 55.
28 Strauss, PL, 41.
29 Julius Guttmann, Die Philosophie des Judentums (Miinchen: E. Reinhardt,

1933).
39 Strauss, PL, 141, n. 24.
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concerns and also anticipates the tense yet necessary relation between
philosophy and law in medieval rationalism:

The necessary connection between politics and theology (metaphysics)...
vouches for the fact that the interpretation of medieval Jewish philosophy begin-
ning from Platonic politics (and not from the Timaeus or from Aristotelian meta-
physics) does not have to lose sight of the metaphysical problems that stand in
the foreground for the medieval philosophers themselves. And this procedure, so
far from resulting in the underestimation of these problems, actually offers the
only guarantee of understanding their proper, that is their human, meaning. If,
on the other hand, one begins with the metaphysical problems, one misses. .. the
political problem, in which is concealed nothing less than the foundation of phi-
losophy, the philosophic elucidation of the presupposition of philosophizing.3*

Although philosophy can clarify its meaning, on Strauss’s reading of
medieval rationalism the law is not derived through philosophical activ-
ity. Instead, the law is the prephilosophical context of and framework
for philosophy. As Strauss puts it, “freedom depends upon its bondage.
Philosophy is not sovereign. The beginning of philosophy is not the
beginning simply.” 32

Although he had not yet developed his view of esoteric writing,
Strauss already in Philosophy and Law had sewn the seeds for what
would become his mature understanding of revelation, philosophy, and
politics. As we saw previously, Strauss’s diagnostic view of the theo-
logico-political predicament began with and remained centered on his
conception of revelation. Strauss’s reconstructive view of the theologico-
political problem - that is, his view of what the relations between philos-
ophy, theology, and politics actually are — also begins with and remains
centered on his notion of revelation. In Philosophy and Law, Strauss
defines revelation as law, and not knowledge. So, too, Strauss defines
philosophy as dependent on law, not in an epistemological sense but in
a political sense.

These premodern conceptions of revelation and philosophy would
be decisive for Strauss’s attempt to rethink the possibility of rational
politics. In a 1936 essay on the political science of Maimonides and
Alfarabi, Strauss reconsiders the meaning of prophecy for Maimonides.
While most interpreters, including Strauss in Spinoza’s Critique of
Religion and in parts but not all of Philosophy and Law, viewed Mai-
monides’s conception of prophecy in epistemological terms, Strauss now
argues that Maimonides’s innovation was to think of prophecy in polit-
ical terms. According to Strauss, Maimonides “neither wished nor was
able, nor had any need, to lift the veil which conceals the origins of

31 Strauss, PL, 78-79.
32 Strauss, PL, 88.
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the Torah, the foundation of the perfect nation.”33 Yet the attentive
reader will notice that Maimonides distinguishes between Moses, the
law giver, and all other prophets. Maimonides stresses Moses’s exalted
status, argues Strauss, because for Maimonides Moses is the Platonic
philosopher-legislator. This emphasis on the uniqueness of Moses is the
core of Maimonides’s political philosophy because “Not the mystery of
its [the Torah’s] origin, the search for which leads either to theosophy
or ‘Epicureanism,’ but its end, the comprehension of which guarantees
obedience to the Torah, is accessible to human reason.”34

Obedience to the law and the philosophical meaning of the law are
two different matters that are reflected in what Strauss argues is Mai-
monides’s dual conception of law. The exterior, literal meaning of the
law serves to uphold the political community in which certain forms
of behavior and belief are required while the ideal meaning of the law
is a matter of philosophical speculation only for those who are capa-
ble of such speculation. This dual conception of law parallels the dual
character of Maimonides’s writing, which offers a “moderate” reading
meant for the masses and a “radical” reading meant for the philosoph-
ical reader.3s As Strauss would later elaborate in greater detail, this
dialectical tension lies at the heart of Maimonides’s style of writing
and argumentation. Maimonides is able to balance properly the rela-
tion between praxis, obedience to the law, and theory, the mystery
of the law’s origins, not by conflating them but by keeping them in
continual dialectical tension. These dualities evidence Maimonides’s
political moderation and indeed his theological and philosophical rad-
icalism. This tension also offers an important intellectual antidote to
the theologico-political predicament of modernity in which the differ-
ent and complex relation between theory and praxis has been obscured
with disastrous consequences for both reason and morality.

Strauss credited Alfarabi’s interpretation of Plato for his rethinking of
the political dimension of medieval rationalism: “Farabi had rediscov-
ered in the politics of Plato...a golden mean which is neither a com-
promise nor a synthesis, which is hence not based on the two opposed
positions, but which suppresses them both, uproots them by a prior,
more profound question, by raising a more fundamental problem, the
work of a truly critical philosophy.”3¢ Strauss argues that a truly critical

33 Strauss, “Some Remarks on the Political Science of Maimonides and Farabi,”
trans. Robert Bartlett, Interpretation, 18 (1990): 15-16.

34 Strauss, “Some Remarks,” 16.

35 Strauss elaborates on this issue in a 1937 essay, “On Abravanel’s Philosophical
Tendency and Teaching” in Isaac Abravanel, ed J. B. Trend and H. Loewe
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1937), 93-129.

36 Strauss, “Some Remarks,” 6.
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philosophy is not one that finds final answers but one that continually
asks questions. Alfarabi, and Maimonides who followed him, came to
a golden mean by which both revealed law and philosophy were given
their due, and by which a good society and the philosophical freedom
to question were properly balanced. Strauss suggests that a compromise
or synthesis between revealed law and philosophy makes this balance
impossible.

On the basis of Strauss’s interpretation of the golden mean achieved
by Alfarabi, Maimonides, and Plato, we can return to Strauss’s recur-
rent theme that Jerusalem and Athens are irreconcilable while also
touching upon another recurrent theme of Strauss’s work: “the quar-
rel between the ancients and the moderns.” Strauss stresses that the
relation between “Jerusalem and Athens” admits of neither compro-
mise nor synthesis without destroying the meaning of one for the sake
of the other. Instead, as Strauss’s reading of Alfarabi and Maimonides
suggests, Jerusalem and Athens together raise the problem of “a truly
critical philosophy.” And Strauss insists that the irreconcilability of
Jerusalem and Athens corresponds to his conception of the quarrel
between the ancients the moderns: “A Philosophy which believes that
it can refute the possibility of revelation — and a philosophy which does
not believe that: this is the real meaning of la querelle des anciens et
des modernes.”37

Most fundamentally, the quarrel between the ancients and the mod-
erns for Strauss is about the excesses of the moderns and the moderation
of the ancients. As we saw in Part One of this essay, according to Strauss
the trajectory of modern philosophy’s demise begins with the belief that
modern philosophy has refuted revelation once and for all. This false
belief is based on an overreaching view of what philosophical reason
in and of itself can accomplish, and it leads to the equally false belief
that there are no rational standards because reason is always imbedded
within and determined by history. In contrast to the excess of modern
philosophers, Socrates “did not separate wisdom from moderation.”38
According to Strauss, Socratic moderation is not merely a political con-
cession but bears upon the question of how we come to truth: “Socrates
implied that disregarding the opinions about the nature of things would
amount to abandoning the most important access to reality which we
have, or the most important vestiges of truth which are within our
reach.”39 But even though truth is within our reach, philosophy begins

37 Strauss, “Reason and Revelation” (1948), in Heinrich Meier, Leo Strauss and
the Theologico-Political Problem, trans. Marcus Brainard (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2006), 177.

38 Strauss, NRH, 123.

39 Strauss, NRH, 124.
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and ends with the quest for truth: “philosophy is meant — and that is the
decisive point — not as a set of propositions, a teaching, or even a sys-
tem, but as a way of life, a life animated by a peculiar passion, the philo-
sophic desire, or eros. Philosophy is not understood as an instrument
or a department of human self-realization.”4° As a way of life, “the
problems are always more evident than the solutions. All solutions are
questionable. .. Therefore, the right way of life cannot be established
metaphysically except by a completed metaphysics, and therefore the
right way of life remains questionable.”4' That the right way of life
remains questionable brings us back to philosophy’s relation to rev-
elation. Without a completed metaphysics, philosophy cannot refute
revelation. This inability to refute revelation has serious consequences
for philosophy’s self-understanding. As Strauss puts it in Natural Right
and History, in what is probably his best-known statement on the topic:

Philosophy has to grant that revelation is possible. But to grant that revelation
is possible means to grant...that the philosophic life is not necessarily, not
evidently, the right life. Philosophy, the life devoted to the quest for evident
knowledge available to man as man, would itself rest on an unevident, arbitrary,
or blind decision. This would merely confirm the thesis of faith, that there is no
possibility of consistency, of a consistent and thoroughly sincere life, without
belief in revelation. The mere fact that philosophy and revelation cannot refute
each other would constitute the refutation of philosophy by revelation.4?

Here we see that the tension between revelation and philosophy is not
one between irrationality and rationality but between fundamentally
irreconcilable criteria for what constitutes the rational starting point
of truth. Philosophy begins and ends for Strauss with the philosopher’s
sense of wonder, whereas revealed religion begins and ends with adher-
ence to the divine law. Yet as Strauss suggests, this situation puts philos-
ophy at a disadvantage and revelation at an advantage. Never claiming
to rest on evident knowledge, revelation can rationally approach its
truth claims, not to prove them but to understand them. But philoso-
phy, which values reason first and foremost, is led to the unpleasant
truth that it is, in fact, predicated on something that is and remains
unevident: that the human quest for knowledge is the right life.

Some interpreters (most notably Heinrich Meier) have concluded that
Strauss purposely overstates the problem posed by revelation for philos-
ophy to inspire philosophical readers in their quest for the philosoph-
ical life. Meier further understands the theologico-political problem in
terms of what he claims is Strauss’s lifelong effort to create a philo-
sophical school. Meier’s basic contention is that the quarrel between

40 Strauss, “Progress or Return,” in RCPR, 259.
41 Strauss, “Progress or Return,” in RCPR, 260.
4> Strauss, NRH, 75.
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revelation and philosophy, as Strauss describes it, leaves the careful
reader many opportunities to consider whether revelation really does
constitute the refutation of philosophy and to realize that philosophy
does, in fact, have philosophical and moral resources from which to
respond to revelation.43

It is true that some of Strauss’s sketches of revelation, such as the one
just described, do not make revelation compelling from a philosophical
point of view. If the question about the relation between revelation and
philosophy pertains to a decision for faith or philosophy, Strauss’s con-
ception of revelation sounds very much like Kierkegaard’s, in which a
leap of faith defines revelation. This theological vantage point is sim-
ilar to Strauss’s description of Rosenzweig and Barth’s reawakening of
theology. Yet as we saw in Part One, Strauss rejects this view of revela-
tion as unable to offer a way toward rationality. By assuming that Strauss
defines revelation as blind faith, many of Strauss’s interpreters have con-
cluded that he does not in the end take revelation seriously from a philo-
sophical point of view. In support of this position, Meier in fact quotes
Guttmann’s critical response to Strauss, which is that Strauss shows
an “indifference towards the content of revelation ... Whether Jewish or
Christian revelation is of concern makes no difference whatsoever.”44
For Guttmann, this supposed indifference to revelation’s content means
that Strauss gets medieval Jewish rationalism wrong. For Meier, this
supposed indifference means that despite what seems to be Strauss’s
defense of revelation’s capacity to criticize philosophy, revelation is in
the end for Strauss a straw man. As Meier puts it, “What appears to the
believer to be ‘indifference’ proves on closer inspection to be a conscious
dissociation and ultimately a rejection.”+S

Yet Strauss was not indifferent to the content of revelation, and cer-
tainly not to the difference between Jewish and Christian notions of
revelation. In fact, Strauss strongly criticizes what he regards as a partic-
ularly Christian view of revelation not to banish revelation from intel-
lectual conversation once and for all but to suggest that modernity’s

43 Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 3-28; see Michael
Zuckert, “Straussians,” this volume.

44 Julius Guttmann, “Philosophie der Religion oder Philosophie und Geset-
zes?!” in Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities 6
(Jerusalem, 1974), 27, as quoted in Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-
Political Problem, 20.

45 Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 20, note 25.
Strauss’s statement in SCR to which Meier refers applies to Spinoza’s cri-
tique of religion, i.e., Spinoza the philosopher who does not care whether
revelation is Jewish or Christian. But Strauss’s point is that Spinoza’s critique
of religion is a caricature of religion.
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intellectual ills stem in large part from the legacy of Christian theol-
ogy. As we have seen, it was on the basis of the Islamic, as opposed
to the Christian, reception of classical political philosophy that Strauss
turned to reconsider the meanings of philosophy, revelation, and poli-
tics. Strauss’s very attempt to move beyond modern philosophy is pred-
icated on a distinction between the Jewish and Islamic conception of
revelation, on the one hand, and the Christian conception, on the other:

For the Christian, the sacred doctrine is revealed theology; for the Jew and the
Muslim, the sacred doctrine is, at least primarily the legal interpretation of the
Divine Law (talmud or figh). The sacred doctrine in the latter sense has, to say
the least, much less in common with philosophy than the sacred doctrine in the
former sense. It is ultimately for this reason that the status of philosophy was,
as a matter of principle, much more precarious in Judaism and in Islam than in
Christianity: in Christianity philosophy became an integral part of the officially
recognized and even required training of the student of the sacred doctrine . .. The
precarious position of philosophy in the Islamic-Jewish world guaranteed its
private character and therewith its inner-freedom from supervision. The status
of philosophy in the Islamic-Jewish world resembled in this respect its status in
classical Greece.4¢

Strauss problematizes the Christian view of revelation as knowledge
as opposed to law. In his early through his mature writings, Strauss
contends that the making of revelation into knowledge in scholastic
theology ultimately led to modern philosophy’s far too overreaching
claims. As Strauss puts it rather succinctly, “On the querelle des anciens
et des modernes: I do not deny, but assert, that modern philosophy has
much that is essential in common with Christian medieval philosophy;
but that means that the attack of the moderns is directed decisively
against ancient philosophy.”47 Or, as he puts it elsewhere, “modern
philosophy emerged by way of transformation of, if in opposition to,
Latin or Christian scholasticism.”48

Strauss’s distinction between Judaism and Islam on the one hand and
Christianity on the other is decisive for understanding his conception
of the relation between Jerusalem and Athens as well as for appreciating
his conception of the theologico-political problem, both in its diagnostic
and reconstructive senses. On an epistemological level, philosophy may
well have good arguments to make in response to revelation. As Strauss
states in terms of Rosenzweig and Barth, a decisionist notion of revela-
tion (i.e., revelation as a leap of faith) holds no promise of rationalism.4°

46 Strauss, “Introduction,” in PAW, 19, 21.

47 Letter to Lowith, August 15, 1946, in CCM, 106; emphasis in the original.
48 Strauss, “Preface to Isaac Husik, Philosophical Essays,” in JPCM, 252.

49 See Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 256-257.
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Philosophy understood as a way of life, concerned with problems and
unconvinced of promises of absolute solutions, will appear more rational
to potential philosophers. Yet the serious argument with which revela-
tion challenges philosophy is not epistemological but moral. This is not
to deny the importance of the pursuit of truth for Strauss, but it is to
return to his criticism of the modern depreciation of prescientific or
prephilosophical knowledge. As we have seen, Strauss is a critic of the
Enlightenment’s view of the self-sufficiency of reason. Strauss argues
if philosophy is to have critical potential, philosophy must be skepti-
cal even of itself. This means that philosophers should not only toler-
ate religion for their own instrumental purposes but that philosophy
is challenged by revelation, understood as law and not as knowledge,
on moral grounds. We are now in a position to consider the relation
between the diagnostic and reconstructive senses of “the theologico-
political predicament.” Just as Strauss’s diagnostic account comes to its
head with the moral indictment of those twentieth-century intellectu-
als who rejected “those permanent characteristics of humanity, such as
the distinction between the noble and the base,” so, too, his reconstruc-
tive account comes to its head with his moral understanding of divine
revelation.

Strauss argues in both his early work on medieval Jewish rational-
ism and in his mature American work that only revelation, and not
philosophy, can provide the basis of a universal morality. To be sure,
this universal morality is based on faith and not certain knowledge.
Nevertheless, it does underscore a moral weakness in the philosophical
position. Nowhere does Strauss highlight this point more than in his
seminal 1943 essay on the medieval Jewish thinker Judah Halevi. This
essay became an integral part of Persecution and the Art of Writing, and
far from an obscure relic of an interest in things Jewish and medieval,
Strauss’s reference to this essay forms a decisive part of his argument in
Natural Right and History.5°

Strauss’s reading of Halevi centers on the question of what Halevi, in
his Kuzari, could have meant by the “law of reason.” Through a detailed
analysis of the Halevi’s Kuzari, Strauss concludes, “the iura naturalia
are really not more than the indispensable and unchangeable minimum
of morality required for the bare existence of any society.”s' But as
Strauss points out, the unchangeable minimum of morality is, from a
moral point of view, not very much after all. In explicating Halevi’s posi-
tion, Strauss elaborates on Halevi’s comment in the Kuzari that “Even a

5° For the importance of Halevi for Strauss, see Laurence Lampert, “Strauss’s
Recovery of Esotericism,” this volume.
ST Strauss, “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in PAW, 132.
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gang of robbers must have a kind of justice among them if their confed-
eracy is to last” (the analogy that refers to, without mentioning, Plato’s
parable of the robbers in Republic, Book 1, 342b—d). Strauss writes:

he [the philosopher in Halevi’s Kuzari] mentions among the governmental laws
of the Divine code the prohibition against murder, e.g., while he does not men-
tion it among the governmental and rational nomoi which are known indepen-
dently of revelation; this again is easily understandable considering that the Bible
prohibits murder absolutely, whereas a gang of robbers, e.g., would merely have
to prohibit the murder of other members of the gang.5*

Strauss concludes his study of Halevi by suggesting that “by going so far
with the philosophers. .. he [Halevi] discover|s| the fundamental weak-
ness of the philosophic position and the deepest reason why philosophy
is enormously dangerous.”53 On Strauss’s reading of Halevi, philoso-
phy leads to the dangerous denial of an absolute morality that is not
contingent upon allegiance to a specific group.

In Natural Right and History, Strauss does not deny that we can know
right and wrong but he does question strongly whether philosophy in
and of itself can defend a universal morality beyond that of a closed city
or society.’* Significantly, Strauss alludes to Halevi’s analogy of a gang
of robbers when he writes:

But it is unfortunate for the defenders of justice that it is also required for the
preservation of a gang of robbers: the gang could not last a single day if its
members did not refrain from hurting one another, if they did not help one
another, or if each member did not subordinate his own good to the good of the
gang.>s

Strauss’s allusion to Halevi is made all the stronger by a reference to
his essay on Halevi in a note to the following sentence: “There exists

52 Strauss, “The Law of Reason” in PAW, 132. In Halevi’s words, “The Rabbi
said: ‘These and others like them are the rational laws. They are prerequisites
— inherently and sequentially — to the Divine Torah. One cannot maintain
any community of people without these laws. Even a community of robbers
cannot exist without equity amongst themselves; if not, their association
could not continue,” Judah Halevi, The Kuzari: In Defense of the Despised
Faith, trans. and annotated by N. Daniel Korobkin (New Jersey and Jerusalem:
Jason Aronson Inc., 1998), 2:48, 94. The rabbi’s comments are in response
to the Kuzari’s question about why the divine law is necessary to know
God.
Strauss, “The Law of Reason,” in PAW, 140.
54 See especially Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Reflec-
tions,” in SPPP, 171-172.
55 Strauss, NRH, 105.
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an alternative medieval interpretation of Aristotle’s doctrine [of natu-
ral right], namely, the Averroistic view or, more adequately stated, the
view characteristic of the falasifa, (i.e., of the Islamic Aristotelians) as
well as of the Jewish Aristotelians.”s¢ The context of this comment
and note is Strauss’s distinction between the Aristotelian view of nat-
ural right and the Socratic-Platonic view. For Aristotle, Strauss writes,
“there is no fundamental disproportion between natural right and the
requirements of political society.”57 In contrast, Strauss maintains, the
Platonic-Socratic view of natural right recognizes a fundamental dis-
crepancy between the justice of natural right, which is independent of
law, and the justice of the city, which is of necessity dependent on law.
The Platonic-Socratic view of natural right points to the philosopher’s
lack of inner attachment to the laws of society.

For Strauss, the “Averroistic view” that is “an alternative medieval
interpretation of Aristotle’s doctrine” is based on the Islamic reception
of Plato’s Laws, and hence is Platonic in a way that the Christian reading
of Aristotle is not. Strauss insists Plato and the “Jewish Aristotelians”
recognize a fundamental tension between philosophy and law, which is
also the tension between philosophy and “the city.” As Strauss makes
clear in Natural Right and History, it is the Christian interpretation
of Aristotle, and particularly Thomas Aquinas’s notion of natural law,
that denies this tension: “The Thomistic doctrine of natural right or,
more generally expressed, of natural law is free from the hesitations
and ambiguities which are characteristic of the teachings, not only of
Plato and Cicero, but of Aristotle as well...No doubt is left...”5® We
have seen that for Strauss, leaving doubt behind is the intellectual error
that led to the theologico-political predicament of the early twentieth
century, with ultimately terrible consequences for reason, morality, and
politics.

By repeatedly emphasizing his doubts about philosophy’s ability to
ground a universal morality, Strauss suggests that revelation remains
and must remain a continual moral challenge for philosophy.s? Strauss

56 Strauss, NRH, 158.

57 Strauss, NRH, 156.

58 Strauss, NRH, 163.

59 Strauss emphasizes his doubts about philosophy’s ability to ground a universal
morality not only in the sources cited previously but also in his important
essay, “Jerusalem and Athens,” in which he states: “the messianic age will
be the age of universal peace: all nations shall come to the mountain of the
Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob, ‘and they shall beat their swords
into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up
sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore’ (Isaiah 2:2—4). The
best regime, however Socrates envisages it, will animate a single city which
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models his concept of revelation on Jewish sources when he asserts that
“Only by surrendering to God’s experienced call which calls for one’s
loving Him with all one’s heart, with all one’s soul, and all one’s might
can one come to see the other human being as one’s brother and love
him as oneself.”%® These words paraphrase without citing the biblical
verses following the Jewish creed, “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God,
the Lord is One” (Deuteronomy 6:4—9). Revelation for Strauss does have
a particular content and form. Its content is not blind belief in the grace
of God but the prophetic call to care not just for one’s neighbor but also
for the stranger, and its form is law. Revelation as law prescribes care
for the stranger and far from being irrational, revelation, understood as
law and not as faith, can be understood by human reason.®* To repeat
Strauss’s words quoted previously, “Not the mystery of its [the Torah’s]
origin, the search for which leads either to theosophy or ‘Epicureanism,’
but its end, the comprehension of which guarantees obedience to the
Torah, is accessible to human reason.” %>

To be sure, Strauss’s is not an argument for revelation, and Strauss
himself was not a believer. But Strauss’s arguments about revelation

as a matter of course will become embroiled in wars with other cities. The
cessation of evils that Socrates expects from the establishment of the best
regime will not include the cessation of war” (“Jerusalem and Athens,” in
SPPP, 171-172). See also NRH, 106-107, and again in the Halevi essay: “only
revelation can transform natural man into ‘the guardian of his city,’ or, to use
the language of the Bible, the guardian of his brother” (“Law of Reason,” in
PAW, 140).

Strauss, “Preface to SCR,” in LAM, 232-233.

The view of revelation as care for the stranger may sound more like Cohen
than Strauss but note that when Strauss defines what revelation could mean,
it is precisely in these terms: again, “Only by surrendering to God’s expe-
rienced call which calls for one’s loving Him with all one’s heart, with all
one’s soul, and all one’s might can one come to see the other human being as
one’s brother and love him as oneself.” Strauss’s definition of revelation in this
late autobiographical essay is consistent with his initial musings on Cohen’s
conceptions of revelation as law in his 1931 essay, “Cohen und Maimuni”
(in GS, 2: 393—436) as well as with his introduction to the English translation
of Cohen’s Religion of Reason Out of the Sources of Judaism, published in
1972 (in SPPP, 233-247). For more on Strauss’s complex relation to Cohen, see
chapter five of Leora Batnitzky, Leo Strauss and Emmanuel Levinas: Philos-
ophy and the Politics of Revelation (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2006). Whether this conception of Jewish revelation is adequate or not is a
separate matter. In the present essay, we discuss only what we take Strauss’s
view of revelation to be, without evaluating it further. For a brief evaluation,
see the conclusion of Leo Strauss and Emmanuel Levinas: Philosophy and
the Politics of Revelation.

62 Strauss, “Some Remarks,” 15-16.
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do offer the believer intellectual resources with which to challenge the
philosopher, and for this reason Strauss is neither indifferent to nor does
he reject revelation. As Strauss concludes his essay on Halevi, “One has
not to be naturally pious, 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.” 3

Of course, revelation’s challenge to philosophy is but a challenge
and never a victory. At the same time, philosophy always remains a
challenge to revelation’s ability to make claims about the evidence for
revelation’s truth. This mutual challenge is ultimately a form of moder-
ation. The theologico-political problem that Strauss wishes to reinstate
is not a return to medievalism of any kind but a return to the wisdom
of doubt, or put another way, a return to a philosophy, theology, and
especially a politics of moderation.

CONCLUSION

We began this essay by suggesting that Strauss uses the term
“theologico-political predicament” in both a diagnostic and a recon-
structive sense. The former refers to the modern demise of critical rea-
son, which had moral and political consequences expressed in their
most extreme by the horrors of the twentieth century. The latter refers
to Strauss’s attempt to rethink what went wrong by considering alter-
native premodern resources that modernity has forgotten and that the
legacy of modern intellectual life makes difficult to retrieve. In both
cases, we have seen that for Strauss a rethinking of the modern critique
of religion, and even more particularly the modern definition of revela-
tion, is essential for understanding the “theologico-political problem.”
Of course, the question that remains is what to make of each of Strauss’s
analyses. Did Strauss understand the intellectual trajectory of moder-
nity correctly? Is his understanding of medieval rationalism, Jewish,
Islamic, and Christian, adequate? Finally, what are the contemporary
implications of our answers these questions?

Strauss’s continuing influence on the history of political philos-
ophy and the recovery of medieval Jewish and Islamic thought are
discussed elsewhere in this volume, and the details of his analy-
ses of modern and premodern intellectual trends have continued and
will continue to spark controversy among scholars from many walks
of the contemporary academy.® So, too, the relationship between
Strauss’s call for a politics of moderation and American democracy,

63 Strauss, “The Law of Reason,” in PAW, 140; emphasis added.
64 See Joel Kraemer, “The Medieval Arabic Enlightenment,” this volume.
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also discussed elsewhere in this volume, has inspired and will continue
to inspire much debate.®> However, in the context of this essay’s discus-
sion of Strauss’s notion of “theologico-political predicament,” we would
suggest that Strauss’s continual return to the question of the intellec-
tual and political significance of the modern meanings of revelation
constitutes and should constitute the enduring legacy of his thought.
Strauss’s recurrent attempt to take revelation seriously not only con-
nects many of the seemingly diverse strands of his work together but
also allows us to appreciate Strauss’s lasting importance as a thinker of
modernity, regardless of whether he got all or even most of the details
of his historical analyses right or not.

Before turning to the contemporary relevance of Strauss’s musings
on revelation, it is important to note that in an interesting and espe-
cially ironic way, Strauss’s analysis of the theologico-political problem
is extremely irrelevant to the contemporary world, and for this reason
certainly shows the absurdity of the view that Strauss is somehow the
intellectual godfather of the Bush administration’s policies on Iraq and
the Middle East more generally. It is important to underscore the irony
that Strauss himself was devoted to revitalizing Islamic philosophy, as
opposed to Christian thought, for the very sake of the future of Western
civilization.5

But Strauss’s thought is also extremely relevant to the contempo-
rary world because Strauss perhaps uniquely accounts for the inability
of intellectuals (and twentieth-century intellectuals, in particular) to
conceive of the enduring power of religious belief, an enduring power
that no one could deny today. As I have stressed, Strauss’s conception
of revelation must be understood in Jewish as opposed to Protestant
terms, which means that religion should be understood as public prac-
tice rather than private faith. In Strauss’s day, what may have seemed a
narrow academic point about revelation as public law versus revelation
as private belief or knowledge could not be more pertinent today, as we
continue to witness the breakdown of the boundaries of what had been
a dominant conception of private religion in modern political orders,
in both the United States and abroad. What Strauss would have said

65 See William A. Galston, “Leo’s Strauss’s Qualified Embrace of Liberal Democ-
racy,” this volume.

66 Strauss’s profound disdain for Christianity can only be understood within the
context of the legacy of German-Jewish thought and the political debates that
took place in Germany about the academic study of Islam and Judaism. For
more on this issue, as well as on Strauss’s approach to Christianity, see Chapter
Six of Leo Strauss and Emmanuel Levinas: Philosophy and the Politics of
Revelation.
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about all of this, no one knows. But what matters from the perspec-
tive of his thought is our clear grasp of the problem, rather than any
particular solution. The enduring relevance of Strauss’s conception of
the theologico-political problem is his grasp of the challenge posed by
revelation, not just for believers but equally, if not more importantly,
for nonbelievers.



LAURENCE LAMPERT

4  Strauss’s Recovery of Esotericism

Leo Strauss presented himself as a partisan of ancient and medieval Pla-
tonic political philosophy while emphasizing the esoteric character of
that philosophy and its artful sheltering of the true teaching in a moral
or edifying teaching it judged necessary. It is reasonable to suspect that a
partisan of esoteric philosophy would himself write esoterically. The fol-
lowing essay aims to confirm that suspicion by looking first at Strauss’s
recovery of esotericism and then at his restoration of esotericism, his
redeployment of the classical strategy for philosophic communication.®

1938—39: RECOVERY

Strauss’s actual recovery of esotericism, caught in the act as he discovers
just what it is, can now be read in letters to Jacob Klein from January
1938 to November 1939.> The letters surge with the exhilaration, even
the hilarity of serial discoveries spread across twenty-two months of
precarious living for Strauss. In Heinrich Meier’s metaphor, they contain
“a whole series of philosophical supernovas” that can serve Strauss’s
readers as orienting points for renewed study of his writings.3

Strauss’s letters on esotericism begin with his first letter from New
York on January 20, 1938. Amid the rigors of travel and failure to find
a teaching position, Strauss reports that “Maimonides is getting more
and more exciting” (545). Maimonides had been a subject of his study
for most of his adult life, and now took on new significance: Strauss had
once called him “a believing Jew”# but could now say, “He was a truly

I This essay uses the now-common term “esotericism” for what Strauss more
properly called “exotericism”: a philosopher “could expound only such opin-
ions as were suitable for the non-philosophic majority: all of his writings
would have to be, strictly speaking, exoteric” (Strauss, PAW, 35).

2 See Strauss, GS, 3: 544—587; the relevant letters are written in German with
some Greek, Latin, French, and English; subsequent references will be to page
numbers in the text.

3 Meier, GS, 3: xxxiii.

4 Strauss, SCR, 185, written from 1925 to 1928 but published in 1930.

63



64 LAURENCE LAMPERT

free mind...The crucial question for him was not world-creation or
world-eternity (for he was persuaded of world-eternity), instead, it was
whether the ideal lawgiver must be a prophet” (545). The crucial ques-
tion had become political because the ontological issue had been settled:
world-creation he “denied, as Farabi had before him and Averroes did in
his own time.” Strauss adds something almost poignant, given the diffi-
culties his own eventual art of writing would hand his readers: “It’s very
difficult to prove that because he discusses the question in an exegetical
form” (545).

His next substantial letter (February 16) reports the decisive discov-
ery: “You can’t imagine with what infinite refinement and irony Mai-
monides handles ‘religion.’. .. One misunderstands Maimonides simply
because one does not reckon with the possibility that he was an ‘Aver-
roist’: consider it and all the difficulties in principle just dissolve” (549).
Before stating what his discovery means, Strauss looks to its conse-
quences: “When in a few years I explode this bomb (in case I live so
long), a great battle will be kindled.” Strauss suggests the destructive-
ness of the bomb by relating what an acquaintance’ said to him: “for
Judaism Maimonides is more important than the Bible.” Therefore, “to
pull Maimonides out of Judaism is to pull out its foundation” (549).
Strauss comments coolly, “This will yield the interesting result that a
simply historical determination — the determination that Maimonides
in his beliefs was absolutely no Jew — is of considerable present-day
significance: the incompatibility in principle of philosophy and Judaism
(‘clearly’ expressed in the 2nd verse of Genesis) would be demonstrated
ad oculos” (550).

The thinker more important to Judaism than the Bible was absolutely
no Jew; he was a philosopher, and philosophy and Judaism are incom-
patible — that is the bomb. How will Strauss explode it? “[Flor now,”
he says, he is a long way away “from such important matters;” what
concerns him meanwhile is “collecting a lexicon of secret words” —
the patient piece-work that will always be foundational to his writing.
But “secret words” is misleading: “ An essential point in Maim[onides]’s
technique is of course that he says everything completely openly, if in
the places where an idiot doesn’t look” (550). Maimonides’s esotericism
is not a matter of curtained enclosures: everything essential is hidden
in plain sight. What is needed is the proper perspective for viewing the
surface of the text in its planned complexity. Strauss ends: “The reading
is an unbelievable pleasure that compensates me for so much.” He signs
off but cannot let go, adding a note that confirms how his discovery bur-
dens him: “There’s an aphorism in Nietzsche]: when I hold the truth in

5 Nahum Glatzer, (1903-1990) who became a noted scholar of Judaism.
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my fist, dare I open my fist?” (550). Strauss holds a bomb in his fist and
thinks of Nietzsche who said, “I'm dynamite.”

The next letter to take up esotericism comes five months later (July
23) from England. Maimonides occupies him, and he reports being
“deeply immersed in my work, that is, in the completion of that mysti-
cal treatise which you partly already know. Yesterday I finally finished
it” (553). The “mystical treatise” is the essay on Maimonides published
three years later and republished as the third or central chapter of Perse-
cution and the Art of Writing: “The Literary Character of the Guide for
the Perplexed.”® Strauss briefly describes this first writing after his dis-
covery of Maimonides’s esotericism: “There are six little chapters from
which the exacting reader will understand everything and which will
give the superficial reader a sheaf of useful information” (553). Strauss
holds two audiences in view, those who will understand and those who
can profit without understanding — he has already concluded that his
own writing will bear the single most important feature of the writing
he has just understood. He continues: “The view I succeeded in com-
ing to in N.Y. has confirmed itself even more: the Guide is the most
amazing book that I at least know. What NJietzsche] had in mind with
his Zarathustra, namely a parody of the Bible, succeeds in the Guide
in far greater measure. .. The guide of the perplexed, or the instruction
of the perplexed is a repetition of the Torah (= instruction) for the per-
plexed, i.e., for the philosophers — i.e., an imitation of the Torah with
‘little’ ‘additions’ which only the expert notices and which imply a rad-
ical critique of the Torah” (553). Strauss can speak with a modesty that
hardly fits what he knows is an historic advance: “I could actually be
a bit proud that I've solved this riddle.” But personal pride pales with
the thought of what he holds in his fist: “But maybe my nerves aren’t
strong enough — or I lack ‘scientia’ — or both are the case. In short, at
times I shudder in the face of what I may cause by my interpretation.”
His shudder cannot extinguish his high-spirits: “The upshot will be that
I, poor devil, have to spoon up the soup in which this diabolical sorcerer
of the twelfth century landed me” (554).7

¢ Strauss, PAW, 38—94; first published in Salo Baron, ed., Essays on Maimonides
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1941), 37-91.

7 There is a long prehistory to these discoveries about Maimonides’s esoteri-
cism. Its beginnings can be traced in the difference between Strauss’s exten-
sive accounts of Maimonides in SCR and PL. Two essays published after PL
record important advances in Strauss’s appreciation of Maimonides’s esoteri-
cism: “Some Remarks on the Political Science of Maimonides and Farabi,”
(1936) Interpretation 18/1 1990: 3-30; see esp. pp. 12-15, 21-24, and “On
Abravanel’s Philosophical Tendency” (1937) in GS, 2: 195-227). In this last
essay to be published before the discoveries in the letters, Strauss refers to
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In the next relevant letter (October 15), Strauss is back in New York
and the gains he made with Maimonides he now begins to make with
Maimonides’s ultimate teacher, Plato. His report is laconic: “I'm starting
to work: Nomoi.” Plato’s Laws has begun to open itself to him: “Above
all, understanding the meaning of ‘ambiguous speech’ polynoia in the
work.” He has help in reading Plato: “I'm now reading Herodotus, who —
I swear it as a Catholic Christian — is also an esoteric writer and one
in perfection. In short, it’s happening again” (556). What happened with
Maimonides is happening with a Greek, and will happen repeatedly until
Strauss has the whole tradition of Greek esotericism in view. He signs
off his brief letter with a fine little joke: “Cordially greeting you, also
in the name of his wife, your friend, Leo Strauss” (556). A numeral “1”
affixed to Frau leads to a footnote, three lines of Greek from the first full
story in Herodotus, Candaulus’s offer to Gyges to view his wife naked to
confirm that she is the most beautiful of women.® Strauss explains the
esoteric meaning of the “clever story”: “the wives are the ‘patriarchal
laws’ which everyone holds for the most beautiful. Woe to Gyges, who
views a ‘wife’ who is not his own. Therefore: esotericism” (556).

Five days later (October 20), Strauss reports further on Herodotus:
“I'm really stunned, and prostrate myself before such artistry (= capa-
bility)” (557). Bowled over as he is by Herodotus, his focus lies else-
where: “My lucky star wants it that his work is really the single model
for Plato known to me.” That singleness may stem from his own igno-
rance: “(But then maybe all we learned about the tragedians, for example,
is completely false).” What Herodotus points Strauss to in Plato is by
any measure a supernova: “I can therefore show that what is nearest my
heart about Plato is independent of the specifically platonic philosophy”
(557). Plato is separable from Platonism, and the separated Plato is the
one dear to Strauss. He makes one Herodotus-Plato connection explicit:
“Herodotus: a book of Iogoi (histories, stories) with the antidote to logoi.

Maimonides’s “thoroughgoing rationalism” (203) and describes his distinc-
tion between “an exoteric, literal meaning, addressed to the vulgar...and a
secret meaning of a purely philosophical nature” (199; see also 200). Strauss
showed just how decisive the advance recorded in the letters is with the first
sentence of his 1963 essay, “How to Begin to Study The Guide of the Per-
plexed”: he refers to “the plan of the Guide as it has become clear to me
in the course of about twenty-five years of frequently interrupted but never
abandoned study.” Heinrich Meier reports that on the manuscript Strauss
struck the number that would have dated the beginning of his study of the
Guide in 1924 (the year he published “Cohens Analyse der Bibel-Wissenschaft
Spinozas”) and replaced it with twenty-five, which put the beginning around
1938: fourteen years of work on Maimonides recorded in two books and many
articles erased to place the beginning at the time of the letters (GS, 2: xxiii).
8 Herodotus, Histories, 1.8.1-2.
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Nomoi: a book of nomoi with the antidote to Nomoi.” He then adds a
parenthetical remark that reveals how he now reads Plato: “(Besides,
the Phaedrus passage on Egyptian logoi was certainly not written with-
out an express relation to a very particular paragraph in Herodotus.)”
Esoteric Plato is fully aware of esoteric Herodotus and responds in kind.
Strauss expresses his great pleasure: “With my customary naiveté and
modesty I declare that the riddle of Herodotus is solved!” (557).9

Two weeks later (November 2), there is more: “I find myself in a
state of frenzy that’s consuming me: after Herodotus now Thucydides
too!” (558). The frenzy involves Plato: Pericles’ funeral speech is “a pure
parody — exactly like the Protagoras speech in the Protagoras.” Thucy-
dides’s esotericism includes conveying his meaning through silences:
“the word sophrosune does not appear in the funeral speech: that is
Thucyd.’s critique of Periclean Athens and of Pericles himself.” His
esotericism is more systematically present in his mix of speeches and
deeds: “His history is no ‘history’ but an attempt to show by deeds
those who are unteachable by speeches just where ignorance of sophro-
sune leads.” Strauss is certain about where the “historian” Thucydides
stands: “but it’s settled for Thuc. that the speeches are more important
than the deeds.” Strauss had inserted Plato parenthetically into his sen-
tence — “(a completely Platonic theme — cf. Apology and Crito)” — and
he shows how he reads Plato esoterically: “Moreover, the Apology ends
with the word theos, i.e., with the word with which the Laws begins,
i.e., the problem intentionally conjured away in the Apology - the gods
in which the city believes — becomes the theme of the Laws. The Laws
are Plato’s greatest work of art.” Strauss adds a sentence after signing
off: “It’s beginning to dawn on me how misunderstood the ancients are”

(558).

9 Strauss was evidently led back to Plato (who is not mentioned in SCR or the
publications of the 1920s) by Maimonides and his Islamic predecessors. The
importance of Plato becomes visible in lectures and papers from 1930 to 1932
as part of the first indications of what Strauss later called his “change of orien-
tation” (LAM, 257). The themes of particular importance are the cave image
of the Republic (whose account of the natural impediments to philosophy
becomes the basis for Strauss’s understanding of the additional or historical
impediment added by revelation and by modern philosophy); Socrates’s ques-
tion of the right life; and the philosopher king as the foundational teaching
for the prophetology of Maimonides and his predecessors. See “Religiose Lage
der Gegenwart,” (1930), GS, 2: 385-389; “Cohen und Maimuni,” (1931), GS,
2: 411-413, 426; “Die philosophische Begrindung des Gesetzes,” (1931), later
republished as the final Part of PL; and “Die geistige Lage der Gegenwart,”
(1932), GS, 2: 455-456, 461—462; see also the later remarks on Plato in PL,
73-78; “Some Remarks,” 6, 10-11, 21-24; and “Abravanel,” 196-199.
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Three weeks later (November 27), Strauss reports that he has started a
new essay, “On the Study of Classical Political Philosophy.” He intends
it to show that “Herodot, Thucyd, and Xenophon are no historians —
of course not - but authors of exoteric, protreptic writings” (559). Thus
does Xenophon enter Strauss’s letters on the misunderstood ancients
and will soon occupy a favored place, though always in a way that
points to Plato’s still greater importance. “Their history books,” he says
of all three Greek historians, “are exactly those readings for youths that
Plato recommends in the third book of the Republic: prose writings
in which what is between the speeches |(i.e., the presentation of deeds)
is outweighed by the speeches (i.e., the Iogoi which are inserted into
the historical-works).” He offers a parenthetical remark: “(The Platon.
dialogues in which the author fully hides himself belong after Plato to a
higher plane.)” The whole history of Greek esotericism is coming into
view with Plato the crowning figure; his art of philosophic esotericism
surpassed all previous efforts at esoteric communication. Strauss then
reports just what Xenophon aimed at in The Education of Cyrus. Calling
it “a wholly great book of sublime irony,” he says that “what Socrates
is is shown through his caricature of Cyrus. Only through that medium
does Xenophon show the true, hidden Socrates whereas he shows the
manifest Socrates in his Memorabilia.” Distinguishing this way among
Xenophon'’s writings leads Strauss to one of his greatest insights into
the Socratic circle: “His Socrates-image is therefore not fundamentally
different from that of Plato” (559).

Five days later (December 2), Strauss can say that “The history of
Greek political philosophy still remains most highly exciting” (560).
Beginning from Aristotle, he can see that “the ‘inferiority’ of ethics
and politics...was of course shared by Plato who...wrote only ironi-
cally about politics.” Then comes the first notice of what will become
the most explosive bomb: “Socrates too was no ‘ethicist’: he simply
replaced the myths (Herodotus’) and the history (Herodotus’ and Thucy-
dides’) with dialogues about the human things.” Strauss does not elab-
orate his stunning conclusion except to say, “One can prove this from —
Xenophon’s Memorabilia” — that is, from the very book that seems
most to prove that Socrates was an “ethicist” and nothing but. Strauss
wants to know more: “I'm curious about what is hidden in Sophocles
who, according to tradition, was a friend of Herodotus — I'm afraid that
here too it’s philosophy and not the city and the ancestors.” “I already
wrote you that the correct translation of daimonion is: nous [mind].”
The Socrates who is not an “ethicist” piously called what guided him
a personal “daimonion” while actually guiding himself by mind alone.
Strauss expands on this Socrates: “science is the true Mantik [art of
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divination], the true knowledge of the teleute [end] because [it is] of the
arche [principle or cause]” (560).

Ten days later (December 12), Strauss reports that he is working on
the problem of the dialogue “as the ideal form for the disguised presen-
tation of the truth” (561). A comment on the Laws conveys his new way
of reading the Platonic corpus as a whole. “The Laws rests on the fiction
that Socrates escaped from the prison! The opening for the Laws (the
opening through which Socrates slipped off to Crete) is clearly shown
in the Crito!” (562). Then comes a little sentence that most demands
an exclamation mark: “There is therefore no ‘earlier and later’ in Plato’s
authorship.” Strauss thus suspends perhaps the largest scholarly preoc-
cupation with Plato’s writings, arranging them chronologically as early,
middle, late: in the “early” Crito, the Laws of Athens present Socrates
with the options for his escape, but although their disjunction persuaded
Crito it was not exhaustive, for it left open escape to a law-abiding place
far away, an escape to Crete, say, as portrayed in the “late” Laws. An
“early” dialogue sets the scene for a “late” dialogue — Strauss’s refusal of
scholarly orthodoxy allows him to view the Platonic corpus as a unified
whole.

Over two months pass before Strauss again mentions his work in his
letters, but the letter in which he does (February 16, 1939) is the most
explosive of them all. He announces his intention to write the essay
that appeared nine months later as “The Spirit of Sparta or the Taste
of Xenophon”°: “I plan to prove in it that his apparent praise of Sparta
is in truth a satire on Sparta and on Athenian Laconism.” “Xenophon
is my special Liebling,” he says, “because he had the courage to clothe
himself as an idiot and go through the millennia that way — he’s the
greatest con man I know” (567). The clothing, the con that so endears
Xenophon to Strauss, leads him to conclude that what Xenophon does
his teacher did: “I believe that he does in his writings exactly what
Socrates did in his life.” Socrates was a great con man who taught his
best students to be con men — about what? Strauss elaborates the most
radical aspect of his recovery of esotericism and revels in it: “In any case
with [Xenophon| too morality is purely exoteric, and just about every
second word has a double meaning.” Socrates and his circle stand beyond
good and evil. Strauss gives two examples of words with double mean-
ings: kalokagathia, the word for “gentleman” that joins “beautiful” (or
“noble”) to “good” to name the model of aspiration for young Greek
males, and sophrosune, the word that gathers the total of Greek virtue
into thought-guided sound-mindedness or wise self-control. Together,

0 Social Research 6/4 (1939): 502—536; Strauss never republished the article.



70 LAURENCE LAMPERT

these words name the pride of the Greek gentleman, that pillar of civic
rectitude and public-spirited generosity who made the polis both possi-
ble and great — the gentleman for whom Xenophon is customarily taken
to be the tedious spokesman, the Colonel Blimp, the idiot for whom he
wanted to be mistaken. Strauss supplies only the esoteric meaning of the
words: “Kalokagathia was, in the Socratic circle, a swear-word, some-
thing like ‘philistine’ or ‘bourgeois’ in the 19th century. And séphrosuné
is essentially self-control in the expression of opinions” (567). Socrates’s
sophrosuné was his exotericism, self-control in hiding what he meant
in words of praise for what he judged socially necessary; morality was
merely a means for an immoralist who understood society’s need to
believe in morality.

Strauss adds a final clause: “in short, there’s a whole system of secret
words here exactly as in Maimonides, therefore a found feast (Fressen)
for me” (567). Strauss’s recovery one year earlier of the esotericism of
Maimonides put him in a position to recover —feast on — the esotericism
of Maimonides’s great Greek teachers: what Maimonides did, Socrates
had done. The “secret” words are no hocus pocus; they are the most
honored words of everyday use supplied with a meaning very differ-
ent from their everyday sense, turning them ironic when used by artful
speakers like Socrates or Maimonides. There is more than an artful prac-
tice here. If Maimonides carried into his setting of the one true revealed
religion the ironic or esoteric practices that Socrates generated in the
different context of Athens, then the differences between Athens and
Jerusalem with respect to religion are not essential differences. Socrates/
Xenophon/Plato stood beyond morality and gained insight not only into
morality but into religion as morality’s support; to move from the eso-
tericism of Maimonides to the esotericism of the Socratic circle is to see
that they gained insight into the nature of the revealed religions or the
monotheisms without direct experience of them. The bomb about Mai-
monides becomes a bomb about Platonic political philosophy as a whole.

Xenophon may be Strauss’s Liebling but Plato is the massive pres-
ence offering the greatest challenge and greatest reward. In this same
letter, Strauss reports that the first book of the Laws contains a hidden
reference to the closing scene of the Phaedo, where Phaedo narrates
that Socrates “covered himself” as the effect of the poison moved up his
body. Again, treating Plato’s works as a single whole offers insight: “even
Socrates fails in the face of death, all humans suffer defeat in the face
of death.”** By going outside the Phaedo to understand Socrates’s desire

T Strauss refers to Laws 1.648d5-1.648e5 together with 647¢; the whole context
is relevant but the decisive words are “fear of the defeat inflicted on all men
by the wine-cup” — “the fear-drink,” Strauss says, “is of course death!”
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to cover his face as death approaches, Strauss can see Plato’s artfulness
in making the Phaedo a narrated dialogue: “it characterizes Phaedo as
narrator that he didn’t notice this and for that reason also accepted the
proofs of immortality” (567). What Phaedo did not notice, almost every
hearer and reader of his narration will not notice: the Phaedo is a faith-
ful record of Socrates’s last day transmitted through a literalist disciple
who loves to recite Socrates’s words. He transmits Socrates’s speeches
and deeds to a posterity that will resemble him; only a rare reader will
reassemble what Plato so artfully scattered between the Phaedo and
the Laws. Strauss can conclude with every confidence that Socrates’s
proofs of immortality were exoteric; Socrates’s fear of death required
that he cover his face in the presence of those he had encouraged, made
courageous, by his arguments for immortality. Strauss ends his report
on the Laws: “The Laws are now, I believe, clear to me (the theology
of the 1oth book is part of penal law!)” (567). That exclamation mark -
theology is part of politics! — is the part that concerns itself with the
laws of punishment; punitive gods guarantee obedience to mere laws.
Belief in immortality, secured by the mortal Socrates, is an especially
effective part of penal law.

If the Laws isnow clear to him, “The Republic is beginning to become
clear to me.” Growing clarity about it yields these results: “My suspi-
cion from last year that its actual theme is the relation between the bios
polit. and the bios philos. and that it is dedicated to a radical critique
and rejection of the political life, has been fully confirmed.” Strauss adds
a third indispensable word with a double meaning for Socrates’s circle:
dikaiosune, justice. Again he gives only its esoteric meaning: “And [my
suspicion] has gained precision in this, that it is dedicated to a critique
of dikaiosuné: the Republic is an ironic justification precisely of the
adikia [unjust], for philosophy is adikia - that comes out beautifully
in the Thrasymachus discussion - dikaiosuné loses the trial, it wins
it only through the myth at the end, that is, through a kalon pseudos
[beautiful lie], that is, through a deed that is strictly speaking adikon”
(568). The whole of the Republic from Book 1 through the final myth
lies open to Strauss as an exoteric defense of justice to shelter philos-
ophy, which is in its very nature unjust, the judge and critic of justice
that, with Socrates, learns to speak well of practical life and the justice
it requires.™

2. A forerunner of this discovery can be read in Strauss, PPH, 147, where Strauss
outlines Plato’s account of virtue as presenting a hierarchy in which “wisdom
stands supreme, but justice stands supreme from an exoteric point of view.”
The whole of Chapter 8, “The New Political Science,” casts light on Strauss’s
view of Plato before the discoveries of 1938-1939.
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Strauss is not finished: in beginning to come clear to him, the Repub-
Iic offers another primary insight with a fourth primary word, thumos,
the spirit or heart that is the key word for the Republic’s new teaching
on the soul: “And thumos too is purely ironic! The distinction between
epithumia [desire] and thumos is permissible only exoterically, and with
that ‘Glaucon’s’ kallipolis breaks apart” (568). It is Glaucon’s beautiful
city, not Socrates’s; Socrates built it in speech for Glaucon and his thu-
motic like. Here are whole slabs of Strauss’s mature interpretation of
the Republic published in less explicit language in The City and Man
and the Plato chapter of the History of Political Philosophy. After these
stunning sentences, Strauss collects himself: “But now back to so-called
life” (568).

Two weeks later (February 28), Strauss can report that “[t]here’s no
question anymore that Xenophon’s Socrates is identical to the Platonic —
only Xenophon shows Socrates still more disguised, still more as he
visibly was than Plato. And besides, he’s far more aristocratic (= more
obscene) than Plato.” His discoveries allow him to add, “The philologists
are indescribable idiots!” (569).

On July 25, Strauss reports that he had withdrawn his Xenophon
essay to rewrite it, and he is defiant about it: “As far as Xenophon is
concerned, I have not, by Hera, exaggerated: he’s a very great man, not
inferior to Thucydides and even Herodotus. The so-called deficiencies
of his histories are in the end the result of his sovereign contempt for the
laughable erga [deeds] of the kaloikagathoi” (574). And he adds about
Xenophon's esoteric technique: “Furthermore, he says all of that when
one takes the trouble to open one’s eyes, or as he calls it, when one is
not satisfied with hearing but is also willing to see.” Strauss restates
his already expressed judgment, “The identity of the Xenophonian and
Platonic Socrates is beyond doubt, it’s the same Socrates-Odysseus in
both, the teaching too.” He elaborates his claim by stating that “[t]he
problem of the Memorabilia is identical to that of the Republic: the
problematic relation between justice and truth, or between the practical
and theoretical life.” Moreover, “The technique of Plato and Xenophon
is largely identical: neither writes in his own name; the author of the
Memor[abilia] likewise of the Anabasis is not Xenophon but an anony-
mous ego; in the Memor[abilia]. Xenophon is the single associate whom
Socrates labels ‘Wretch.” As for ne kuna [by the dog], Xenophon treats
it this way: he lets Socrates tell a fable in which a dog swears by Zeus!
This example shows most clearly what a dog Xenophon is. In short,
he’s completely wonderful and from now on my undisputed Liebling”
(574).

Two weeks later (August 7), Strauss reports that he has begun to
make notes on the Memorabilia and states “the greatest problem” he
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finds with it: “in what sense the principle that Socrates concerned him-
self only with the ethical things — in what sense this thoroughly false
principle is nevertheless also correct” (575). Strauss’s reading of eso-
teric texts requires that the false must in some sense be true as well, if
from a perspective different from that of the typical reader. Most readers
will be pleased to read that Socrates concerned himself only with the
ethical, but some few will want to learn in what way this esoterically
false statement can be true. Strauss says the general answer is clear:
“anthropos — logos — on” [human - speech — being]. And he adds: “Of
special meaning is the problem of philia, insofar as the understanding
of what philia is destroys the theology of mythos: the higher can not be
‘friend’ to the lower; ergo: denial of providence. This is, I believe, the
central thought of the Memor[abilia]” (575-576). The truth in the false
claim that Socrates concerned himself only with the ethical resides in
its ontological implication in moving from human beings to the high-
est beings. Strauss can end saying, “I believe I've essentially understood
Xenophon's Socratic writings, also Anabasis, Hellenica, Cyropedia, and
some of the shorter writings” (576).

Strauss reports on August 18 that despite the heat that keeps him
from his “Xenophonstatistik,” his noting words like dialegesthai and
philoi, “I have in the meantime understood the Memor[abilia] com-
pletely, if to completely understand with such books is identical
with understanding the plan. The agreements with Plato are simply
astounding, at times so astounding that one asks oneself astounded: are
Xenophon and Plato at all different people?” (579-580). Strauss draws
a conclusion about Socrates: “The relatedness is doubtless connected
with the fact that a considerable part of the teaching as also the tricks
goes back to Socrates himself” (580). This teacher-trickster Socrates is
not the moralist of the “Socratic dialogues or the Memorabilia” but a
Socrates immeasurably more radical and more an ontologist than all but
the fewest have imagined.

Strauss opens his next letter (October 10) with a “poetic” phrase,
and his letter will report that he has traced Greek esotericism to the
founding poetry of Greece, the last great advance in the recovery of eso-
tericism these letters record. Strauss enters Hesiod’s Theogeny through
Plato, through the cosmology of the Timaeus. “The poem is no theogeny
as the title proves (for what good author shows the theme in his title
instead of letting his reader find it)” (581). Strauss reports the theme in
three laconic judgments: “instead, it is an answer to the question of what
the first, the unborn things are; further, an illumination of the Olympian
through this question; and finally, an enlightenment of what this
question and answer, that is, what wisdom, means. The first things are
not the gods but such things as earth, sky, stars, ocean which at one place
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are expressly distinguished from the gods simply.” Strauss has again
found “the key” to a fundamental Greek book by reading its meaning in
its exoteric details: “The key to the book are — the Muses.” The “two-fold
genealogy” of the Muses shows the book’s exoteric and esoteric char-
acter: “1) exoterically [the Muses] stem from Zeus and Mnemosune; 2)
esoterically they are the progeny of Ocean. How this hangs together you
will guess immediately on the basis of the opening of the Odyssey, as
from the remarks in the Theaetetus and the Metaph. about the origin
of Thales’s principle” (582). Strauss’s discoveries in esotericism led him
to an insight into the overarching unity of Greek thought: the esoteric
meaning of Hesiod’s Muses springing from the ocean can be read in
Homer and in the comments of Plato and Aristotle on Thales’s principle
that water is the element from which everything springs — each of the
great Greeks knew what the others were saying and each responded in
kind.
Strauss turns to Hesiod’s other main poem:

What Hesiod himself really thought of the first things, I don’t know: Plato says
in the Cratylus when he comes to speak about this question: ‘I think.” But what
I know with certainty is what Works and Days has to do with. You once raised
the question of what the title means. The answer: just replace each element with
its provable opposite from the poem itself: words and nights, that is, disguised
speech. The theme is: a contest between nightingale and falcon, that is, singer
and king, with an exoteric morality for hoi polloi (the last point, the exoteric
character of the praise of work lies almost on the surface). And Hesiod is expressly
the singer. (582)

As always, Plato is present: “what Plato in the Theaetetus says about the
poets of the past age, namely, that they disguised philosophy in poetry,
can, as far as Hesiod is concerned (who also appears in the Republic
somewhere in the middle of a story)®3 be really proven.” Strauss looks
beyond Hesiod: “I'm convinced it’s not different in Homer. Just read
the shield of Achilles! And the self-identification with Odysseus in the
Odyssey and the remarkable fact that Thersites speaks the truth” (582).
Finally, Strauss turns to Parmenides, remarking on just how he fits into
the esoteric whole Strauss is discovering Greek wisdom to be: “the
relationship to Hesiod backwards and to Plato forwards jumps to the
eye.” Noting the role of the female in Parmenides and the fragment that
says “women are ‘warmer’ (that is, more light-like) than men,” Strauss
calls it: “A milestone in the criticism of the andreia [manly].” Plato
again: “The sentence is as ironic as what is said in the Rep[ublic] about
the equality of women - the background is in both cases the same. And

13 The only candidate seems to be the appearance of “Hesiod’s races” in
Socrates’s account of the decline of the city in speech (546€).
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yet something one can see only when one believes not in ‘the Greeks’ but
in philosophy” (583). Maleness and femaleness combined with a critique
of the manly: here is a major theme of Strauss’s maturity that receives
its most impressive statement at the center of his late commentary on
Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse.

Strauss ends his report with a parenthetical remark: “(Don’t laugh at
your little friend who has in the meantime stepped into Schwabenalter
[583])” - into age forty, ten days away for Strauss, when according to an
old Schwabian ritual one entered the age of wisdom. Strauss is joking but
he is not wrong: at age forty he has stepped into the most breathtaking
wisdom, the wisdom gained by Homer and Hesiod, and passed on in an
esoteric way to future generations of Greece. Recovered and repeated
in a different way by Herodotus and Thucydides, it was recovered and
repeated in a still different way by Socrates and the two greatest writers
of the Socratic circle. Secured in their writings, Greek enlightenment
was passed on to non-Greek peoples.

On November 28, Strauss reports on Plato’s Letters: “I'm convinced
that all the Platonic letters (also the first) are genuine: they’re the Pla-
tonic counterpart to Xenophon’s Anabasis: they are meant to show that
the author was not corrupted by Socrates: while the author constantly
disguises himself in the dialogues, it’s the goal of the Letters as of the
Anabasis to show that the one disguised is absolutely harmless, abso-
lutely normal.” Strauss suggests that Plato’s letters are a coherent whole,
thirteen in number, with the seventh or central letter dealing with the
central matter. “How I can make this believable to anyone but you -
that I certainly don’t know” (586). He ends: “Johnson formally struck
me from the list of faculty members of the New School.’# So I again
stand right there where I stood in January of 1938” (587). This is the
last of Strauss’s letters dealing with his discoveries in esotericism, and
its remark that he stands where he stood in January 1938 puts an acci-
dental closing exclamation mark on his private report of his recovery of
esotericism. Strauss stands where he stood almost two years before in
all respects but the essential one: in the intervening months, he recov-
ered the esoteric riches of Western philosophy and poetry in its Greek
origins.

As rich as these letters are in tracing Strauss’s recovery of esoteri-
cism, their limitations must be recognized. The gains reported in the
letters have a prehistory that can be traced in Strauss’s published and
unpublished writings. But more important than the longer trajectory of
discovery is the fact that the letters do not mention the great theoretical

4 Alvin Johnson was President of the New School; for Johnson’s role in the New
School, see Steven B. Smith, “Leo Strauss: The Outline of a Life,” this volume.
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gain implied in the recovery of esotericism. In the face of the most pow-
erful sophism of the present age, the belief that philosophy itself is bound
to its time and place in what it thinks — that philosophy in its classical
sense is impossible — Strauss’s recovery of the philosophers’ esotericism
proves philosophy to be possible by showing it to be actual. Insight into
the philosophers’ esotericism makes it evident that the great philoso-
phers transcended their time and place in thought and then descended,
as it were, reporting their gains exoterically by accommodating them to
the prevailing prejudices of their time. Strauss’s recovery of esotericism
is nothing less than the recovery of the possibility of philosophy.*s

1943 RESTORATION

Strauss’s letters to Klein record his recovery of esotericism; his subse-
quent life work displays its omnipresence in Western philosophy up to
the Enlightenment. However, the way he chose to display it differs from
the open declarations of his letters, for Strauss chose to restore eso-
tericism. “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” marks a special occasion
in that restoration for in showing “what a philosopher is” in relation
“to social or political life,” as this essay indicates both Halevi’s eso-
tericism and Strauss’s own. Here Strauss mounted the stage to show
who he intended to be. “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” is the only
essay Strauss published on what he called “the other classic of medieval
Jewish philosophy,”*¢ and the only time he discussed Yehuda Halevi in
print.”7 It appeared in 1943, five years after the letters on esotericism
began; Strauss republished it as the fourth of five chapters in Perse-
cution and the Art of Writing.*® The Kuzari itself is a dialogue that
opens with the Kuzari, king of the Khazars, having dreamed that God

s This philosophical gain is the theme of Heinrich Meier, “The History of
Philosophy and the Intention of the Philosopher,” Leo Strauss and the
Theologico-Political Problem (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 55-73, and Arthur Melzer, “Esotericism and the Critique of Histori-
cism,” American Political Science Review, 100/2 (2006): 279-295.

16 “Plan of a Book Entitled Philosophy and the Law: Historical Essays,” in JPCM,

469.

Yehuda Halevi (1075-1141) is now commonly described as a poet and philoso-

pher, but his Kuzari appears to be opposed to philosophy; his poetry survives

as part of the liturgical tradition of Judaism. Strauss gives the actual title of
the Kuzari as “Book of Argument and Demonstration in Aid of the Despised

Religion”; see also Leora Batnitzky, “Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political

Predicament,” this volume.

Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 13 (1943), 47-96.

In PAW, two typos are corrected and the internal page references in foot-

notes changed; everything else is left as it was, including British spellings

—
3
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was displeased with his religious practice. To determine what to do, he
consulted in turn a philosopher, a Christian, and a Muslim; dissatisfied
with each, he turned last to a Jewish scholar who persuaded him that
the Jewish religion, a religion he despised, is the true religion for him
and thus for his people.

In his first paragraph, Strauss indicates that the theme of his essay is
the great theme of political philosophy, “what a philosopher is,” or “the
relation of philosophy to social or political life,” a relation “adumbrated
by the term ‘Natural Law.”” Because Strauss uses Natural Law as a
virtual synonym of the Law of Reason, the title of his essay can be read
as “The Philosopher’s Relation to Society in the Kuzari.” Appearances
aside, his essay will show that Halevi holds “the philosophic view.” As
for Strauss, his opening paragraphs indicate who he, the author, is. His
first use of the first person pronoun says, “If we follow the advice of
our great medieval teachers” (95); he soon indicates that “our” refers to
the “Jewish Aristotelians” (96). Strauss comes forward in this essay as
a Jewish scholar following the advice of his great medieval teachers.

Strauss opens the first of five numbered sections, “The Literary Char-
acter of the Kuzari,” speaking of safety, and safety is its sustained theme.
He says the literary setting of the Kuzari looks ideal as a defense of the
despised religion, for the Jewish scholar persuaded the king and his rivals
failed. But he notes that it is less than ideal: the king is not “an exacting
adversary.” Why did Halevi not choose the ideal setting and show the
Jewish scholar defeating the most exacting adversary, a philosopher, in
the presence of the king? Asking that question in the central paragraph
of his section, Strauss comically magnifies what Halevi would have
achieved by staging a debate “which would culminate in the conver-
sion, not merely of the king, but above all of the philosopher himself: a
greater triumph for the scholar, for the author, for Judaism, for religion
could not be imagined” (1o04). Halevi arranged his dialogue to lead a
reader to imagine an achievement more supreme than the one described
and wonder why he did not choose it. Strauss ends his central paragraph
on a question dictating the rest of the section: “What was his reason?”

The first of two reasons begins this way: “Halevi knew too well that a
genuine philosopher can never become a genuine convert to Judaism or
to any other revealed religion. For, according to him, a genuine philoso-
pher is a man such as Socrates who possesses ‘human wisdom’ and is
invincibly ignorant of ‘Divine wisdom’” (104-105). Strauss attaches to

mou

(e.g., defence), mistakes in English (e.g., “informations,” “as” as a conjunc-
tion without a verb, German punctuation), and the footnote numbering that
includes a 7% and a 103?. References to the essay will be to page numbers given
in parentheses in the text.
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this claim the central footnote of the section and relegates to it a central
matter: philosophy is less a set of dogmas than “a method, or an atti-
tude” whose classic representative is Socrates. Moreover, his footnote
raises the key issue of the possibility of “adherents of philosophy who
belong to the adherents of the religions” (105, fn. 29). What was Halevi’s
reason for omitting the disputation? “We may say” what Halevi said
Socrates said, that a disputation is impossible because the philosopher
lacks the experience of religion.

But claiming ignorance as the reason is “not fully satisfactory” (106)
because it is not true — an untrue reason can be satisfactory but not
fully satisfactory, for some will want the true reason. Before giving the
true reason, Strauss states why the first reason is false: a philosopher’s
“alleged ignorance is actually doubt or distrust” (107). The footnote he
appends to this remark says that Socrates’s claimed ignorance of the
divine wisdom of those to whom he talked at his trial “is evidently a
polite expression of his rejection of that wisdom.” This is relevant only if
Halevi read the Apology this way. Did he? “Those who do not think that
Halevi noticed Socrates’ irony, are requested to disregard this paragraph
which is based on the assumption, in itself as indemonstrable as theirs,
that he did notice it.” This amusing little politeness is also a promise:
you who think that Halevi might have noticed Socrates’s irony, study
this paragraph for the true reason Halevi did not present the dispute
between the philosopher and the scholar. Strauss adds an aid to study:
“the attitude of the philosophers is not altered if the people of Socrates’
time are replaced by adherents of revealed religion” (107, fn. 33).

Philosophers do not just doubt claims to religious experience, “the
philosophers whom Halevi knew, went so far as to deny the very pos-
sibility of the specific experiences of the believers as interpreted by the
latter, or, more precisely, the very possibility of Divine revelation in
the precise sense of the term” (107). They presented their denial “in the
form of what claimed to be a demonstrative refutation.”*® The defender
of religion then “had to refute the refutation by laying bare its falla-
cious character.” Is this important? “On the level of the refutation and
of the refutation of the refutation, i.e., on the level of ‘human wisdom,’
the disputation between believer and philosopher is not only possible,
but without any question the most important fact of the whole past”
(107). Composing a dialogue on a past debate in religion, Halevi chose to
omit the most important fact of the whole past. The footnote appended
to this arresting claim quotes in German a statement by Goethe that

19 Strauss presented such a refutation in a talk to theologians five years later that
he never published, “Reason and Revelation;” it was first published in Meier,
Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 141-167, esp. 166-167.
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Strauss introduces with an exhortation, “One cannot recall too often
this remark by Goethe: ‘The genuine, single, and deepest theme of
world-history and human-history, to which all the others are subor-
dinate, remains the conflict between unbelief and belief’” (107, fn. 35).
While omitting the disputation, one cannot recall too often that Halevi
“draws our attention most forcefully to the possibility of such a dispu-
tation”: he has his scholar invent a fictitious disputation in which he
says “O philosopher” as if the philosopher were present. Strauss’s foot-
note says, “In a sense, the philosopher is always present in the Kuzari”
(108, fn. 36). Is the scholar’s refutation of the refutation persuasive? It
“evidently satisfies the king, but perhaps not every reader” (108).

Why omit the most important disputation of the whole past while
giving a defective fictitious version of it? “If Halevi were a philosopher,
the absence of an actual conversation could be accounted for precisely on
the ground of the doubt just expressed” (whether and how far a philoso-
pher would be impressed by the scholar’s refutation) (108). If Halevi
were a philosopher, his purpose in omitting a dialogue between scholar
and philosopher “would be to compel the reader to think constantly of
the absent philosopher, i.e., to find out, by independent reflection, what
the absent philosopher might have to say” — to remedy his absence by
making him present in a substitute, a reader reasoning on behalf of the
absent reasoner. So it is that Strauss suggests that Halevi, the author
of a dialogue opposing philosophy, was a philosopher: he omitted the
disputation that matters most in history to invite the philosophically
inclined to enter the conflict between unbelief and belief prepared to
settle it by reason alone. “This disturbing and invigorating thought” —
this thought that gives life by stirring up — “would prevent the reader
from falling asleep” — from being prey to dreams — “from relaxing his
critical attention for a single moment” (108). Disregard this paragraph?
Only if you fear disturbance. Strauss ends with calming disturbance:
“But Halevi is so much opposed to philosophy, he is so distrustful of the
spirit of independent reflection, that we are obliged not to lay too strong
an emphasis on this line of approach” (108). “We” declares Strauss’s
presence: as a reader invigorated by Halevi’s treatment of the conflict
between philosophy and religion, we find ourselves obliged to follow
Halevi and “not lay too strong an emphasis on this line of approach”
(108). To not lay too strong an emphasis on this approach is to take this
approach.

Obliged “[t]o return to safer ground,” Strauss shows how philosophy
worked its “influence” on Halevi. For most, influence is governed by
one’s “previous notions.” “In the case of a man such as Halevi, how-
ever, the influence of philosophy consists in a conversion to philoso-
phy” (109). Strauss uses Plato’s word from the Republic where Socrates’s
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lesson after his cave image describes the genuine education of the cave-
dweller as a conversion (periagogé). Strauss does not have to say what
conversion would mean for Halevi because he had just stated what influ-
ence is not for most: Halevi would “be induced by the influencing force
to take a critical distance from his previous notions” — his Judaism - “to
look at things, not from his habitual point of view, but from the point
of view of the center, clearly grasped, of the influencing teaching” - of
philosophy — “and hence he will be [capable] of a serious, a radical and
relentless, discussion of that teaching” (108-109).

Strauss inserts himself into the judgment on Halevi’s conversion:
“for some time, we prefer to think a short time, he was a philosopher.”
Dreaming of a brief conversion leads Strauss to the most amusing phrase
in his whole essay: “After that moment, a spiritual hell, he returned to
the Jewish fold” (109). Safe ground obliges Strauss to follow his great
medieval teacher and slander philosophy from a believer’s point of view.
Because of “what he had gone through,” descent to a spiritual hell,
“he could not help interpreting Judaism in the manner in which only
a man who had once been a philosopher, could interpret it” — from the
point of view of the center of the influencing teaching. Strauss does not
say the converted philosopher converted back to Judaism: he “returned
to the Jewish fold,” returned irremediably different, viewing Judaism
from the perspective of philosophy. Strauss indicates what that means:
“For in that moment he had experienced the enormous temptation, the
enormous danger of philosophy” (109). The footnote to the previous
passage explains that the danger of philosophy lies in its “pernicious”
fruit, the eternity of the world that contradicts the Jewish teaching
of God’s creation of the world, whereas the temptation of philosophy
lies in its “beautiful” blossoms. Persuaded by reason of the eternity of
the world, made a lover of the beauty of philosophy’s blossoms, the
philosopher Halevi returns to the Jewish fold knowing the enormous
temptation and danger of its greatest adversary.

Had Halevi staged the disputation between philosopher and scholar,
“he would have been compelled to state the case for philosophy with
utmost clarity and vigor, and thus to present an extremely able and
ruthless attack on revealed religion by the philosopher” (109). Because
Halevi returned to the Jewish fold, “the arguments of the philosopher
could have been answered by the scholar.” Knowing the inadequacy of
that answer, the philosopher composing it would know that “one or
the other” reader might have been more impressed by the philosopher’s
argument than the scholar’s. From the perspective of the Jewish fold,
“The Kuzari would thus have become an instrument of seduction, or at
least of confusion” (109). As Strauss is showing, it is an instrument of
seduction but, from the perspective of the Jewish fold, invisibly. Halevi
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offered more aid: “[n]othing is more illuminating than the way in which
Halevi demonstrates ad oculos the danger of philosophy:” even the king,
“in spite of all that men and angels had done to protect him,” finds an
“unimpressive sketch of philosophy” impressive, and the scholar “has to
repeat his refutation of philosophy all over again.” Strauss ends his para-
graph: “Only by elaborating the philosophic argument which Halevi, or
rather his characters merely sketch, can one disinter his real and inex-
plicit objection to, and refutation of, that argument” (110). The para-
graph written from safer ground assigns the tempted reader a promising
task: elaborate the philosophic argument merely sketched in Halevi’s
dialogue and dig up what Halevi buried, his real, inexplicit objection to
the philosophic argument.

Strauss’s argument flowing out of his central paragraph — what was
his reason? —is complete. The explanation that Halevi was a philosopher
who recognized philosophy’s temptation and danger compels a question:
Why was Halevi so timid about philosophy? Defending Halevi against
the charge that he lacked courage allows Strauss to end his section on
the literary character of the Kuzari defending esotericism. He invokes a
“line of demarcation between timidity and responsibility,” a line “drawn
differently in different ages,” and makes his defense rely on what “most
people today would readily admit,” that “we have to judge an author
according to the standards which prevailed in his age.” Halevi’s seem-
ing timidity accords with the standards of an age in which “the right,
if not the duty, to suppress teachings, and books, which are detrimen-
tal to faith, was generally recognized” and “philosophers did not object
to it” (110). The philosophers took over “the traditional distinction bet-
ween exoteric and esoteric teachings, and they held therefore that it was
dangerous, and hence forbidden, to communicate the esoteric teach-
ing to the general public. They composed their books in accordance
with that view” (110). Halevi composed his book in accord with the
philosophers’ view in an age that sanctioned destruction of philosophers’
books. Strauss refers explicitly only to the danger of philosophy. But he
introduced as the model of the genuine philosopher the Socrates of the
defense speech preceding his conviction and execution for not believing
in the gods the city acknowledged: Strauss also means the danger to
philosophy, a situation not altered if the people of Socrates’s time are
replaced by the adherents of revealed religion. Halevi returned to the
Jewish fold an unbeliever, measuring belief from the point of view of
philosophy and therefore seeing the great danger philosophy faced from
belief.

Strauss ends his section identifying the audience for “Halevi’s defense
of Judaism against its adversaries in general, and the philosophers in
particular”: it “is addressed to naturally pious people only,” those
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naturally pious who are prey to doubts that can be settled only by argu-
ments. “Halevi refrained from refuting the argument of the philosophers
on its natural level out of a sense of responsibility” (111-112). Strauss
emphasizes responsibility to the pious, but he has made Halevi’s gen-
uine responsibility apparent: the presence of Socrates, the quotation
from Goethe, the audience of the naturally pious, and the point of view
of the center of the influencing teaching indicate that Halevi acted out
of responsibility to philosophy. He stands with the philosophers who,
in adopting esoteric writing, exercised responsibility toward philosophy
in an age in which the duty to suppress teachings detrimental to faith
was generally recognized. Halevi drew the line between timidity and
responsibility where responsibility to philosophy dictated. That was his
reason. Reason was his reason.

The literary character of Strauss’s essay is to take to safer ground
while allowing recovery of disturbing and invigorating thoughts.
Strauss’s main argument on the Kuzari enacts this literary character
as it unfolds in the four remaining sections. Section II outlines what
Halevi’s philosopher says and does with respect to religion; Sections III
and IV show how Halevi innovates in what philosophers say and do;
Section V traces that innovation back to Plato — and issues a warning.

The advice Halevi’s philosopher offers the king is “the only authentic
declaration, occurring in the Kuzari, of the intentions of the philoso-
phers” (115). His advice — decide the religious question on grounds of
expediency alone — shows that the “religious indifference of the philoso-
pher knows no limits”: it is based solely on reason to serve his way of
life. The philosopher requires neither that their religious indifference be
revealed nor that the religion of their fathers in which they no longer
believe be criticized; and they consider it perfectly legitimate to adhere
to a religion, complying in deed and speech with its requirements and
even defending what “he cannot but call the true faith, not only with
the sword, but with arguments, viz., dialectical arguments, as well”
(115). The philosopher offers three alternatives; the first is to choose
open indifference to religion. The second contains a unique element:
the philosopher may invent a religion to guide themselves, their house-
hold, and their city: they may choose to rule through a religion of their
own devising. The third is to choose to follow the rational nomoi set
up by philosophers who chose the second. The philosophers’ rational
nomoi are a complete theologico-political code, noncompulsory to them
and ambiguous, both a political code and apolitical rules of solitude.
How does Halevi’s Jewish scholar stand to the philosophers’ rational
nomoi? He opposes them and approves of them. Out of that contra-
diction, Strauss disentangles Halevi’s innovation in philosophy’s stance
toward religion.
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The scholar opposes the philosophers’ rational nomoi as theologico-
political codes. An adherent of a religion based on revelation and oppo-
nent of the philosophers, they can be more open about the purpose of the
philosophers’ codes: they are exoteric teachings using partly sophistical
arguments for the purpose of rule. Strauss devotes the central sentence
of his central paragraph to the scholar’s opposition to “the religion.. . to
which speculation leads”: “He objects to it because it leads to doubt and
anarchy,” not because of its truth or falsity (119). Aiming at belief and
order, philosophers’ codes led to their opposite. Consequently, being
indifferent to the particular religion that rules the philosophers must
consider Halevi’s argument regarding religion. In the central paragraph
of his central section, Strauss shows that the philosophers, while seem-
ing not to agree on a single action or belief, agreed on “the most funda-
mental point”: “governmental religion” is a product of practical reason
and is useful “to strengthen the people’s willingness to obey the purely
political laws” (122). Could any conclusions of theoretical reason have
played a part in generating the philosophers’ rational nomoi? Their ratio-
nal nomoi were species of a genus whose species traits include explicit
denial of divine revelation; Maimonides intimates that their rational
nomoi opposed revealed religion partly on grounds of theoretical reason.
Theoretical reason judged a religion based on revelation less favorable
in principle to philosophy than a superstitious religion that divinized
the heavens. As a conclusion of theoretical reason, this belongs to “the
point of view of the center, clearly grasped, of the influencing teaching”
from which Halevi judged revelation (109). Yet he opposed their rational
nomoi.

Strauss turns to the rational nomoi of which the scholar approves in
the fourth section on “The Law of Reason as the Framework of Every
Code.” He must disentangle the scholar’s “strange elusiveness” (129)
to isolate those “governmental laws” that are the framework of every
code, the indispensable minimum of morality required for the preser-
vation of any society. The scholar was elusive on two questions about
the moral minimum: Do they include duties toward God? Can they
be called rational? Strauss catches Halevi giving a double answer to the
double question, hiding one answer in the scholar’s three scattered state-
ments approving the rational nomoi. To find out that moral minimum,
Strauss compares the last two statements — lists — each of which mixes
that moral minimum with a separate set of items: laws that occur in
both “are without any doubt” the moral minimum, the governmental
laws, the framework of every code. Performing that delicate operation
on Halevi’s text to discover what it covertly communicated, Strauss
disentangles two laws only and concludes that the framework of every
code does “not comprise any duties toward God, [does] not go beyond
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delimiting the essential elements of any ‘Binnenmoral,’ and. .. cannot
be called rational” (133).2° Strauss calls this “the philosophic view,” but
then seems to argue that the scholar cannot have accepted the view they
disentangled “although it is one alternative interpretation of his state-
ments” (134). Strauss ends the section arguing that the scholar held that
the preservation of any community depends on duties toward God and
laws called rational: he rehid Halevi’s hidden view that a community
may preserve itself with no duties toward God and a Binnenmoral that
cannot be called rational. Why?

Strauss spoke early of “those elementary rules of social conduct
which have to be observed equally by all communities” (116), placing at
one extreme “the most noble community,” and at the other, “a gang of
robbers.” Robbers appear again when Strauss quotes the scholar’s first
approval of the rational nomoi: “even a community of robbers cannot
dispense with the obligation to justice in their mutual relations: other-
wise their association would not last” (127). Strauss points out a subtlety
in this statement: “When speaking explicitly of the community of rob-
bers, he mentions the obligation to justice only, while when speaking
of the smallest and lowest community, he mentions justice, goodness,
and God’s grace” (129): Halevi separated the community of robbers from
the smallest and lowest community. When Strauss next mentions rob-
bers, he says “the proverbial gang of robbers, or the lowest and smallest
community” (130): if Strauss is not careless, he identifies the lowest and
smallest community with the gang of robbers to differentiate his gang
from Halevi’s community. To what end?

The gang of robbers plays a decisive role in Strauss’s disentangling
of the moral minimum from the scholar’s two lists. In what seems an
unnecessary complication, he mentions first two items that each appear
on one list only. The duty to train one’s soul by fasting and humility is on
only one: “this is not surprising, since it is fairly absurd to imagine a gang
of robbers training their souls by means of fasting and humility in order
to guarantee the preservation of their gang” (132). The prohibition on
murder is on only one: “this again is easily understandable considering
that the Bible prohibits murder absolutely, whereas a gang of robbers,
e.g., would merely have to prohibit the murder of members of the gang”
(132). Then comes the first item on both lists: “This explains also why he
mentions in both enumerations the prohibition against deceit or lying;
for the Bible itself speaks on the occasion of that prohibition merely of

20 Binnenmoral was used by Max Weber to denote a morality internal to a partic-
ular group, a nonuniversal morality by definition, group-loyalty that explicitly
took priority over the Aussenmoral-prescribing behavior toward outsiders.
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the neighbor” (132). No robbers. Why not? They return for the second
item on both lists, a duty to honor parents, which Strauss makes the
duty to honor fathers understood as advisers or teachers; “even a gang of
robbers cannot last if they do not respect those of their fellows who are
their intellectual superiors” (132). A prohibition on deceit and honoring
one’s advisers is the moral minimum needed for any community to
survive — but Strauss ends this section acting, as Halevi’s scholar did, as
if the moral minimum includes duties to God (134-135).

Did Strauss do all his disentangling for nothing, or did he uncover a
specific community with no duties toward God? Omitting robbers from
the prohibition on deceit helps. The essay is about what a philosopher
is in relation to society, and Strauss showed that philosophers practice
deceit in principle about society’s religion — how do those who are the
topic of the essay stand toward a prohibition on deceit? The Bible applies
that prohibition only to the neighbor. Strauss invites the reader to apply
the prohibition to the omitted gang — no, community of robbers, under-
stood as the community of philosophers who practice deceit to survive
but honor a prohibition on deceiving one another. But philosophers are
solitaries. Yes, but they are a community across time, and whereas their
individual surviving depends upon deceit, their lasting as a community
depends upon a prohibition on deceiving one another, upon truthfully
supplying their reasoning to one another. Halevi did this in his dialogue;
he is a model community member; obliged by justice to his own kind,
he addresses them out of his implications and silences while addressing
his defense of Judaism “to naturally pious people only” (111).2*

The purpose of esotericism is to preserve the community of philoso-
phers across time. Such preservation implies esotericism’s second pur-
pose: to enlarge that community one fit reader at a time. Reading the
Kuzari as he did, Strauss found it enlisting him in the community of
philosophers, robbing him from inner attachment to the community
in which he was brought up, assigning him a Binnenmoral prohibiting

2t Strauss never mentions that the necessity of justice in a community of robbers
is Socrates’s central argument in gentling Thrasymachus. That argument leads
Thrasymachus to treat him more justly as one who shares an enterprise with
him: think of us, Socrates advises Thrasymachus, as a community of robbers
aiming to steal young men from the ways of their fathers; our strength — you
who hold that justice is the interest of the stronger party — depends on treating
one another justly (Republic 351a-352d). Socrates made a similar argument
for community with Protagoras: his fable of Spartan philosophy turns thinkers
into family members with responsibilities toward kin (Protagoras 342a-343b);
his exegesis of Simonides’s ode gives him permission to blame a kinsman for
putting the whole family at risk (343b-347a).
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deceit in honoring his advisers. Writing “The Law of Reason in the
Kuzari” as he did does justice to the community to which his reading
of the Kuzari helped gain him membership.

Halevi did justice to his community past and future by allowing its
moral minimum to be disentangled. But are the two laws of the most
rational not rational? Strauss says they “cannot be called, in the last
analysis, rational laws”: they are not universally valid conclusions of
theoretical reason but conclusions of practical reason, which are “in a
sense more rational” for they solve justly problems that exist in a given
country at a given time (133). Halevi solved a problem for philosophy
that existed in his place and time. True to a Binnenmoral prohibit-
ing deception among its kind and honoring its advisers, he developed an
innovative Aussenmoral for philosophy that seems to dishonor its advis-
ers. Keeping to the two essentials, he reasonably replaced the rational
nomoi that led to doubt and anarchy with adherence to a living religion
that counts itself eternal (134). Having intimated the connection of reli-
gion and morality for one society, the philosophers’ moral minimum,
Strauss does what Halevi did: submerge this true conclusion about one
society in a different conclusion about all other societies — their moral
minimum includes duties not just toward God but toward the God of
revelation whose rules must be called rational; the connection between
religion and morality for them is morality’s dependence on religion.
Strauss honors his adviser by submitting (“we find ourselves driven”) to
his exoteric claim about all societies that hides the esoteric truth about
one: “We shall say then,” and so on.

Strauss puts “Natural Law” in the title of Section V after omitting
it since the introduction, where it named the relation of philosophy to
social or political life. His final two paragraphs convey Halevi’s judgment
that revelation so altered the situation for philosophy in comparison
with Plato’s time that innovative action was required. The summary
clarifications of the penultimate paragraph answer the question with
which the essay began: Halevi shares “the philosophers’ view” of the
Natural Law. The rules governing the social part of the Law of Rea-
son, or “philosophy’s relation to social or political life” (95), are means
to the end of contemplation, are not obligatory, and “are rules of ‘pru-
dence’ rather than rules of morality proper” (139). The Natural Law
is therefore addressed to philosophers, “rugged individualists” with no
inner attachment to society. In contrast to these solitaries, “the truly
good or pious man is called ‘the guardian of his city’” (139). Strauss uses
Greek words going back to Plato’s Republic (414a-414Db) as the source of
the distinction made by medieval philosophers — words that Plato put
immediately before the noble lie necessary for securing the goodness
and piety of the guardian of the city. Having separated the philosophers
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and the guardians by noting that philosophers govern themselves by
prudence rather than the rules of morality proper, Strauss shows in
his final paragraph how the philosopher Halevi acted toward his socie-
ties — that of the philosophers and that of the religion in which he was
brought up.

By going as far as he does with the philosophers, the scholar discovers
“the fundamental weakness of the philosophic position and the deepest
reason why philosophy is so enormously dangerous” (140). That reason
is that “natural morality is, strictly speaking, no morality at all: it is
hardly distinguishable from the morality essential to the preservation of
the gang of robbers” — it is as weak as the morality guiding philosophers.
Society needs more than philosophers need: “only a law revealed by
the omnipotent and omniscient God and sanctioned by the omniscient
and omnipotent God can make possible genuine morality, ‘categoric
imperatives’” (140). As if speaking for the scholar, Strauss states the
case for revelation: “only revelation can transform natural man into ‘the
guardian of his city,’ or, to use the language of the Bible, the guardian of
his brother” (140). Plato buttressed guardian-morality with the noble lie;
the scholar goes him one better, buttressing guardians of the brothers
with the all-seeing, all-powerful rewarder and avenger.>*

Having indicated that Plato’s city in speech had become actual with
the help of God, Strauss inserts a warning that recalls what one cannot
recall too often: “One has not to be naturally pious, 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”
(140). Moving from the scholar to Halevi, Strauss reviews the connec-
tion between religion and morality: the alternative represented by the
philosophers was that their community had no duties toward God and
a morality that cannot be called rational; the “vice versa,” the other
alternative, is what the philosopher Halevi advocates for nonphiloso-
phers. Strauss represents Halevi as morality’s champion. “In defend-
ing Judaism ... he was conscious of defending morality itself and there-
with the cause, not only of Judaism, but of mankind at large” (141).
As a philosopher, as transmoral, he consciously defended a morality for
guardians of mankind at large. “His basic objection to philosophy” —
Strauss nearly ends acting as if the philosopher Halevi could have an
objection to philosophy from somewhere transcendent to philosophy —
“was then not particularly Jewish, nor even particularly religious, but

22 Plato prepared the way in the Republic: he had Socrates buttress the noble lie
with arguments that the whole is ruled by a unitary Good and at the end with
an argument for all-seeing moral gods who, according to the story, reward and
punish in the next life. Plato initiated the dangerous game.
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moral” (141). Strauss placed in the introduction of the book within
which “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari” would permanently reside
the measure of this moral objection to philosophy: the philosophers
“defended the interests of philosophy and nothing else. In doing this,
they believed indeed that they were defending the highest interests
of mankind.”?? Halevi’s objection to philosophy is philosophical, it
is the prudential judgment that philosophy in his age must abandon
the philosophers’ rational nomoi and go underground, sheltering itself
within a living religion that theoretical reason knows to be more danger-
ous than a religion that divinized the heavens. Halevi’s ostensibly moral
objection to philosophy signals the deepest reason why philosophy is so
enormously dangerous: the moral have an objection to philosophy and
the moral in his place and time could call in the All-Powerful.

Strauss ends on Halevi’s “remarkable restraint” and gives its reason:
“not being a fanatic” — ruled by his mind not by a longing heart — “he
did not wish to supply the unscrupulous and the fanatic with weapons
which they certainly would have misused” (141). There are two wea-
pons: the weapon of the unscrupulous is the truth about philosophy in
its relation to society, which they could have betrayed by not observing
the moral minimum for the preservation of any community; the weapon
of the fanatic is the truth about Halevi, whom they would have pun-
ished with the wrath of God. Strauss ends: “But this restraint cannot
deceive the reader” — observing a prohibition on deceit Halevi deceives
all but “the reader,” that singular precipitated out of the plural named
in the first words of the essay (“Every student”) by reading alone —
“about the singleness of his primary and ultimate purpose” — assimila-
tion to the God of Aristotle, which he made seem assimilation to the
God of Abraham (141).

RECOVERY WITHOUT RESTORATION

Five years had passed since Strauss reported to Klein that Maimonides
was absolutely no Jew in his beliefs — the bomb that would, when he
opened his fist, ignite a great battle in the one conflict that always
counted. This is how he opened his fist: not stating that Halevi is abso-
lutely no Jew in his beliefs but intimating it from safer ground prepared
by Halevi. In 1943, Strauss showed by enactment, not announcement,
the literary character his own writings would take. Yet Strauss made
no pretense to follow Halevi as an adherent of a living religion strate-
gically sheltering philosophy. Instead, his life work from this point on
represents a great innovation in the history of esotericism: Strauss was

23 Strauss, PAW, 18.
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the first ever to display openly the esoteric practices of the philosophers
and to describe in detail esotericism’s principles; yet while publicizing
esotericism he restored esotericism in the restraint with which he spoke
about the ultimate reason for philosophy’s esotericism gained from its
stance beyond good and evil. What were Strauss’s grounds for his novel
mix of disclosure and restraint? He seems to present the general ground
for such political decisions about philosophy when he defends Halevi’s
esoteric strategy: “the line of demarcation between timidity and respon-
sibility is drawn differently in different ages” (110). Halevi’s responsi-
bility to philosophy required a seeming timidity because in his age, the
suppression of books detrimental to faith was a right and even a duty.
Strauss’s history of esotericism, of “Platonic political philosophy,” is a
history of responsibility: political philosophers exercised their practical
reason to judge the degree and manner of restraint appropriate to their
age for the public presentation of philosophy. What was it about our
age that led Strauss to judge that an innovative mix of disclosure and
restraint was his responsibility?

The judgment about our age underlying Strauss’s innovations in eso-
tericism seems previewed in his Zionist writings of the 1920s and his
essays and letters of the early 1930s: they attest to his extreme oppo-
sition to the modern Enlightenment, his contempt for it, and his judg-
ment that its disastrous failure, most visible intellectually in the radi-
cal historicism of Heidegger, required a new beginning for philosophy.
Strauss judged his age the logical completion of the modern Enlight-
enment, its theoretical self-destruction. That judgment sent him back
to the medieval enlightenment and then to the Greek enlightenment
to investigate, as a man of enlightenment, their treatment of philos-
ophy. Strauss’s innovations in esotericism seem to be what he judged
a responsible preparation for philosophy’s place in a postmodern, post-
Enlightenment world.

In his Introduction to Persecution and the Art of Writing, Strauss
spoke of “the eventual collapse of philosophic inquiry in the Jewish and
Islamic world, a collapse which has no parallel in the Western Christian
world,” yet he could go on to say that “the precarious status of philoso-
phy in Judaism as well as Islam was not in every respect a misfortune for
philosophy” because it guaranteed the private character of philosophy.24
Strauss’s esoteric strategy seems calculated for philosophy’s survival
in private after the collapse of the Enlightenment. In an essay of the
19508, at the height of the Cold War, Strauss described a quite particular
collapse of the Enlightenment that would doom philosophy. Arguing
against Kojeve’s view of the fulfillment of the Enlightenment in the

24 Strauss, PAW, 19, 21.
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universal and homogeneous state, Strauss’s final argument raised the
specter of the “Universal and Final Tyrant” at the end of history as
the new persecutor of philosophy. Facing that global Tyrant, philosophy
could not survive as it had done in former ages by going underground to
escape the tyranny of thought through exoteric writing. The end of his-
tory in the Universal and Final Tyrant would be “the end of philosophy
on earth.”?s

Strauss’s strategy for esotericism seems to be based on an alternate
possibility to this nightmare end of the modern Enlightenment: restored
authority for revelation in public belief. Public restoration of faith in rev-
elation seems the precondition for the debate between philosophy and
revelation that Strauss seemed to think could be perpetual, desirably
perpetual. Strauss even devised his own novel strategy for the renewal
of the old debate. Contemptuously rejecting philosophy’s historic com-
promises in the face of revealed religion (such as Maimonides’s exoteric
claim that reason and revelation ultimately maintain the same things,
or Bacon’s that reason and revelation operate in separate, nonoverlap-
ping domains), and having abandoned the ongoing Enlightenment effort
to marginalize revelation as an obsolete and laughable account of the
world, Strauss made philosophy and revelation irreconcilable warring
opposites whose opposition was a boon for philosophy. That boon was
strictly private and pedagogical: as philosophy’s allegedly most serious
and demanding opponent, revelation had to be refuted by the budding
philosopher both to prove his strength and to confirm to him the via-
bility and consistency of his desired life of reason. To enhance that
opposition, Strauss gave hope to revelation: he went so far as to make
reason look weaker than it is, less capable than it is, both of grounding
itself rationally and of refuting revelation; and he made revelation look
stronger than it is, both in its supposed self-consistency and in its capac-
ity to refute philosophy as self-contradictory, as a denial of faith based
on a faith.?¢ It is no accident that Strauss, an unbeliever from beginning
to end, is believed by many of his adherents to be a believer if an odd
one: he acted as if the conflict between unbelief and belief was less a
stalemate than tipped in favor of revelation.

Two grave questions rise against Strauss’s restoration of esotericism.
First and with respect to Strauss’s novel strategy regarding philosophy

25 Strauss, “Restatement on Xenophon'’s Hiero,” in WPP, 132-133. Strauss gave
greater prominence to this argument by choosing to delete what had been the
final paragraph of the first publication of this essay, a French translation in
1953; he chose to let the Final Tyrant and the end of philosophy appear as
the last thought of the English versions of the essay in WPP (1959) and OT
(republished 1963).

26 See Strauss, NRH, 74-75; Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political
Problem, 15-24.
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and revelation: Can it be wise in our age, given the rise of fundamen-
talisms in the last half-century, for philosophy to give heart to fun-
damentalism, to encourage the belief that the virulent orthodoxies of
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam occupy an unassailable intellectual
position, that reason is too weak to refute them and contradictory in
itself?

Second and with respect to Strauss’s eagerness to abandon the mod-
ern Enlightenment: Are we living the end, welcome or not, of the mod-
ern Enlightenment, where responsibility to philosophy requires making
philosophy timid again? The most powerful recent advocate of enlight-
enment and strategist of its advancement, Nietzsche, understood the
esoteric tradition that began with Plato. He could therefore warn “you
who understand,” that “soon the time will be past when you could
be content to live hidden away in forests like shy deer.”?” Nietzsche’s
openness about philosophy’s secrets was based on his prudential judg-
ment on our age. His early writings counseled restoration of philos-
ophy’s esotericism to facilitate healthy if false horizons within which
alone humanity could flourish. But over time, he came to view the mod-
ern enlightenment as so deeply established and so potentially edifying
that he judged the only viable politics for philosophy to be one that
furthered the enlightenment.>® He recognized our age as the forward
edge of centuries of the Baconian advancement of science; its ongoing
achievements in cosmology, biology, and the history of human culture
placed before the public the truths that ancient and medieval philoso-
phy surmised but about which the beliefs of their age dictated nearly
total silence, including most decidedly the genealogy of morality. In
Nietzsche’s view, the great event of our age was an experiment with
the truth that the age simply handed to the thinker and about which
Nietzsche could say: “Perhaps humanity will perish of it! On with it!”29
Strauss’s anti-Enlightenment fostering of fundamentalism seems a less
wise strategy for philosophy in our age than Nietzsche’s reinvigoration
of the enlightenment.3°

Strauss’s restoration of esotericism, his refusal to endorse the mod-
ern enlightenment while acting as if it had poor weapons, seems a

27 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 283.

28 Nietzsche recognized that a certain type of esotericism is both indispensable
and beneficial, a pedagogical esotericism that invites the capable to investigate
public truths that can always only be beliefs even if they accord with or image
what is true.

29 Kritische Studienausgabe 11.88 (a notebook of 1884).

3° For an elaboration of this argument, see Laurence Lampert, “Nietzsche’s Chal-
lenge to Philosophy in the Thought of Leo Strauss,” Review of Metaphysics 58
(2005): 585-619, and Laurence Lampert, Leo Strauss and Nietzsche (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1996).
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misreading of the age with bad political consequences for philosophy.
But Strauss’s recovery of esotericism is of permanent importance pre-
cisely for furthering the modern enlightenment. Recovering esoteri-
cism recovers the history of enlightenment beginning with the Greek
paradigm and its provision for alterations by practical reason. Under-
standing this history immeasurably strengthens the intellectual ground
of the modern enlightenment; its founders such as Bacon and Descartes
were no more Christians in their thinking than Halevi was a Jew; they
were strategists for the rational acting to crush an irrationalism, Chris-
tianity, whose wars threatened to make their age a new dark age. They
were wise men who, in judging their age, judged it wise not to dissolve
their responsibility to philosophy into timidity but instead to act on
behalf of philosophy, to alter the social conditions of philosophy fun-
damentally by changing the direction of their age. Thanks to Strauss’s
recovery of esotericism, the history of philosophy - including modern
philosophy — can now come into the light as the history of the highest
spiritual achievements of our species, a history of political philosophy
that changed the world and can go on changing it in the time-honored
way that adds poetry to philosophy.



CATHERINE ZUCKERT

5 Strauss’s Return to Premodern
Thought

In an essay entitled “Progress or Return? The Contemporary Crisis
in Western Civilization,” Leo Strauss argued that the characteristi-
cally modern notion of “progress” is both empirically and conceptually
problematic.” Having analyzed the problem with the modern notion of
progress, he then suggested that his readers ought to consider a return
to “premodern” ways of thought. In calling for such a return, Strauss
appeared to be an incredible reactionary. However, examining the type
of “return” Strauss proposed as well as the reasons he gave for propos-
ing it shows that the “return” consists as much, if not more, in a new
understanding of both of the “roots” of Western civilization: biblical
morality and ancient Greek rationalism.

Why did Strauss think such a return was needed? Why not just con-
tinue on as we are? Recognizing the “progressive” prejudices of his
American audience, Strauss began his essay by noting that the evidence
of progress was questionable, especially with regard to human beings
themselves. But then he broadened the scope of his inquiry greatly
by suggesting that the belief in progress itself involves a fundamen-
tally contradictory combination of ideas drawn from the two “roots” of
Western civilization, ancient rationalism and biblical morality. Indeed,
he observed, the entire history of Western civilization appears to consist
in a series of attempts to harmonize, if not synthesize, these essentially
conflicting roots. However, because ancient philosophy is fundamen-
tally incompatible with belief in the Creator God, these attempts neces-
sarily failed. The attempt on the part of modern philosophers to destroy
irrational belief in the Creator God but to retain biblical morality cul-
minated in despair over the possibility of knowledge and of all moral
standards. These modern philosophers appeared to be reacting, at least
in part, against the attempt of medieval philosophers to combine reason
and revelation. But Strauss discovered when he turned to study medieval

! Strauss, “Progress or Return,” in RCPR, 227-270. The three parts of this essay
were first delivered as lectures at the Hillel House, University of Chicago, in
November, 1952; all references to this text will be given in parentheses.
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philosophy that Christian “scholastics” had “reconciled” reason and
revelation only by making philosophy the “handmaid” of theology. By
using reason to “prove” the truth of articles of faith, they had funda-
mentally changed the character of philosophy. Although the Islamic
philosopher Alfarabi and his Jewish student Maimonides appeared to
be trying, like Aquinas, to reconcile the morality of the Bible with
Aristotelian philosophy, further study had convinced Strauss that these
philosophers not only understood the fundamental opposition between
faith and reason but also recognized the superiority of reason. On the
basis of his studies of Maimonides and Alfarabi, Strauss himself then
developed new readings of both of the “roots” of the Western tradition
in the Bible and Plato.

Strauss admitted that the discovery that the two roots of Western
civilization are fundamentally incompatible might initially be discon-
certing. But he emphasized, “if the very life of Western civilization”
arises from this “fundamental tension, there is no reason inherent in
the Western civilization itself ... why it should give up life” (270). How-
ever, if that civilization is to persist advocates of the two incompatible
roots would have to recognize the irresolvable tension between them.
Theologians would have to credit the philosophers’ testimony that they
are able to live happily without revelation, and philosophers would have
to recognize their own inability to disprove the possibility of revelation.
Neither would be able to refute the other; but by continually confronting
the challenge posed by the other, each would be forced to recognize its
own character and limits.

When Strauss gave his lectures on “Progress or Return?” in 1952, few
scholars would have credited his claim that the millennia-long effort of
the two opponents to refute the other “is continuing in our day, and in
fact it is taking on a new intensity after some decades of indifference”
(260). Most scholars then thought that the world was becoming ever
more rationalized, tolerant, and secular. Confronted with the rise of
the Christian Right in the United States and fundamentalist Islam in
the Middle East, few people now would challenge Strauss’s contention
about the continuing conflict between reason and revelation. However,
few have recognized the broader implications or potentially positive
outcomes of the conflict that Strauss points out. Therefore, we have
something to learn from a more thorough look at Strauss’s argument.

THE PROBLEMATIC FOUNDATIONS OF OUR BELIEF
IN PROGRESS

Strauss recognized that advocating a “return” to “pre-modern” thought
was apt to sound bizarre, if not simply preposterous, to his American
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audience. We may not think our government is the best imaginable, but
we tend to believe that it is the best form of government yet established.
And we continue to expect that the acquisition of more knowledge will
enable us to live better as well as longer lives. Therefore, Strauss began
his essay by challenging the validity of these widespread beliefs. Modern
natural science has given human beings much more control over their
environment than people had earlier, Strauss acknowledged; but he also
pointed out that knowledge, much less control of nature, is far from
complete. And most important of all, the human beings who exercise
that control are demonstrably no better than human beings in the past.

Strauss was not content to remind his audience of the at best ambigu-
ous empirical evidence for the claims made on behalf of progress. On
the contrary, he argued, the concept of progress itself was an example of
the failure of the past attempts to combine elements from the two fun-
damentally incompatible roots of Western civilization that had given
rise to the current crisis.

Strauss noted that to make or mark one’s progress one must have a
goal toward which one is moving. Moreover, that goal must be attain-
able lest all “progress” toward it appear, in the end, to be vain. In this
respect, he observed, ancient Greek philosophy was progressive inso-
far as it contained the promise of some gain in wisdom (249-250). But,
he emphasized, Greek philosophy was not simply progressive. Not all
ancient Greek philosophers thought that the world is eternal (and if
the world came to an end, so obviously would “progress”); but even
those, like Aristotle, who thought the world was eternal, observed that
there were periodic or cyclical destructions of the gains human beings
had made, both as individuals and societies, in floods or other natural
disasters. Perhaps even more fundamental, ancient Greek philosophers
thought that only a few people — at most — would ever attain the desired
wisdom. Moreover, these few could not simply transmit that wisdom
to their successors; not merely each generation but each individual had
to acquire it for themselves.

The modern conception of progress thus differs from ancient ratio-
nalism in two decisive respects. First, modern progress is supposed to
be cumulative. Second, as a result of the accumulation and spread of
knowledge through popular enlightenment, there are to be social as
well as scientific gains.

If there is to be continuing progress, as some modern thinkers say,
the accumulation of knowledge must go on interminably or infinitely.
Strauss observed such a notion is compatible with the hypothetical
character of modern natural science, but it produces a fundamentally
incoherent notion of “progress.” If there is to be progress, there must be
movement from a defective beginning to a better condition. In ancient



96 CATHERINE ZUCKERT

philosophy, such progress was marked in terms of a goal that could be
attained by a few rare individuals, but their efforts had to be repeated
by other individuals who wished to achieve the same goal. The notion
of “infinite” progress or improvement in human life over an infinite
amount of time is taken from the Bible, which promises human beings
massive improvement in their condition in the form of eternal salvation
in the indefinite future. It is not clear in the Bible exactly how or when
that redemption will be achieved; but it is clear that salvation cannot be
achieved solely by human means, and that when it is achieved, it will
constitute a return to the good beginning of everything, which is God.
However, if the beginning to which human beings return in the end is
and was good, it does not make sense to talk about “progress” toward
an end we cannot attain through our own efforts.

Strauss concluded that without a source or basis in God there is,
in fact, no ground or reason to hope for neverending improvement or
progress. If there is always something further to learn, no data or gen-
eralizations we draw on the basis of that data can be considered to be
knowledge, strictly speaking. Our views of everything could change as
a result of a future discovery. Moreover, if we are to believe modern
physics, there will be a terminus to all human life, knowledge, and
“progress” because the world is necessarily going to come to an end.

THE FAILURE OF THE MODERN PROJECT

Strauss thought that the problematic character of the modern concept
of progress was “only a part, or an aspect, of a larger whole” he would
“not hesitate to call modernity” (239). Strauss explained that by moder-
nity, he did not refer simply to recent events. The distinction Strauss
often drew between the “ancients” and “moderns” was not a matter of
time and place so much as between ways of thought. Indeed, he argued,
“because premodern traditions of course survived and survive through-
out the modern period, there has been a constant movement against this
modern trend” (242-243).2

2 Because each of the three “waves” of modernity Strauss identifies begins with
an attempt to recapture elements of ancient virtue, Frederick G. Lawrence
argues in “Leo Strauss and the Fourth Wave of Modernity,” Leo Strauss and
Judaism, ed. David Novak (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), 111-
130, that Strauss’s own work constitutes a “fourth wave” that brings even
greater dangers of nihilism. As we shall see, Strauss attempts to forestall
just such a development with his emphasis on “return” rather than “new
beginning,” and his critique of the historical notion that human thought and
existence changes fundamentally in time as opposed to the older notion of the
perennial problems that philosophers confront, in principle, at all times and
places.
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Strauss admitted that it would be difficult to define “this modern
trend” completely in a single essay, but he thought that he could point
out the most salient and defining features of what he called “modernity.”

Anti-Theological Ire

Since human beings would not seek knowledge in order to transform the
world so long as they regarded that world as the creation of a good and
omnipotent God, Strauss argued, an “anti-theological ire” lay at the bot-
tom of the modern philosophical enterprise. Modern philosophers saw
widespread belief in a Creator God as the obstacle to the human attain-
ment of knowledge that would massively improve their condition. Rest-
ing on indemonstrable claims to divine revelation or “miracles,” these
philosophers maintained, Biblical religion was fundamentally irrational.
But, as Strauss often pointed out, neither revelation nor miracles claim
to be based on reason. The truth of revelation cannot be “disproved,”
therefore, simply by showing that revelation is not reasonable.3

Retention of a Biblical Notion of Morality Without
the Biblical God

Modern rationalism rejected biblical theology and replaced it by such things
as deism, pantheism, atheism. But in this process, biblical morality was in a
way preserved. Goodness was still believed to consist in something like justice,
benevolence, love, or charity (239-240).

Many other commentators on the works of modern political philoso-
phers like Spinoza, Hobbes, and Locke have objected to Strauss’s read-
ings of them as, fundamentally, atheists who sought to cover up their
atheism with obfuscating references to traditional Jewish or Christian
beliefs.4 Strauss responded to the critics who maintained that these mod-
ern philosophers were in some sense “believers” by pointing out that,
as the lives of Spinoza and Hobbes demonstrate, it was dangerous to
appear not to accept the tenets of the established religion. Many critics
at the time that these philosophers wrote objected to their “unconven-
tional” views despite the philosophers’ gestures toward orthodoxy. It
was only in the nineteenth century that commentators began to insist
that repeated references to the Bible meant that authors were believers.s

3 See Leora Batnitzky, “Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Predicament,”
this volume.

4 See John Yolton, “Locke on the Law of Nature,” Philosophical Review 67
(1958): 478ff; John Dunn, The Political Thought of John Locke (Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1968); Martin Seliger, The Liberal Politics
of John Locke (New York: Praeger, 1969).

5 Strauss, “Persecution and the Art of Writing,” in PAW, 26-28.
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Strauss nonetheless thought that these philosophers retained ideas
that had a biblical foundation (265). However, he agreed with Nietzsche,
who had insisted on the impossibility of maintaining biblical morality
without biblical faith. And Strauss argued it was impossible for modern
philosophers to be true believers for two reasons. As philosophers, they
insisted that nothing should be held to be true that could not be shown to
be in accord with reason. Moreover, insofar as they thought that human
life and the world needed to be fundamentally transformed if human
beings were to live peacefully in prosperity, these philosophers did not
accept the biblical idea that life is good or think that God’s providence
could be relied upon.

THE ELEVATION OF FREEDOM AND HISTORY
AS THE ESSENTIAL HUMAN TRAITS

Strauss thought that modern political philosophy retained a biblically
based notion of morality, especially in its desire to relieve the condi-
tion of the poor and oppressed. Nevertheless, he pointed out, the works
of modern philosophers expressed a fundamental shift in moral ori-
entation. Rather than emphasize human subordination to God or an
impersonal fate, modern philosophers increasingly emphasized human
freedom understood as the capacity to control nature and make it serve
our ends.

Second, because human beings did not have any reliable knowledge
of a divine or natural order, modern philosophers concluded a good or
virtuous form of human existence could no longer be defined in terms
of duty, that is, seeking to know and then abide by the precepts of a
natural or divine order. Therefore, morality was increasingly defined
in terms of “rights” rather than right. Beginning with Hobbes, these
“rights” were also seen to consist, fundamentally, in liberties. Indeed,
human beings were increasingly seen to be distinguished from other
living things not by their reason but by their freedom. Strauss concluded
that in modern political philosophy, “freedom gradually takes the place
of virtue” as the definition of the good life. “The good life does not
consist, as it did according to the earlier notion, in compliance with a
pattern antedating the human will, but consists primarily in originating
the pattern itself... Man has no nature to speak of. He makes himself
what he is; man’s very humanity is acquired” (244-245).

Unfortunately, the philosophical development that seemed initially
to celebrate human knowledge and power culminated in demonstrating
their fundamental limits. Having accepted the natural scientific view
of the world as composed merely of matter in motion, modern philoso-
phers gradually came to see that they could not consistently posit the
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existence of a distinctively human nature. How, then, could they ex-
plain how human beings acquired their distinctive moral and cognitive
abilities?

The answer that emerged to that question, beginning with Rousseau
but coming to its full fruition in the works of a series of German
philosophers — Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger — was “history.”®
Human beings had acquired their distinctive traits and abilities as the
unintended results or effects of their own actions. Their actions were
products of their passions, especially the desire to preserve and then to
distinguish themselves as individuals. But the arts and institutions they
developed to preserve and enhance human existence gradually changed
the human beings that were their origin.

Strauss insisted this modern philosophical understanding of history
had to be distinguished from the simple recording of what had happened,
characteristic of ancient “historians” like Herodotus and Thucydides,
or the record of God’s works to be found in the Bible.” Unlike ancient
records, the modern conception of “history” entailed a fundamental
“progress” in human events. However, whether the changes were truly
fundamental depended on what the end or ultimate result of the “pro-
cess” was. Hegel claimed that he had replaced philosophy or the mere
search for wisdom with the possession of Wissenschaft, but his claim
to complete knowledge was immediately challenged by his successors,
who showed that neither Hegel nor anyone else could give an entirely
rational explanation of everything that happened. Marx’s claim that
the practical application of modern scientific knowledge or technology,
broadly understood to include social organization, would relieve human
beings of need and allow them to live as they wished in an economy
of abundance also appeared to be obviously false. The capacity of the
human imagination to generate new desires far outstripped the devel-
opment of the means of satisfying them. Rather than ushering in an era
of unprecedented human freedom, historical “dialectics” became the
source of an ideological justification for the imposition of an unprece-
dented kind of world dominion or tyranny.®

¢ Strauss traces the development of this thought both in NRH, 252-323, in a
chapter titled “The Crisis of Modern Natural Right” and in his essay “What
is Political Philosophy,” in WPP, 40-55, in the section titled “The Modern
Solutions.”

7 For Strauss’s thoughts on some of the differences between ancient and mod-
ern historiography, compare his “On Collingwood’s Philosophy of History,”
Review of Metaphysics, 5 (1952): §59-586, to “Thucydides: The Meaning of
Political History,” in RCPR, 72-102.

8 This is the thesis of Strauss, OT, especially his “Restatement on Xenophon’s
Hiero,” in OT, 177-212.
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The extreme claims made with regard to historical and scientific
progress had provoked an equally extreme philosophical and political
response. As Nietzsche pointed out, the life of a middle class burgher,
much less of a proletarian worker, was by no means obviously better —
greater, nobler, more just or more moral — than the life of any of Hegel’s
“world historical figures.” Although these “figures” suffered from the
delusions associated with great passions, they had not merely founded
nations, created beautiful works of art, and discovered fundamental sci-
entific truths. They showed themselves to be noble, and thus provided
others with examples of human lives truly worth living. Nor was it clear,
Nietzsche argued, that modern scholars or “scientists” knew more than
the sages of old. Modern scholars had acquired much more information
but their “knowledge” had been fragmented into so many specializa-
tions or “disciplines” that it was impossible to achieve a comprehensive
view. Indeed, Nietzsche pointed out that if all human knowledge is a
product of the will, then modern natural science is no better than Greek
science. It simply expresses a more successful will to power. All forms
of order - scientific as well as moral — are merely manifestations of a
universal desire to impose one’s own order on things that he called the
“will to power.”?

Heidegger drew the ultimate conclusion from the modern conception
of human life as essentially historical. If all knowledge originates and is
based on human beings, all knowledge is finite and temporal. Human
beings do not and will never have knowledge of anything eternal. Strauss
concluded: “Oblivion of eternity, or, in other words, estrangement from
man’s deepest desire and therewith from the primary issues is the price
modern man had to pay, from the very beginning, for attempting to
be absolutely sovereign, to become the master and owner of nature, to
conquer chance.”*°

9 “Nietzsche’s creative call to creativity was addressed to individuals who
should revolutionize their own lives, not to society or his nation. But he
expected or hoped that his call ... would tempt the best men of the generations
after him to become true selves and thus to form a new nobility which would
be able to rule the planet. He opposed the possibility of a planetary aristoc-
racy to the alleged necessity of a universal classless and stateless society . .. He
preached the sacred right of ‘merciless extinction’ of large masses of men with
as little restraint as his great antagonist had. .. After having taken upon him-
self this great political responsibility, he could not show his readers a way
toward political responsibility ... He thus prepared a regime which, as long as
it lasted, made discredited democracy look again like the golden age” (Strauss,
“What is Political Philosophy,” in WPP, 55).

0 Strauss, “What is Political Philosophy,” in WPP, s5.
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THE FLAWS IN THE TRADITIONAL UNDERSTANDING
OF THE “TRADITION"

Moreover, it was not merely the modern attempt to wed science, which
had been the preserve of the few, to the moral project of relieving the
estate of the poor and downtrodden that was fundamentally flawed.
“The whole history of the West presents itself at first glance as an
attempt to harmonize or to synthesize the Bible and Greek philosophy.
But,” Strauss had concluded, “a closer study shows that what happened
and has been happening in the West for many centuries, is not a harmo-
nization but an attempt at harmonization” (245).

The failure of the explicit attempts on the part of medieval thinkers to
show that ancient philosophy and scriptural revelation were compatible
was perhaps not as obvious as the antagonism between modern science
and the Bible. But, Strauss argued, the medieval attempts to synthesize
biblical revelation with ancient philosophy were also doomed to fail
because “faith” and “reason” are fundamentally incompatible.

Strauss conceded that at first glance, Christian thinkers like Thomas
Aquinas seemed to have succeeded in achieving a state of peaceful co-
existence, if not synthesis or harmony, between revelation and reason by
making philosophy explicitly subservient to theology. Philosophy could
and should provide arguments in support of faith that faith could not
provide on its own. But Strauss observed, as a result of its subordination
to revealed truths, philosophy lost its defining characteristic as a life
of questioning and became rather a source of arguments, a discipline or
university department. As exemplified by Socrates, Strauss objected:

[P]hilosophy is...not a set of propositions, a teaching, or even a system, but...a
way of life, a life animated by a peculiar passion, the philosophic desire or
eros, not. . .an instrument or a department of human self-realization. Philosophy
understood as an instrument or as a department is, of course, compatible with
every thought of life, and therefore also with the biblical way of life. But this
is no longer philosophy in the original sense of the term. The original meaning
of philosophy had been lost in “the Western development,” because philosophy
was certainly in the Christian Middle Ages deprived of its character as a way of
life (259-260).

Strauss discovered that in contrast to Christian theologians, medieval
Jewish and Muslim philosophers retained the original understanding of
philosophy as a way of life. The conflict between scriptural revelation
understood in terms of law, which requires unquestioning obedience on
the part of human beings, and philosophy, which just as unambiguously
and absolutely requires questioning, was obvious. Christian theologians
could demonstrate the compatibility of philosophy with faith by making



102 CATHERINE ZUCKERT

arguments to support propositions based, ultimately, on faith, but Jewish
and Muslim philosophers could not raise questions about the basis or
meaning of the law without seeming to challenge the law itself.™*

Strauss emphasized two results of the Islamic and Jewish understand-
ing of revelation in terms of law rather than faith. First, when Islamic and
Jewish philosophers reflected on the law, what came to sight “was not a
creed or a set of dogmas, but a social order, if not an all-comprehensive
order, which regulates not merely actions but thoughts or opinions as
well.”? Understanding revelation as law, the falasifa (the Arabic trans-
lation of the Greek word for philosophers) thus took revelation to specify
the most perfect political order. Arguing that revelation is intelligible
to human beings “only to the extent to which it takes place through
the intermediacy of secondary causes, or to the extent to which it is a
natural phenomenon,” the falasifa then attempted to justify their own
study of philosophy by arguing that “the founder of the perfect order, the
prophetic lawgiver, was not merely a statesman of the highest order but
at the same time a philosopher of the highest order.”*3 In other words, in
attempting to justify the study of philosophy before the law, the falasifa
employed the Platonic conception of a “philosopher-king” rather than
the Aristotelian conceptions of causation or being that became so promi-
nent in Christian theology.

Strauss acknowledged on first reading that both the Jewish philoso-
pher Maimonides and his Islamic teacher Alfarabi appeared to be arguing
that an essentially Aristotelian understanding of the cosmos is compati-
ble with the law. However, closer study of their works convinced Strauss
that this first impression was mistaken.

Therefore, the second feature of the writings of medieval Jewish and
Islamic thinkers, Strauss emphasized in his new and very controversial
readings of their works, was their esoteric character. Understanding the
obvious conflict between philosophical questioning and obedience to
the law, philosophers like Maimonides and Alfarabi could not present
their thoughts or conclusions openly and directly. They thus employed
a certain “art of writing,” analogous in some ways to the Platonic dia-
logues, designed to communicate the questions they were raising to their
most discerning readers while appearing to support the teachings and
requirements of the law. Rather than demonstrating the way in which
their philosophical investigations supported the law, the works of these

1 This argument was first developed in Strauss, PL; see Joel Kraemer, “The
Medieval Arabic Enlightenment,” this volume.

2 Strauss, PAW, 9-10.

'3 Strauss, PAW, 10.
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philosophers revealed sotto voce the fundamental conflict between rea-
son and revelation.

In his studies of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed, Strauss thus
emphasized its “literary” character. Addressed to a young disciple
named Joseph, a student of theoretical philosophy who wanted to learn
the secrets of the Torah from Maimonides, Strauss suggested, Mai-
monides’s “speeches” shared the ad hominem character of Socratic
arguments.™ In deciding whether and what to teach Joseph, Maimonides
faced two difficulties. First, teaching the secrets of the Torah was
expressly forbidden by the law, except according to the ordinance of
the Talmudic sages — if it were to one man who was wise and able to
understand by himself. But second, Maimonides did not know if Joseph
is such a man, nor did he have an opportunity to test him because Joseph
had to leave. Strauss argued that as a result of the Diaspora, which threat-
ened the future existence of the law, Maimonides was forced to disobey
the letter of the law by writing this book. Maimonides nevertheless pre-
served the spirit of the law by making his explication of the “secrets”
far from clear.’> He tested his readers’ acumen by presenting both an
exoteric teaching supporting the law and an esoteric questioning of the
truth of its foundations or “roots.”

In his introduction to the Guide, Maimonides said that he had given
only the “chapter headings” of his teaching and that these were “not
presented in an orderly fashion, but are scattered throughout the book.”
Strauss thus began his explanation of “how to begin to study the Guide”
with an outline of its contents.'® In the order indicated by Maimonides'’s
own chapter and section headings, we see that “the account of the Char-
iot” (I, 1—7) is central. Ma’aseh merkabah (or the account of the chariot
in Ezekiel 1 and 10) is the secret the Talmudic sages declared should
not be revealed, unless to one wise man. On the basis of the outline
of the content of the sections, Strauss juxtaposed with the order of

4 See Strauss, “The Literary Character of the Guide for the Perplexed” in
PAW, 42-48; “How to Begin to Study The Guide of the Perplexed,” intro-
ductory essay to Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo
Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), xi-lvi; reprinted in LAM,
145-149. For a good introduction to Strauss’s view of Maimonides, see
Hillel Fradkin, “A Word Fitly Spoken,” and for a more traditional nonesoteric
reading, see Kenneth Seeskin, “Maimonides’ Conception of Philosophy,” Leo
Strauss and Judaism, 55-86, 87-110.

s For Maimonides’s strategy in composing the Guide, see “How to Begin,” in
LAM, 143-144; see also “The Literary Character,” in PAW, especially the
section titled “The Conflict Between Law and Necessity,” 46-55.

16 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 140-142.
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Maimonides’s chapter and section headings; however, readers see that
the account of the creation (ma’aseh bereshit) is central. According to
Strauss, the only respect in which Maimonides thinks the philosophers
and the adherents of the law disagree is whether the world is created or
eternal.’” But, Strauss also pointed out, that disagreement is decisive.

Having detailed the twists and turns of Maimonides’s initial demon-
stration that God does not have the corporeal features suggested by
the text of the Bible (which is thus shown to contain traces of Sabian-
ism [idol worship]) that would make it impossible for him to be One,
Strauss brings out the problematic character of Maimonides’s central
discussion. “The Kalam proves that God as the Creator is, is one, and
is incorporeal by proving first that the world has been created; but it
proves that premise only by dialectical or sophistical arguments. The
philosophers prove that God is, is one, and is incorporeal by assuming
that the world is eternal, but they cannot demonstrate that assump-
tion. Hence both ways are defective.”*® However, Maimonides suggests
that the two defective arguments can be combined to prove that God is
one, incorporeal, and eternal. “For, he argues, ‘the world is eternal — the
world is created’ is a complete disjunction; since God’s being, unity, and
incorporeality necessarily follow from either of the only two possible
assumptions, the basic verities have been demonstrated by this very fact
(I, 71; II, 2).” But Strauss points out, “the results from opposed premises
cannot be simply identical...The God whose being is proved on the
assumption of eternity is the unmoved mover, thought that thinks only
itself and that as such is the form or the life of the world. The God
whose being is proved on the assumption of creation is the biblical God
who is characterized by Will and whose knowledge has only the name
in common with our knowledge.”™ Moreover, there is an even more
fundamental difficulty: “The belief in God’s unity, being, and incorpo-
reality, required by the Law, [while] being compatible with the belief in
the eternity of the world, is compatible with the unqualified rejection
of the Law: the Law stands or falls by the belief in the creation of the
world.”2°

7 By confining his own discussion to the text leading up to Maimonides’s discus-
sion of the difference between the adherents of the law and the philosophers
regarding the question as to whether the world was created or is eternal,
Strauss himself may be said to be adhering to the law in a way analogous to
the way he argues Maimonides did. Cf. Steven B. Smith, Reading Leo Strauss:
Politics, Philosophy, Judaism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006),
38—40.

8 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 180.

19 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 180.

20 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 182.
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Rather than showing that the arguments of the philosophers concern-
ing the eternity of the world are compatible with the biblical assertion
of its Creation, it therefore became “incumbent on Maimonides to show
that Aristotle or Aristotelianism is wrong in holding that the eternity
of the world has been demonstrated.”>! Maimonides was thus led to
assert that “Aristotle had indeed perfect knowledge of the sublunar
things, but...that man as man...has knowledge only of the earth and
the earthly things.”?? This conclusion is supported by Psalm 115:16:
“The heavens, even the heavens, are the Lord’s; but the earth hath he
given to the children of Man.” But Strauss reminded his readers, “it was
knowledge of heaven that was said to supply the best proof, not to say
the only proof, of the being of God (II, 18).”23

Strauss concluded that according to Maimonides, the God of the Bible
is fundamentally mysterious, which is to say that He is fundamen-
tally different from Aristotle’s purely intelligible first mover or thought
thinking itself. Writing the Guide “as a book written by a Jew for Jews,”
Maimonides seemed to adhere to the “old Jewish premise that being a
Jew and being a philosopher are two incompatible things.”24 But Strauss
pointed out, Maimonides also wrote at least one philosophical book.?s
And in that “philosophical book,” Maimonides indicated that the func-
tion of the law (or religion) was fundamentally political.

Strauss observed that unlike the Guide, the Treatise on the Art of
Logic was written by Maimonides “in his capacity as a student of logic”
to “a man of high education in the Arabic tongue who wished to have
explained to him as briefly as possible the meaning of the terms fre-
quently occurring in the art of logic.”>¢ In other words, Maimonides did
not write his Treatise on Logic as a Jew to a Jew but as a philosopher
to a student of logic. In commenting on the last chapter of the Logic,
Strauss observed that Maimonides first distinguished theoretical philos-
ophy — mathematics, physics, and theology — from practical philosophy —
man’s governance of himself, governance of the household, governance
of the city, and governance of the great nation or of the nations. Not-
ing that many of the books of the philosophers on these subjects
have already been translated into Arabic, Maimonides commented that

21 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 182.

22 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 183.

23 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 183.

24 Strauss, “How to Begin,” in LAM, 142.

25 See Strauss, “Maimonides’ Statement on Political Science,” WPP, 155-169;
“Note on Maimonides’ Book of Knowledge,” “Note on Maimonides’ “Letter
on Astrology,” and “Note on Maimonides’ Treatise on the Art of Logic,” in
SPPP, 192-204, 205-207, 208-209.

26 Strauss, “Note on Maimonides’ Treatise on the Art of Logic,” SPPP, 208.
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“the books of the philosophers on politics proper” are “useless for ‘us’
‘in these times.”” If the “us” refers to “us Jews,” Strauss suggested,
“of all genuinely philosophic books, only the books on politics. .. have
been rendered superfluous by the Torah.” Because the Torah antedates
Greek philosophy by centuries, the operative phrase becomes “in these
times.”?7 It is “not the Jews as such, but the Jews in exile, the Jews who
lack a political existence [who] do not need the political books of the
philosophers.” And “the Torah is not sufficient for the guidance of a
political community.” Moreover, the “we” to whom Maimonides refers
in the Treatise appears not to be “we Jews” so much as “we men of the-
ory,” who do not need the books of the philosophers on politics “in these
times” because of the dominance of divinely revealed laws. Because the
need for the books of the philosophers “on ethics and, especially, on
theoretical philosophy has not been affected by the rise to dominance of
revealed religions,” Strauss concluded, Maimonides “suggests that the
function of revealed religion is emphatically political...[And] if only
the most practical part of the political teaching of the philosophers is
superfluous ‘in these times’ because its function is at present fulfilled
by revealed religions. .. political philosophy is as necessary ‘in these
times’ as in all other times for the theoretical understanding of revealed
religion.”?8

Strauss thought that Maimonides himself took such a “theoretical”
view of the Law.?® In the Guide, Maimonides showed how the tradi-
tional understanding of the Law needed to be purified and improved
with knowledge that could be obtained only through the study of phi-
losophy. He did not show that Aristotelian philosophy was compatible
with the teaching of the Bible; and in his only truly “philosophical”
work, Maimonides suggested that the Law itself should be understood
primarily in terms of its political function. In his “Note on Maimonides’
Letter on Astrology,” Strauss concluded that Maimonides did not think
that the Law, as traditionally understood and practiced, had performed
its political function well because it did not promote the art of war.3°

27 Strauss, “Maimonides’ Statement on Political Science,” in WPP, 156-157.

28 Strauss, “Maimonides’ Statement on Political Science,” in WPP, 158-159.

29 Strauss was more open in his letters. On January 20, 1938, he wrote Jacob
Klein that Maimonides had “a truly free mind,” and on February 16, that
“Maim|onides] was absolutely not a Jew in his belief.” GS, 3: 545, 549. On
May 20, 1949, Strauss wrote to Julius Guttman that “Maimonides was a
‘philosopher’ in a far more radical sense than is usually assumed today,”
quoted in Heinrich Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 23—24n); see Laurence
Lampert, “Strauss’s Recovery of Esotericism,” this volume.

3¢ See Strauss, “Note on Maimonides’ Letter on Astrology,” in SPPP, 207.
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Strauss found the same political view of religion in the works of
Alfarabi whom Maimonides regarded as “the greatest among the Islamic
philosophers, and indeed as the greatest philosophic authority after Aris-
totle.” Wishing to restore philosophy “after it ha[d] been blurred or
destroyed,” Alfarabi followed Plato’s example in the Republic by pre-
senting his own philosophy in an emphatically political context.3*

Like Plato, Alfarabi wanted to show the utility of philosophy to non-
philosophers. In the first part of his treatise On the Attainment of
Happiness, Alfarabi “discusse[d] the human things which are required
for bringing about the complete happiness of nations and of cities.
The chief requirement prove[d] to be philosophy, or rather the rule of
philosophers.”3> But at first glance, philosophy and rule appeared to
require two different types of “arts,” the science of the essence of every
being or philosophy, and the royal or political art. However, upon fur-
ther reading “the philosopher and the king prove[d] to be identical...;
philosophy by itself is not only necessary but sufficient for produc-
ing happiness.”33 Indeed, Strauss concluded, “Farabi’s Plato eventually
replace[d] the philosopher-king who rules openly in the virtuous city,
by the secret kingship of the philosopher who, being ‘a perfect man’
precisely because he is an ‘investigator,’ lives privately as a member of
an imperfect society which he tries to humanize within the limits of
the possible.”34 Not merely does a philosopher not need to know how to
rule, much less rule, to be happy; he does not need to possess knowledge.
Like Socrates, he only need seek it.

Strauss argued that Alfarabi’s “praise of philosophy is meant to rule
out any claims of cognitive value that may be raised on behalf of reli-
gion in general and revealed religion in particular. For the philosophy on
which Farabi bestowed his unqualified praise, is the philosophy of the
pagans Plato and Aristotle.”35 Taking advantage of “the specific immu-
nity of the commentator or historian,” Alfarabi declared through the
mouth of Plato “that religious speculation, and religious investigation
of the beings. .. do not supply the science of the beings, in which man’s
highest perfection consists, whereas philosophy does.”3¢ Because he pro-
ceeded with some caution, Alfarabi distinguished “the happiness of this
world in this life” from “the ultimate happiness in the other life” at the
beginning of his treatise On the Attainment of Happiness, with which
he prefaced his summaries of the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle.

31 Strauss, PAW, 9, 12.
32 Strauss, PAW, 12.
33 Strauss, PAW, 12-13.
34 Strauss, PAW, 17.
35 Strauss, PAW, 13.
36 Strauss, PAW, 13.
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But in his account of The Philosophy of Plato in the central, hence least
exposed and shortest part of the work, Strauss observed Alfarabi alto-
gether neglected to mention life after death. “Proceeding in accordance
with the same rule,” Alfarabi “pronounces more or less orthodox views
concerning life after death in The Virtuous Religious Community and
The Political Governments, i.e., in works in which he speaks in his own
name...But in his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics he declares
that there is only the happiness of this life, and that all divergent state-
ments are based on ‘ravings and old woman'’s tales.’”’37 A skeptic might
object that in his commentaries, Alfarabi was merely presenting the
views of the pagan philosophers, not his own. But Strauss emphasized,
Alfarabi very obviously did not simply report Plato’s views. “Precisely
as a mere commentator of Plato, Alfarabi was compelled to embrace
the doctrine of a life after death. His flagrant deviation from the letter
of Plato’s teaching. .. proves sufficiently that he rejected the belief in a
happiness different from this life, or the belief in another life.”38

In sum, Strauss’s study of Maimonides and Alfarabi convinced him
that these thinkers had not tried to reconcile or combine ancient phi-
losophy with revealed truth because they recognized that philosophy
and law were fundamentally opposed. Their arguments in support of
the law were designed to preserve the political communities that made
the pursuit of wisdom by a few rare and fortunate individuals possi-
ble. Moreover, if reason and revelation were as fundamentally opposed
as the medieval Jewish and Islamic philosophers suggested, later mod-
ern philosophical attempts to synthesize rational natural science with
biblical morality or ancient virtue were also fundamentally misguided.
Each of the parts was more tenable than the attempted combinations.
Strauss’s studies of Maimonides and Alfarabi thus led him to give new
and more original readings of the Bible and ancient philosophy that
emphasized the conflict between them.

37 Strauss, PAW, 13-14.

38 Strauss, PAW, 14-15. In his essay on “How Farabi Read Plato’s Laws,” in WPP,
134-154, Strauss points out many other examples of ways in which Farabi
inserted discussions that are not to be found in Plato’s dialogue and ignored
topics or whole parts (like the discussion of piety in Book 10) that are, in what
appears at first glance, to be merely a boring “summary.” In claiming that
Strauss availed himself of the same “immunity of the commentator” in relat-
ing his own views through the mouths of Thrasymachus, Machiavelli, and
Nietzsche, Shadia Drury fails to show the way in which Strauss’s accounts
of these thinkers obviously contradict what they say or wrote. The Politi-
cal Ideas of Leo Strauss (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1988). See Catherine
and Michael Zuckert, The Truth about Leo Strauss (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2006), for a more complete response to her claims.



Strauss’s Return to Premodern Thought 109

STRAUSS’S “RETURN’” ON THE BASIS OF A NEW
UNDERSTANDING OF THE PARTS

According to Strauss, “what has taken place in the modern period has
been a gradual corrosion and destruction of the heritage of Western civ-
ilization” (242). Modern political philosophy culminated in Nietzsche’s
declaration that “God is dead,” and Heidegger’s conclusion that the
history of philosophy had come to an end. The “historical” turn in phi-
losophy had not merely destroyed belief in human freedom and progress;
the foundations of all moral standards had been erased along with belief
in the biblical God and the possibility of knowledge.

The soul of the modern development...is a peculiar “realism,” [which insists]
that moral principles and appeal to moral principles...is ineffectual, and there-
fore that one has to seek a substitute...[first] in institutions and econo-
mics, ... [but ultimately in] what was called “the historical process” ... Once it
became clear, however, that historical trends are absolutely ambiguous and,
therefore, cannot serve as a standard, ... no standard was left. (242)

However, Strauss’s studies of medieval Jewish and Islamic philoso-
phy had persuaded him that neither the end of rational inquiry nor the
undermining of morality was an inevitable consequence of the history
of philosophy. There was a “solution” to the “crisis of Western civi-
lization.” That was to “return” to its opposed “roots” and to live the
tension between them. “This unresolved conflict...between the bibli-
cal and the philosophic notions of the good life is the secret of the vitality
of Western civilization” (270) (for example, as opposed to “the market,”
the worldwide spread of liberal democracy or technological advance-
ment). Strauss admitted that “the recognition of two conflicting roots
of Western civilization is, at first, a very disconcerting observation.” But
he pointed out, “this realization has also something reassuring and com-
forting about it.” If “the very life of Western civilization” arises from
this fundamental tension, “there is no reason inherent in the Western
civilization itself, ... why it should give up life” (270). However, West-
ern civilization would persist “only if we live that life, if we live that
conflict.” And preserving that life or tension at the core of Western
civilization required a new understanding of its history.

Strauss admitted that “the whole history of the West presents itself
at first glance as an attempt to harmonize, or to synthesize, the Bible
and Greek philosophy” (245). Strauss suggested the opposition between
the two roots had not been perceived or fully appreciated, partly because
the Bible and the Greek philosophers agree on many of the core propo-
sitions of traditional morality (e.g., that murder, theft, and adultery are
unqualifiedly bad). Further, both agree “that the proper framework of
morality is the patriarchal family, which...forms the cell of a society



110 CATHERINE ZUCKERT

in which the free adult males, and especially the old ones, predomi-
nate” (247). Both thus “insist on the superiority of the male sex.” Both
also deny the legitimacy of worshipping any human being. Finally, and
most importantly, both “agree in assigning the highest praise among the
virtues, not to courage or manliness, but to justice” (247). Because the
unjust often appear to succeed better than the just, both the Bible and
Greek philosophy agree, justice requires suprarational or suprasocietal
support. But Strauss emphasized that the Bible and Greek philosophy
disagree fundamentally about the character of the necessary support.

If everything that happens occurs because God or the gods will it, the
composers of the Bible saw, the true God has to be one and omnipotent.
Otherwise, this God will not be simply responsible for or the cause of
what happens. If there is more than one god, the others will check and
confound each other’s wills. But an omnipotent God is not intelligible
or predictable (and thus potentially controllable by those who come to
understand Him). Especially if the law He gives to one particular peo-
ple is to be understood to be the divine law, God must be understood
to be essentially free to be as He shall be and do as He shall will. As
Maimonides recognized, God and His will thus remain essentially mys-
terious. Right will prevail, if God wills it, but human beings will never
be able to see how or to fathom the reasons why.

On the other hand, according to the Greek philosophers the source of
justice and injustice, order and disorder, right and wrong must be sought
in the impersonal forces that determine the character of the cosmos. As
presented in Maimonides’s Guide (and as more generally traditionally
understood), the difference between the Bible and philosophy concerns
the creation or eternity of the world. If the world is created, it is not and
never can be made fully intelligible because everything depends ulti-
mately on God’s will. It is possible that someday swords may be made
into plowshares (i.e., that human nature will change) so that wars will
no longer occur. Everything is contingent (on the will of God); nothing
exists necessarily or in itself. However, according to Greek philosophy
the gods, like everything else, are subject to higher, more impersonal
forces.?® Although they disagreed about the specific character of these
forces — be they the fates, properties of matter, or purely intelligible
ideas — in no case did Greek philosophers think that anything could be
fundamentally changed or altered. “What distinguishes the Bible from
Greek philosophy is the fact that Greek philosophy is based on this

39 In “Jerusalem and Athens,” in SPPP, 165-166, Strauss argues that the demi-
urge in Plato’s Timaeus is the closest ancient Greek figure to the biblical God.
But, the demiurge follows the models of the eternal ideas (i.e., he does not
create out of nothing).
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premise: that there is such a thing as nature, or natures — a notion
which has no equivalent in biblical thought” (253).

Strauss insisted the difference between “revelation” and “reason”
cannot be settled at this “metaphysical” level because revelation does
not rest on reason. The One Omnipotent God of the Bible is beyond
human ken. Human reason is not capable of showing that it is impos-
sible for such a God to exist because human reason cannot give a com-
pletely rational account of the whole, and so prove that there is no room
for this God. Nor can the difference be decided on the basis of an argu-
ment about “human nature” because “the nature of man cannot be fully
clarified except by an understanding of the nature of the whole,” and
such an understanding is not — and probably never will be — available
(260).

How then are human beings supposed to live? The instinctively based
Hobbesian war of all against all for self-preservation and recognition is
surely not appealing. Nor are contracts or conventions based solely on
self-interested calculations lasting or effective. Is the alternative then
pious obedience from fear and love of the Lord? Or are we forced to rely
on autonomous human reason, however faulty? Human beings appear
to be confronted with an “abysmal” ungrounded choice.

In fact, Strauss suggests the “choice” between “faith” and “reason”
cannot be made as such. It is not clear that one can “choose” to believe
or to love God; one can at most act as if one does. Mere adherence to the
law does not give one a righteous heart. Nor can one ground a life of pure
reason on a choice without reason; such a “choice” would constitute “an
act of will, of belief [in the superiority of reason to revelation], and that
being based on belief is fatal to any philosophy.”4°

Strauss suggests what we see at the heart of “Western civilization”
is a conflict between two understandings of the best form of human
existence. Most human beings vacillate between the two. In their pure
form, these two understandings belong to relatively small numbers of
people — a few extremely reflective readers of the Bible and a few ancient
philosophers.

The first is to be found in the Hebrew Bible or Torah. Rather than
approach the Bible literally as the word of God, Strauss suggests that we
can read the Bible as the compilation of many generations of compilers
of “memories of ancient histories.” Such “memories of memories are
not necessarily distorting or pale reflections of the original; they may
be re-collections of re-collections, deepening through meditation of the
primary experiences.”4! The Bible begins reasonably at the beginning,

40 Strauss “Preface to SCR,” LAM, 256.
4T Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens,” in SPPP, 151.
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and one sees that there is an intelligible order to the events recounted.
A modern natural scientist may think it strange, if not “irrational,” that
“light” is created before the sun. However, believing in the goodness of
the One God and his Creation, the compilers of the Bible recognized
that creation proceeded in stages, marked by distinctions (like Platonic
diareses) or separations of different types of beings. The most important
such distinction is between those things that do not move themselves
(created in the first three days) and those which do (created in the last
three days). (Not depending upon the sun, biblical “days” are, obviously,
not like our days.) All stages of creation are said by God to be good
except for the heavens and man. The creation of the heavens was not
unambiguously good because the compilers of the Bible knew that many
peoples worshipped the heavenly bodies rather than the one true God.
As the second creation story shows, human beings were not simply
obedient. Our nature is, or was, such that we had